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			Prologue

			17 October 2015

			Collins walked across the bridge and saw them gathered on the distant quayside. He turned right, off the road, and passed the barrel-vaulted warehouses. The rigging on nearby yachts slapped against their masts, a sharp metallic sound. 

			Jim Dillon, the head of the Garda Water Unit, broke from the group and approached him, a phone to his ear. 

			‘Detective,’ Dillon said. He held his hand over the phone. ‘I’ve called the hearse; it’s on its way.’

			Collins nodded and kept walking. 

			The wind picked up as he neared the cluster of men by the water’s edge. It whipped at his ears and flapped his coat and pants. A bitter easterly, gathering chill and spite as it made its way up the river. 

			Two wet-suited divers squatted on the quayside, gathering their gear; two more stood over the closed body bag on the ground. 

			‘Looks like that suicide, alright, Collins,’ one of them said. Liam Mullins. A former international swimmer, he appeared as fit and healthy as ever, although he was in his early forties, the same age as Collins. ‘Amazing how many of them we find around here.’

			Collins licked his lips. He glanced up at the sign above their heads. PORT OF CORK. He lowered his right knee to the ground beside the body bag. A familiar genuflection. 

			He hesitated, then pulled the zip down half its length and drew back the two sides. 

			‘Fuck,’ he said. Something had eaten away her left eye. A small pool of water gathered in the raw socket. The colour of the flesh was no longer pink – it had turned a snot-coloured green.

			It felt as if she were watching him with that eyeless hole. That she could look right inside him and see all that he had failed to do.

			He closed the zip, stood up.

			A Transit van backed up, beeping, and the divers began to load their equipment.

			Collins looked at the river. The water chopped and spat at the limestone quay. 

			The door of the van slid shut and Mullins approached him, holding a clipboard.

			‘Em … can you sign here, Collins? We can’t leave until we sign her over and there’s a missing farmer near the river in Lismore.’

			Collins looked at the form. He wrote the words ‘Kelly Grace O’Driscoll’ on it. He scrawled his name at the bottom and handed it back.

			Mullins took the clipboard and hesitated.

			‘How are you keeping?’ he said. 

			The question threw Collins – they hardly knew each other. 

			‘I’m fine, Liam. I’ve had better days.’ 

			‘Oh, right. Well, see you so,’ Mullins said. He sat into the van and it moved away.

			Collins returned to the body bag, forlorn on the stone. He squeezed his eyes and grimaced to the grey sky. 

			‘You useless prick,’ he muttered. 

			Clouds scudded over his head, over the pale city all around. 

			The hearse arrived and Collins watched as they slid her into it. He signed another form. 

			He walked down Anderson’s Quay, thinking about Liam Mullins’s question. He wondered what Mullins had heard about the Butcher case – some of the rumours were ridiculous, but the truth wasn’t much better. He wondered what Mullins saw when he looked at him. A lesson in what never to become, maybe: jaded and unfit, more rail thin than lean, losing his height to a stoop. Looking closer to fifty than forty. Burnt-out by the job, coming back after a mental breakdown, having clashed with a serial killer the previous year. 

			He took out his phone and made the call, looking at the Church of the Ascension in the distance and the water tower up on the horizon. 

			‘Well?’ June answered. 

			‘It’s her,’ he said.

			‘Oh, Collins, I’m sorry.’

			‘I’m just about to ring Joe now, then I’ll be heading up to the house with Liaison.’

			‘Are you sure?’ she said.

			‘I’m sure.’

			‘What if Townsend’s there?’

			‘Oh, I hope to fuck he is. But he won’t be,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately.’

			There was a momentary silence. 

			‘Collins, don’t do it.’

			‘I’ll be back in ten.’

			He hung up. Crossing the road, he felt the phone dig into his hand. He put it in his pocket. 

			He recalled the first time he’d met Kelly – twelve years before, at the Na Piarsaigh club grounds, after watching a Minor match with Paulo and Christy. One of those glorious August evenings that goes on and on, the air warm and dense with possibility. 

			They were drifting to the pub – slightly giddy already from banter and the promise of pints. Nobody could make him laugh like Christy. Dozens of children with hurleys were running around on the pitch in swarms, chasing white sliotars.

			Their old teammate Joe O’Driscoll, known as Horse, waited for them at the gate, beaming. He looked well, he’d filled out a bit since he’d gotten off the streets and stopped drinking. 

			A little girl, maybe six years old, her back pressed against his thighs, squinted up at them. Her mother’s button nose and chin. Her plump cheeks red from running, her dark hair splashed against her forehead. Dumpy arms aloft in the massive hands of her father.

			‘How’s the going, Joe? How’s the form?’ Collins said. 

			‘Grand out, Collins, how are you?’

			‘Oh, fine. Good to see you, boy.’

			They shook hands and Collins bent down to the child. ‘And what’s your name?’ 

			‘Kelly, what’s yours?’ she said. She had a chipped front tooth, giving her a jaunty air. 

			‘My name is Collins, pleased to meet you.’ He extended a hand, which she ignored until nudged by her father. Her pudgy little hand. Her big blue eyes, like her mother’s, bright as a morning sky. 

			He recalled the night in the club bar, just two years ago, hearing that Joe was back on the drink and things were bad between himself and his wife, Niamh. And that Kelly’s half-brother, Jason Townsend, had returned from England bringing a heroin addiction with him. 

			Collins called in to a distraught Niamh, who told him the whole story. How Kelly, at only sixteen, had come under Townsend’s influence. She started skipping school and getting into trouble with the guards. Before long, Kelly was taking drugs, too. 

			Niamh blamed herself. First she’d lost her husband to drink, then her son to drugs, and now her daughter was in a bad place. 

			Then Kelly fell for some friend of Townsend’s and left home to live with him. She was seventeen by that time and there was nothing the family, or – when he got involved – Collins, could do. He tried everything: pleading, threats, intimidation, locking her up, locking Townsend and the boyfriend up. But Kelly was indomitable; nothing seemed to faze her. The health services were powerless. The boyfriend was controlling her completely.

			Collins knew what the next stage of the story would be and he got the call one night from a colleague. She’d been picked up for soliciting. The boyfriend and Townsend had forced her into it to feed their habits. A further descent happened when the boyfriend died of an overdose and she came under the ‘protection’ of the main drug dealer and pimp in Cork, Dominic Molloy. 

			There was a big difference between selling yourself for drugs the odd time and being in one of Molloy’s brothels, where you had to ‘service’ up to twenty men a day – every day. And Molloy was getting into what he called ‘adult entertainment’ – but what was, in reality, the vilest of hard-core porn. Collins dreaded to think what they had forced her to do.

			Until, apparently, she could do it no longer, and there was a report of a young woman throwing herself into the river at Sullivan’s Quay. Followed by a frantic call from Niamh, saying that Kelly was missing. 

			They went in two cars, turning into the tidy housing estate at dusk. The city was lighting up below, the harbour beyond fading into the dark. Collins and June were in the first, unmarked, car. June had insisted on driving him. Kate and Nora, the Garda Family Liaison Officers, were in the second. As they approached the house they noticed a small crowd gathered outside. 

			‘They already know,’ Collins said.

			June parked on the kerb across the road, all eyes following them. The squad car pulled up behind. 

			‘Right,’ Collins said. He thought he saw pity in June’s eyes and resented it. 

			As he got out of the car he remembered how nervous he’d always been before hurling matches, vomiting in dressing rooms, his knees jellied, hands trembling. And yet he still managed to walk out the door with the others, studs clacking on tile and concrete, running through the tunnel, into the light and the sound. That sound. 

			Nora and Kate were in uniform. They stepped onto the street, donned their caps and pulled the ends of their jackets down. Collins, in plain clothes, closed a coat button and then opened it again.

			‘The counsellor has been delayed, she won’t be here for an hour,’ Nora said. 

			‘We can’t wait that long,’ Kate said. ‘Collins?’

			‘I’ll go first,’ he said. 

			‘Right,’ Kate said.

			The crowd outside the house watched them warily. As they went through the gate a few people on the path moved aside. He made eye contact with those he passed, searching for a particular face. 

			Alison, Kelly’s aunt, stood at the open front door. She was the one Kelly had resembled most – they could have passed for sisters. She stared at him, eyes wild with pleading. 

			‘I’m sorry, Alison,’ he said and she slumped back on the stairs. He placed his hand on her shoulder and walked into the breathless living room. It was full of people, but he made straight for the small woman in the corner armchair, her face downcast, clutching a cardigan. He walked up to her and was about to bend down when she stood up suddenly and faced him. 

			‘I’m so sorry, Niamh. They found her in the river an hour ago,’ he said, looking down into her bloodshot, fearful eyes. 

			She lowered her head and put her hand to her mouth. Collins hesitated and then he held her. She was so small, and as he felt the tremors of her weeping, he could sense her fading into something tinier again. 

			Collins could not make eye contact with June when he sat back into the car. He tied his seat belt.

			‘I rang the morgue, they’ll do the post-mortem in the morning,’ she said.

			‘Thanks,’ he said, rubbing the palms of his hands up and down his face. 

			‘She was pregnant,’ he said. 

			‘Kelly? No.’ 

			‘Yeah, her friend Emma just told me.’

			‘Jesus Christ,’ June said. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’

			‘We should get back,’ he said. ‘Kate and Nora will bring her out there to identify the body.’

			‘Will we go for a drink?’ she said.

			‘No. No thanks, June. You head home, it’s nearly tea time.’ He badly needed a drink and he would have welcomed his partner’s company in other circumstances. But he wanted her out of the way. 

			Halfway down Shandon Street, June pulled the car into the side of the road. She turned to him.

			‘You’re planning something, aren’t you?’

			‘What do you mean?’ he said.

			‘Don’t mess with me, Collins. You’re going after him, aren’t you?’

			‘I don’t know what you’re on about.’

			June glared at him.

			‘I’m not going to let you,’ she said.

			‘What are you on about?’

			‘He’s not worth it, Collins. Think of your career.’

			‘June, I’m not planning anything. I just don’t feel like a pint. I’m heading home.’

			‘I don’t believe you.’

			Collins opened the passenger door. 

			‘Thanks for coming up with me,’ he said. ‘I’m just going to head home. I’ll hop out here.’ 

			He paused for a moment, then closed the door.

			‘Don’t do it, Collins,’ she shouted. 

			He put his hand up in salute as he walked away down the hill towards the river. 

			A couple of hours later, Collins walked into the bar as if he owned it – something he had learned to do as a young garda on the beat. It was one of those places he hated, where you usually can’t hear the ‘music’ they play because it’s too loud, but you can’t hear anything else either unless it’s somebody shouting in your ear. 

			The pub was almost empty, just a few kids sipping cocktails on the high stools around a small square table. The owners had gone to some trouble doing the place up – an array of expensive-looking bottles of spirits were backlit behind the bar, giving it a feel of sophistication that it didn’t merit. The music was bearably loud. 

			Collins saw the person he wanted behind the counter. Her name was Małgorzata Novak, but everybody called her Gosia. She’d come to Collins’s notice for three reasons. One, she was a junkie, feeding a low-grade heroin habit. Two, she was fucking Pat Brady, a thug and sidekick of Dominic Molloy. And three, she had just made a big mistake. She was supposed to deliver a few kilos of Molloy’s cocaine to a Dublin criminal by the name of Crilly, but she ended up high and horny when she shouldn’t have been. When the Drugs and Organised Crime Unit raided Crilly’s apartment a few weeks later and checked his laptop, they found a surprisingly high-quality video of Gosia and himself having some fun on his sofa. He must have had a camera hidden in the room.

			Gosia had the fine bones and blonde hair of so many Poles, but she was pale and sickly looking. Collins stood in front of her by the counter as if he were a customer. She pretended he wasn’t there. The bar manager asked him what he would like. 

			‘I’d like to speak to her,’ Collins said, pointing to Gosia, who had walked to the other end of the counter. She was trapped and Collins could see her dilemma, but he was low on sympathy. He followed her.

			‘I need to talk to you now, Gosia.’

			‘I don’t know you,’ she said. ‘I don’t say nothing to you.’

			‘You have a choice,’ he said. ‘Make up your mind quickly. Either I talk with you now somewhere quiet, or in five minutes three uniformed gardaí will walk in here and arrest you for possession of drugs for the purpose of sale or supply. And then they’ll take you out in handcuffs in front of your boss and all the customers.’ 

			She stared at him, hatred radiating from her like heat off a fire. 

			‘Not here,’ she said and marched out the back of the bar. Collins followed.

			She led him to a small, dark storeroom that she opened by tapping in some numbers on a keypad at the door. She went through and faced him, folding her arms across her chest.

			‘You not scare me, Collins,’ she said and smiled darkly, her cheeks reddening. ‘Yes, I know your name.’

			Collins closed the door behind him. 

			‘I’m looking for Townsend. Where is he?’ 

			‘I don’t know no Townsend.’

			Collins took five photographs from an inside pocket. He shuffled them slowly, examining each one, smiling as he did so. Gosia shook her head. 

			‘What?’ she said.

			He handed her the top photo. The quality was poor, giving a pornographic tone to the already seedy content. 

			‘Impressive show, Gosia,’ he said. ‘We have a video too. The whole works, sound and vision. The lads in the station really enjoyed it.’

			Gosia said something in Polish and grabbed the other photos. She looked through them quickly and tore them all up into small pieces. She reached for a coat hanging from the wall and took out a lighter. She placed the pile of torn paper on the ground and lit it. 

			Collins stepped back and watched her. 

			‘Do you know what your boyfriend will do when he sees those? And the video?’

			She put her face in her hands and moaned quietly. 

			‘Where you get these?’

			‘There’s a video of the whole thing, from start to finish. It’s a long video – coke, eh?’

			She groaned and turned away. She took a box of cigarettes from her coat pocket, lit one and sucked hard. She shook her head, vehemently.

			‘If I tell you anything, he will kill me,’ she said, her chest heaving, her nostrils flaring. She pulled hard on the cigarette. 

			‘No, he won’t, Gosia, because he’ll never know. This is just between you and me. Nobody else in the station knows I’m here. Not even my partner.’

			Collins pressed on – he had to get the information before she could gather herself. 

			‘And I only want Townsend, the little shit. Not Molloy, or Brady or anyone else. Nobody will ever know.’ 

			She was shaking. ‘I wish I never come to this country.’ 

			‘Where’s Townsend? Tell me now and I’m gone and the video is gone.’

			‘Where’s Townsend, where’s Townsend? All you ask. What about me?’

			‘Where is he? Just give me an address. Nobody will ever know.’

			She stared at him with disgust. 

			‘Okay, but if I tell you where he is, that’s it? No more photos? Nobody knows?’

			‘Absolutely. That’s all I want. Nobody knows,’ Collins said, putting his two hands up in a surrender sign. 

			She took another drag from the cigarette and tapped a shoe on the ground. 

			‘What I do? I sick of this shit,’ she said, and stubbed out the cigarette viciously. ‘Okay, okay. I tell you where is Townsend. But that’s all.’

			Collins appeared solemn, as though he respected her decision. 

			An hour later, he was parked in an unmarked car on Fort Street, just under the old fort wall, with a view up Vicar Street Lane. Townsend would turn up eventually. He liked his home comforts, did Jason. Collins held the Taser in his lap and checked the packing tape and cable ties in his pockets. 

			As he sat there, he had a vision of himself and where he was headed that night. Standing in river shallows a few miles outside the city with Townsend on his knees before him. A figure in dark clothes with an implacable hold on the neck of the small, bound and struggling man, pushing his head towards the water. Townsend’s pleading eyes trying to meet his, the moans behind the tape bound around his mouth and head. The pebbled bankside, the riverbank trees, the moonlight and the sodium-lit road across the fields. Collins could see the indifferent city’s glowing sky in the distance. He could feel the freezing water swirling around his shins and hear the quiet shuffle of a bullock behind the reeds. He could hear his own voice, sounding strange and unreal.

			‘You shouldn’t have put your kid sister on the game, Jason. You shouldn’t have got her hooked to keep her there. You fucked up, Jason.’

			He could feel the shuddering of the weak-willed loser in his grasp under the water, his bony neck scrabbling to be freed. Bubbles, struggling, then stillness. 

			As he sat in the cold car, waiting, he wondered: Will this be it for me now? The moment I read about in that Frank O’Connor story in school? Will anything that happens to me after, ever feel the same again? 

			The sick rose up towards his gullet. He gripped the steering wheel as if his hold on it was the only thing saving him from an endless fall. He clenched his teeth and roared until he could feel his face about to burst. His ragged breathing burned his chest and throat. He could feel the blood pounding inside his skull. 

			He looked up the alley one last time. He licked his lips. He lifted his face to the roof of the car and groaned. 

			‘You useless fucking prick,’ he said, pressing his head against the side window. 

			He started the engine and drove away.






					

	Part 1

			11 August 2016
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			Dominic Francis Molloy, who liked to be called ‘The Dom’, looked at the laptop screen. It showed a video of a small man smoking a cigarette in the back of a van. The image was murky. The man was just sitting there, leaning against the side of the van, his knees bent, his arms resting on them. He wore a dark tracksuit, a jacket that appeared to be a couple of sizes too big for him, and white runners. He took another drag from the cigarette. He seemed bored. 

			The laptop was on a low rectangular table, in a small, empty bar with a curved counter. There were three glasses on the table. One, from cut crystal, was half-full with golden liquid and ice cubes. The others were pints of lager. A shout came from the adjacent room, a busy bar – there was a match on the television.

			‘And that’s live now?’ Molloy said, in a strong North Cork accent. 

			He picked up the crystal glass and took a sip. He tucked the tie inside his suit jacket. He wore suits from time to time – to show the fuckers what a prosperous businessman should look like. He was clean-shaven and his hair was neatly cut and parted on the left. He was proud of his leanness and good looks. 

			‘Yes,’ the man on his left said. A bulky man, with Slavic features and short fair hair. They called him Alex; his full name was unpronounceable. ‘Is live streaming. And is backing up on cloud.’

			Molloy didn’t like asking questions, he thought it made him appear weak. But the Poles tended not to offer information unless prompted.

			‘And is it on battery?’ he said. 

			‘The mobile Wi-Fi is plugged into cigarette lighter on the dash and hidden under passenger seat,’ Alex said. ‘That way battery cannot die. Otherwise is a risk. And camera is linked to that.’

			‘Right,’ Molloy said. He picked up the glass again and sat back, satisfied. ‘And the camera is where?’

			‘Camera is hidden in panelling behind driver’s seat. Completely invisible.’

			‘What do you think?’ Molloy said to the other man, whose features were picture-perfect and resembled those of a striking male model, with sallow skin, night black hair, impossibly blue eyes and a perfectly symmetrical face. He pursed his lips. His name was Tomasz Mazur, or that’s what he’d told everyone. Molloy couldn’t care less what his real name was.

			‘Is good,’ Mazur said. ‘If he comes in the van, we will get a video and post all over Web. He is finished.’

			‘Sound is perfect, too, so we will hear everything he says,’ Alex said. As if on cue, the man in the van coughed and they could hear it clearly. 

			Alex pressed some keys and a series of figures and a volume bar appeared on the screen. He adjusted something. He was a technical expert, something that Molloy valued, with knowledge of Apps, smartphones, Internet banking, surveillance and the Dark Web. Porn and cybercrime were the coming things; they would eventually put drugs and prostitution in the shade, and involved no hassle with needles or street crime. 

			He swore by those Poles, did Molloy. They were cheap, quick to learn, and disciplined. They didn’t use, unlike most of his own clueless fuckers. They obeyed orders, didn’t ask stupid questions, and above all, they were ruthless. They laughed at the restrictions that Irish law placed upon the gardaí and came up with innovative ways to get around them. They had contacts in Eastern Europe to source guns and they even knew some Russians who could launder money in Cyprus. 

			Molloy sipped his whiskey, satisfied with himself. 

			Collins was sure to act out and attack Townsend, and the camera would get it all. That would be the end of the prick, trying to stop a businessman from doing his job with his pathetic vendetta. 

			With him out of the way, the place would be wide open for the benzos and synthetic opioids – they were already taking over and had stayed under the radar. 

			He’d bring the Poles with him to Spain for sure. Technology was the way to go.






					

	2

			Collins entered the hall of his third-floor apartment and closed the door behind him. He left his keys on the coat hook and went into the living room. The usual soft light seeped up from Pope’s Quay and Lavitt’s Quay below. He paired his phone to the Bluetooth speaker and selected ‘The Safety of the North’. The elegiac notes swelled and filled the room. The satisfying welcome home of familiar music. 

			He took a bottle of pale ale from the fridge, flicked off its cap, picked a glass from the shelf and stood in front of the painting in the corner. Its broad teal strokes seemed more blue than green in the faint tawny light. The outline of a pillow on a bed could be seen in the abstract image, which was more about colour and texture than what it represented.

			He sat down in his father’s old armchair in the bay window. It faced to the north-west, towards Gurranabraher. The Church of the Assumption, impassive at night, stood elemental above the rows of small sleeping homes scattering out around it. In the distance the headlights of a solitary car appeared and disappeared, almost magically, crawling down Cathedral Road. 

			As he poured the beer, he noticed, in the corner of his eye, a brief orange flash from the back of a van parked on the street below. With its dirty rear windows faced directly towards his apartment. 

			Young lovers, maybe; surely they could have found a better spot. Or some guy down on his luck, homeless. But he recalled how a retired colleague had phoned him a couple of days previously, saying he thought he’d seen Jason Townsend ‘hanging around’ on the same street. Collins had put it down to mistaken identity or coincidence at the time. There hadn’t been sight nor sound of Townsend since Kelly’s death.

			He placed the glass and bottle on the small table, moved away from the window and paused the music on his phone. The sudden silence was grating, putting him on edge. He picked up the binoculars from the low bookshelf and, standing as far back as possible from the window, he focused them on the van. The tiny but unmistakable glow of a cigarette being pulled-upon shone and faded. 

			He noted the registration number and called the station. 

			‘Mick? Collins here,’ he said.

			‘Detective Collins,’ Sergeant Mick Murphy said, with clipped asperity – his voice as tight as new rope. They went back a long way and the road had been rocky. Collins pictured his thin lips pursed in disapproval.

			‘Mick, can you run a number for me please? A Ford Transit van. White, maybe cream. 02 C 97412. It’s parked across from me on Pope’s Quay.’

			‘Right. I’ll call you back,’ Mick said.

			‘Thanks.’

			He put the binoculars to his eyes again and waited for the call. The phone rang. 

			‘Collins,’ he answered. 

			‘It belongs to a garage off Blackwater Road. Seanie McDonagh runs it. Remember him? We got him for procuring a few years ago.’

			Collins winced. He tried to think. He watched the van; it seemed so innocuous. 

			‘Is there a problem, Collins?’ Mick said.

			‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘There’s somebody inside it. Yeah, I remember him alright. Thanks, Mick. Are the traffic cameras live on Christy Ring Bridge? The one facing west, down Pope’s Quay?’

			‘I think so, I didn’t hear of any problems.’

			‘Good, thanks. I’m coming into the station to have a look. Will you send a car around, please? It’s probably nothing, but still …’

			Collins hung up. Seanie McDonagh. Not good. He glanced at the beer on the table. He knew he had to check the video immediately or it would eat at him through the night. 

			He thought about going down and confronting whoever was in the van but decided against it until he knew more. If it was Townsend … 

			Collins looked across at St Mary’s Church on the opposite side of the river. The statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary stood above its Ionic columns and portico. He knew her well; they have had many a staring match. She won every time.

			The statue, high on its plinth, faced south, to the hills beyond the city where the lights of the airport shone out at night. A pale green mould had begun to mottle her face, neck and white robe. Splotches of it grew over her eyes, giving the impression of an ancient affliction. She held her left hand out, low and open, as if in acceptance of her fate. Her right hand was higher, palm up, showing more authority. Her fingers pointing towards the hillside to the west. 

			He noticed his face half-reflected in the window, scowling. He softened his gaze. 

			An abiding dreariness pervades a garda station late at night. Collins felt the familiar gloom as he walked through the doors of Anglesea Street Station. 

			A fraught middle-aged couple sat on the mock-leather bench across from the main desk. Waiting for a drunk-and-disorderly son to be released. Or for news of a daughter who has been missing for days – probably taking drugs and having sex with a man they fear and despise. 

			He strolled past the main desk and saluted the night-duty garda. 

			‘Quiet, Tom?’ he said.

			‘Hectic here, Collins.’

			Sergeant Mick Murphy and Garda Paddy O’Keefe sat before the large bank of monitors in the video room. Most of the screens displayed empty streets or light traffic. Mick adjusted the control panel to isolate a specific recording on the main screen. He was already rewinding the images when Collins entered the room. 

			‘Is that it, down near the church?’ Mick said.

			‘Yeah, did you see when it was parked?’ Collins said.

			‘Not yet. I’m nearly back as far as seven o’clock.’

			He continued to rewind. When the clock reached 16:30 a small male figure emerged from the van, walked quickly backwards towards the camera, and then out of view. Collins stiffened. That shape and walk, that gatch, even backwards, was familiar. The figure suddenly reappeared from the same spot, this time facing forward.

			‘Here he is,’ Mick said. ‘I’ll pause and close up on his face. Fuck!’

			Mick’s eyes widened with shock. The two men exchanged looks. 

			Collins sat down resignedly, and tried to think. He glanced at the still, blurry image on the screen. There was no doubt. It was Jason Townsend.

			‘The little prick. Will we bring him in? This is way out of order,’ Mick said.

			Collins tapped his left forefinger against his lips before answering. 

			‘No. Leave it for now, Mick. Sure what harm can he do? I’ll talk to June and the Super tomorrow. We might be able to use it against Molloy if we play our cards right.’

			‘Are you sure? The fucking cheek of him. They’re not planning something, are they? On you?’

			Collins laughed. ‘No, Mick, I’m sure it’s nothing like that.’

			‘Will I keep an eye on it, overnight? We could park a car down the road, or drive around. We can’t let this go, Collins. I’ll have someone watch the video here at least.’

			‘No, no, there’s no need. Sure, it’s recording away. Can you go live again? It’s probably gone already.’ Collins wanted that face to be removed from the screen. 

			The van was still there, grainy and now sinister. 

			Collins stood up to leave: ‘Thanks, Mick. I’ll give you a shout in the morning before eight if it’s still there. See you, Paddy.’

			‘See you, Collins,’ Paddy said.

			Collins left the video room. He tried to fix his body language to make himself appear calm. It wasn’t easy. He stopped to chat and joke with a young female garda whose name he could never remember, who was bringing a tray of mugs of coffee and tea to colleagues. 

			Collins sat for a long time in his father’s armchair that night, staring at the van. 

			The beer lay stale and flat on the small table by his side. Eventually, he pulled himself out of the chair and dragged himself to bed.
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			The following night, Collins stepped briskly through his apartment building’s front door, out to the riverside street. He wore dark running gear, a hoodie, a cap and gloves as he jogged across the road at an angle. During the day, Lavitt’s Quay is a busy four-lane artery for traffic traversing the city, but now it was empty, as he’d hoped it would be, at three in the morning on a damp night. 

			He ran slowly across the bridge and paused to check that the high traffic camera was facing the wrong way, as arranged. It was. As a couple were passing by, he put his hands on the wet metal railing of the bridge and feigned some stretches.

			Flecks of rain etched the still, tide-bound river water below. 

			He went left onto Camden Quay and stepped over the plastic railing surrounding some building materials by the river wall. He picked up two large rust-coloured bricks from a pile and stalked alongside the parked cars, towards the van. A look up and down the quays and across the river showed no sign of life.

			He walked on, along the footpath beside the river, the bricks held low. They each had two curved ridges on one side. He placed them on the ground beside a car. Crouching down, he pressed a hand against the door and squeezed his eyes shut. 

			Don’t lose it in there, he thought. Jesus, don’t. 

			He forced himself upright and picked up the bricks. He checked up and down the quays again. Nothing. He crossed the road.

			He listened outside the van. Stillness. Silence. He peeked in through the grime and saw a figure lying huddled up in a sleeping bag.

			Glancing left and right, he stood away from the rear-end of the van, stretched back his arms and flung the two bricks through the windows. He put his hand inside the broken right window and quickly opened the door. Townsend was rising slowly, moaning. The brick on the left had met its mark. 

			Collins hopped into the van, took out a flashlight from inside his hoodie and closed the door behind him. He recoiled at the smell. Detritus lined the floor. Broken glass crunched under his feet. He shone the light into Townsend’s face. A familiar, pathetic face, wasted by addiction and self-neglect. Blood poured from a cut on his temple. Collins held his pointed, stubbled chin sideways, examining the wound. 

			Townsend moaned, pressing a hand to his head.

			Collins put the light down, turned him over quickly and tied his hands behind his back with a plastic tie. 

			‘You,’ he said, picking up the two bricks. ‘After what you did to your sister …’

			Townsend cowered beneath him. 

			

			Fifteen minutes later, Collins opened the door of the van and pulled Townsend to the edge, letting him sit there. Still all quiet on the street. 

			Collins wrapped the sleeping bag around Townsend’s shaking shoulders – shock was setting in. Townsend’s head hung down into his chest and he began to weep. The gentle rain descended silently, moistening his hair and downturned brow.

			‘Don’t move, Jason. I’m calling an ambulance. They’ll fix you up. They’ll give you plenty of painkillers, as much as you want. OxyContin, the works. Just sit there, I’m calling the ambulance now. We’ll say you fell and hurt yourself. It’s all over now.’

			Collins moved to the wall by the river and took out a small mobile phone and dialled a number. 

			‘Hi, Paddy.’

			‘Collins.’

			‘How’s your mam, Paddy, any change?’

			‘Not much. Still sick as a dog. Mairead says she’s like death warmed up.’

			‘I was going to call in at the weekend, would she be able for a visitor?’

			‘She’d love to see you, Collins. Any time.’

			‘Okay, I’ll do that so. I’ll ring you beforehand to check.’

			‘Do. She might get worse when the chemo kicks in.’

			‘Poor thing. Listen, Paddy, you can point those cameras down Lavitt’s Quay and Pope’s Quay again in thirty minutes. Thanks for that.’

			Hesitation.

			‘Okay, Collins. Come here, everything all right there? You don’t need backup or anything?’

			‘No, no. Long story. Keep this to yourself. I’ll fill you in at the weekend. Grand, thanks, Paddy, talk Saturday. The station quiet?’

			‘Yeah, dead quiet. Okay. I’ll do that. Half an hour, you said?’

			‘That’s it. Thanks, Paddy.’

			Collins switched off the phone and put it in the right pocket of his hoodie. He took out another phone and dialled 999, asking for an ambulance, giving the location. He opened his penknife and cut the cable tie from around Townsend’s wrists. He took a heavy plastic bag from inside his hoodie, picked up the bricks from the van and put them into it. 

			He lifted Townsend to the bench on the side of the road. He weighed no more than a child. Townsend kept his eyes closed, as if by not seeing what was happening meant it did not happen. 

			‘They’ll be right here, Jason. Ten minutes max. I told them it was an emergency. Just sit down there. Keep your leg up over the edge of the bench there.’

			Collins went back to the van, took out the bag with the bricks and closed the door. He jogged along the footpath, past the church, upriver. He turned at the pedestrian Shandon Bridge towards the Coal Quay, and looked around carefully. Nobody. He threw the bag, the 999 phone and the cable tie into the water as he ran. Going left again, he looped back towards his door. 

			Entering his apartment block, he glanced towards the van, but the view of the bench was obstructed by the riverside wall. He climbed the stairs and fumbled the key into the door lock.

			In fifteen minutes he saw the ambulance arrive from his sitting-room window, lights flashing – no siren needed at that time of night. He watched as they lifted Townsend inside the vehicle and drove away. 

			Collins slumped into the armchair. He held his head in his hands and tried to slow his breathing. He told himself that it was about bringing Molloy down, that it wasn’t just placating his own guilt, or getting revenge for Kelly.

			‘Jesus Christ,’ he said. 

			He jumped up, rushed to the cabinet and took out a bottle of whiskey. He poured a large measure, already feeling the satisfying burn in his throat. He stared at the golden liquid, then poured it down the sink, rinsed the glass, filled it with water and sat at the table in front of the notebook he had earlier placed there. 

			He stared at the blank page, thinking hard. 

			He began to write. 

			As he was writing, the tide turned. The river water outside his apartment began to swirl, then flow. It flowed under Christy Ring Bridge, and under Patrick’s Bridge, and under Brian Boru Bridge, past the city’s buildings, streets and docks. Past the PORT OF CORK sign, the high houses to the north, and the Marina’s broad-leaved trees. Past Blackrock Castle out into the harbour, flowing on. Flowing past islands and headlands, past all land, out into the deep waters, into the wide-open cold black sea. 
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			Collins woke to the sound of his phone ringing. He was still sitting at the table, his head on his arms, the glass and notebook before him. The room was grey with dull early morning light.

			He saw the number and winced. 

			‘Hello,’ he said blearily.

			‘Collins, what the fuck did you do last night?’

			‘What? Is that you, Mick?’

			‘Collins, Jason Townsend was picked up by an ambulance across from your flat a few hours ago with a fractured ankle, lace­rations and bruising to the face. Now don’t tell me you know nothing about it.’

			‘Townsend? In an ambulance?’ Collins said.

			‘Who are you trying to cod, Collins? You told me you weren’t going to do anything. You told me not to pick him up, that you were going to talk to June and the Super about it. You told me not to keep an eye on the video. And, you got Paddy to point the cameras away. So don’t play the innocent here, alright?’

			‘Mick, when I went to bed last night –’

			‘“When I went to bed,” would you listen to yourself. Collins, you’re a law unto yourself – or at least you think you are. If you think a few All-Irelands and a big case allows you to do whatever you like, and walk over everyone in this district, or this division, you have another thing coming. I’m going to the Ombudsman with this, I don’t care anymore.’

			‘Mick, will you let me explain?’ 

			He heard the tone of a phone hanging up. 

			He redialled the number. It rang and rang. A voice message began. He hung up. 

			‘Shit,’ he said.

			He tore the top sheet from the notebook, picked up the glass and rose from the table. He looked out the window and saw that the van had gone from across the river. He put the glass in the sink. He read his page of notes, tore it up into little pieces and threw them into the compost bin. He plugged the phone into the cable at the kitchen counter and half-staggered towards the shower. 

			Opening the bathroom window, he heard two herring gulls crying raucously somewhere high above the building. 

			

			June Carroll walked into Café L’Atitude, on the corner of Union Quay and Anglesea Street. 

			Morning sunlight slanted through the windows, illuminating the dust motes floating over the old table. Collins was sitting, back to the wall, facing the room. He glanced up to see June scowling at him and he smiled palely. She pointed at his empty coffee cup and he nodded. She went to the counter to order. Collins watched her.

			His partner had been full of enthusiasm once, ambitious and keen. He remembered that bright, lively and bold young detective. She was as good as anyone in the station, those days. Better. Never gave up on a case, incredible persistence and dedication, a huge conviction rate. Go through a suspect as soon as look at him.

			Not anymore. Fifteen years of serious crime – wave after wave of filth washing over her – had taken its toll. What with having two children – one sick with Crohn’s disease – and drinking the best part of a bottle of wine most nights, June’s engagement with the job had diminished. Collins didn’t blame her for it. Superintendent John O’Connell turned a blind eye to her absenteeism and Collins was happy to cover for her. He was also glad of the freedom, though he did miss her company and the opportunity to bounce gripes off her. 

			She had always acted maternally towards him, even though he was a few years older. Trying to shield him from recrimination and to reel him in from his own worst excesses on the job. After a few pints one night, after she’d given him another telling-off, he told her that she was the district’s lioness, the protector of the pride. She replied that he needed protecting alright but mostly from himself. 

			She sat down opposite him, then beside him, away from the sun’s glare. 

			‘And when were you going to tell me?’ she said.

			‘I’m telling you now, sure.’

			‘No. Mick Murphy told me, in no uncertain terms, this morning. And this is Wednesday. You saw the van on Monday. Why didn’t you tell me yesterday?’

			‘Well, we were busy with that stand-off … and it was Tuesday morning really, after midnight.’

			‘Collins –’

			‘I didn’t want to implicate you. I was up half the night thinking about how to handle it. If I told you and anything happened, you’d be in the shit too. Anyway, you’d only have tried to talk me out of it. In fact, you probably would have talked me out of it.’

			‘As if. You always do whatever you want to do, Collins. Always have.’ She looked at him appraisingly. ‘And you look like shit.’

			The coffees arrived and she took a sip. She drank it black and strong, as did he. She exhaled with the pleasure of it, then ordered a croissant and asked if he wanted one. He didn’t. 

			‘What do you think Jonno’s going to do?’ she said.

			‘Cover his ass, as usual. If he thinks it won’t get out, he won’t do much. Rap on the knuckles. It’s down to Mick, really. He’s seriously pissed off and that’s fair enough. If he goes to the Ombudsman …’ 

			‘He won’t do that, surely.’

			‘He’s old school, June. He … we go back a bit. You know the story.’ Collins recalled the betrayal in his old colleague’s voice that morning. New regrets to keep the old ones company. 

			‘What the fuck were you thinking? I mean, a broken ankle?’

			‘Jesus, that was an accident, June.’ Collins sipped his coffee. ‘He made a go for me and I stamped down on his leg to stop him. I wanted to scare him, yeah, and try to get some answers, but it wasn’t planned or anything. I didn’t even know I was going over there until the last minute. And I was pissed off.’

			‘Yeah, well, I don’t blame you for that.’ She paused and put her cup carefully on its saucer. She picked up the croissant from the plate and put it back down.

			‘Collins, what happened to Kelly wasn’t your fault.’ She put her hand on his arm and tried to meet his eye. The light in the room had changed, the sunlight gone. ‘You can’t save them all, boy.’

			He held his head rigid.

			‘Collins?’ 

			He shook his head. He did not reply. What was the point?

			‘Anyway,’ June said. She removed her hand. ‘If Jonno gets a sniff of a newspaper, you’re in the shit. He’ll throw the book at you. Geary won’t bail you out this time, either.’

			Collins smiled ruefully. 

			‘No, he won’t.’ He scratched the side of his head. ‘I don’t think Mick will take it further, when it comes to it. But I will get a good bollocking,’ he said. ‘Deserve it too, probably.’ 

			She didn’t disagree with him. They sipped their coffees. She ate her croissant. Collins watched a man at the corner of the bar nursing a sick-looking pint of lager. He shuddered and stood up.

			‘Might as well get it over with,’ he said.

			‘I’m going in with you.’ 

			‘You are not.’

			‘I am.’

			She went to the counter to pay. Collins walked past her, out the door of the café. A young waitress stood outside, smoking, and his longing for a cigarette was like a blow to the chest. 

			On the street, when June caught up with him, Collins laid out his case. 

			‘June, I fucked up. I broke his ankle. And nobody is going to believe it was an accident, so that’s on me. Not you. You didn’t know the first thing about it. He won’t let you in, anyway.’

			‘He has no choice. You’re my partner.’ 

			Collins smiled. The lioness.

			‘And slow down, will you? My back is killing me,’ she said.

			He reduced his pace.

			‘One question before we get there,’ she said, grabbing him by the elbow.

			‘What?’

			‘What did he tell you?’

			‘Townsend?’

			‘Who the fuck else, Collins?’

			Collins held up his hands. ‘I’ll tell you later.’

			‘You’ll tell me now.’

			‘On the side of the street?’

			‘Yes, on the side of the street. Now.’ 

			‘Okay, okay,’ he said, looking around. He had prepared this too. 

			‘Three things really. One, there’s a big shipment of coke coming in – he says he doesn’t know how, but I think it’s by boat. Two, Molloy has gotten into bed with the Keaveneys. We kind of knew that anyway, but it seems they can source the coke and Molloy can ship it in. I think the up-front money is theirs too – they’ll probably take the bulk of it for Dublin. And three …’ Collins stopped and turned around again. A businesswoman talking into a phone passed by. ‘Something about a dentist,’ he said, when she had gone from earshot.

			‘A dentist?’

			‘Yes. You know, somebody who fixes teeth.’

			‘I know what a dentist is, Collins, but what’s that got to do with Molloy?’

			‘I don’t know. I don’t think Townsend knows either, but Molloy keeps joking about it. “The dentist will sort it all out. The dentist will make us all rich, boys,”’ he said, mimicking Molloy’s accent. 

			‘A dentist?’ she said. 

			‘I know.’

			

			What Collins told her wasn’t as important as what he didn’t say. To June. To his own partner. On that sunny August morning. On that busy street. 

			What he did not tell her was that he had a fair idea who that dentist might be. He would have to think about that one very carefully, and go after him alone, for now. 

			Especially in light of the other thing Townsend had told him. The other thing he had not shared with June. 

			Amid his muffled screams, Townsend told him that there was a source inside Anglesea Street. There was a garda tipping Molloy off, telling him about everything that happened in the station, everything they knew, everything they intended to do. 

			Collins believed him because he had suspected as much. Three times they had planned to move against Molloy and each time he was ready for them, expecting them. They thought they could pick apart his alibi for Jimmy Cummins’s murder the previous year, but he had it fixed by the time they questioned him. They had turned one of his pushers, Johnny Cadogan, until – the following day, before Molloy should have known – Cadogan was admitted to the Mercy Hospital with severe burns and refused to talk. Every time they found out where Molloy’s brothels were, they suddenly upped and were gone. It was all too much. 

			Collins didn’t tell June because he couldn’t trust her. He could trust nobody in the station.
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			Collins knocked and heard the ‘enter’. He went through. He could see, even from across the room, the rage in Superintendent John O’Connell’s face. He was not faking it just to make a point, as he sometimes did. He didn’t even wait for Collins to sit down before he let fly.

			‘Don’t you want to be in the force anymore?’

			‘Of course I do, Superintendent.’

			‘Well you’ve a funny way of showing it. Breaking his ankle? Jesus Christ, if anybody saw you. They all have camera phones now, Collins. It could be all over the Examiner. Every paper in the country. The Internet. A video? Can you imagine the damage?’

			‘I didn’t mean it. He made a go for me.’

			‘“I didn’t mean it. He made a go for me.” Would you listen to yourself? He’s about half your size, doped up most of the time. And another thing,’ Jonno said, tapping a forefinger on the desk. ‘Did you ever stop to think why Molloy sent that prick Townsend to watch your apartment? Did you ever think about that?’

			‘To goad me, or threaten me, I suppose. Or just to make a point – who knows with that scumbag?’

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ Jonno said. ‘But why Townsend? Why him, of all the little fuckers he has to hand?’

			Collins went cold. A wave of realisation washed over him. 

			‘Because of Kelly and Joe,’ he said quietly.

			‘Exactly. Because you had a personal tie to that family. I was surprised you didn’t have a go at him last year, when that poor misfortunate drowned herself. He was probably expecting that too.’

			Collins remembered how close he’d come, what he had planned and almost carried out.

			‘It could have been a set-up, Collins, did you ever think of that? There could have been a camera on you the whole time. There might have been, for all you know. Did you check?’

			Collins shuddered. He had not checked the van, nor even thought of the possibility. It could easily have been something Molloy would do.

			‘He likely wanted you to lash out, Collins, and attack Townsend. He played you, boy.’

			Collins’s mouth was dry. He tried to swallow, to generate some spit. He could feel his face redden. He’d underestimated Molloy. And Jonno too – a man doesn’t get as high as him in the gardaí by being stupid. 

			‘And you obliged him,’ Jonno said. ‘Although, in fairness, you covered your tracks well.’ He read through the page at the top of the file on his desk.

			Collins was silent. He was not used to feeling stupid. 

			‘That’s another thing, Collins. Redirecting those cameras.’

			‘I deny that, sir, I wasn’t even in the station.’

			‘Collins, have a small bit of respect. We both know that there were ten people in the station last night who would have moved those cameras for you. Jesus, if it ever gets out.’

			‘Superintendent …’

			‘Shut up. Okay? Just shut the fuck up. You and your precious vendetta.’ Jonno glowered at him. ‘Like you’re the only one who’s trying to put him away. I’ve more men on that scumbag’s case than anyone else since the IRA were on the go, and it’s still not enough for you. Well it ends today and that’s that. Right?’ 

			Jonno slammed the palm of his hand on the desk. Then he sat back and paused, making an effort to calm himself. 

			‘Listen, I know you want to get the drugs off the streets. Jesus, we all do. We all do, Collins, it’s a mess. But there is a place called stop. And this is it. And what am I going to do with Mick Murphy? Would you answer me that?’ He held up the sheet of paper – Mick’s complaint, obviously. ‘I’ve never seen the man so angry. And some members will take his side too. God knows you’ve made enough enemies around here. Somebody could go to Chief Superintendent Geary, and if they do …’ Jonno shook his head.

			‘I already apologised to Mick. I don’t know why he is so upset to be honest. He’ll come around, we go back a long way.’

			‘You stay away from him, do you hear me? I’ll sort him. You’re lucky he didn’t go to the Ombudsman. And he will the next time, Collins, and then we’re all in the shit.’

			Jonno sat back in his chair. He scrutinised Collins.

			‘My father worshipped the ground you walked on. Did I ever tell you that?’ Jonno sighed, as he often did when he thought of his father. ‘ ’95, when you scored that goal? Jesus, I don’t think I ever saw him so happy.’ Jonno’s face softened for a moment. ‘But I’ll tell you this, and I’m telling you for the last time. You mess up again on my watch and I will throw the book at you. The fucking book. I’m sick of it. You won’t bring down the reputation of the force in this district or this division, or me, just because you feel like it.’ 

			Jonno closed the file and moved it to his left. He looked at his diary. 

			Collins said nothing. It was not the time. 

			‘And if you’re going down, you’ll do it alone. D’you hear me? I guarantee you that, Collins. You’ll be directing traffic on Achill, while I’m enjoying my retirement on the beach in Lanzarote. Now get out.’ He picked up the phone on his desk and tapped some keys.

			Collins rose and left the room. 

			He saluted the desk sergeant as he left the station.

			‘Quiet, Tom?’

			‘Naughty, naughty, Collins.’
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