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ONE

March 17, 2004

Green and yellow bunting strung between the lampposts marked out the route of the upcoming parade, as Detective Inspector Jordan headed across Dublin. It was 5:00 am. The streets of the city were deserted, the sky overcast and dark. Seven hours from now, tens of thousands of people of all ages would pack the streets behind crowd control barriers, clamouring for the best vantage points. 

The traffic lights brought him to a halt on Leeson Street Bridge. His gun was cutting into his ribcage. He tried loosening the holster strap and repositioning the seatbelt; no improvement. He removed the gun and placed it on the passenger seat beside him. 

Jordan turned west along the canal, a rose-coloured hint of dawn in his rear-view mirror. A playful breeze rippling through the reeds of the canal might have been the ghost of the saint on the lookout for fugitive snakes. 

He hit the motorway heading south and increased the juice. The powerful car grabbed the road. As it surged forward, Superintendent Allen’s pasty face invaded his thoughts. The Super was a hard taskmaster, and it was sometimes difficult to understand his decisions, but getting Gannon to testify against Lafferty was Allen’s idea, and Gannon’s testimony was going to finish Lafferty, no question about it.

Memories of St Patrick’s Days long past seeped into his consciousness, and he picked through them like old gobstoppers rediscovered in the lining of a coat. Lucy in her Brownies uniform or dressed as a fairy, a butterfly, a cucumber!

Within sight of Kilkenny, he lifted his phone and dialled Sergeant Silver.

“Cavalry’s on its way, Isaac.” 

“Where are you?”

“Just coming into the town. How’s our star witness?”

“Sleeping like a baby, thank God.” Silver yawned. “He’s an irritating little toad when he’s awake. Bent my ear most of the night about how he’s testifying against Lafferty out of the goodness of his heart.”

“Sounds like you should be asleep yourself.”

“Tell me about it. These twelve-hour shifts are killing me.”

“Put the kettle on,” Jordan said. “I’ll be with you in five.”

“Hold on a minute, Ben, there’s someone at the door.”

Jordan shouted into the phone, “Isaac! Don’t open it!”

There was no answer. Three beats later, Jordan heard a muffled crack followed by a thud.

“Isaac? Isaac!” 

The line went dead.

Jordan floored the accelerator and shot through the town, running three red lights. Tearing into the car park of the Noreside Hotel, he holstered his gun and ran through the front door. He took the stairs two at a time, to the fourth floor.
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The acrid smell of gun powder was unmistakeable and the door to suite 403 was ajar. Drawing his handgun, he took a deep breath, and burst inside.

Detective Sergeant Silver lay on the floor, a 12-inch pizza in its box beside him. Jordan checked him over quickly. Silver had been shot once in the head. Incredibly, he was still alive, but his pulse was weak.

Keeping his gun at arm’s length in the two-handed firing position, Jordan stepped over the sergeant and into the suite.

The living room and bathroom were both clear. He checked the bedroom before turning his attention to the figure in the bed. Gravedigger Gannon’s killing days were over. He had taken two shots to the back of the head from close range. It was hopeless, but Jordan checked for a Carotid pulse.

He hurried back to Silver. The sergeant was still breathing.

“Hold on, Isaac,” Jordan mumbled as he dialled 999.

While he waited for help to arrive, he checked out the pizza. It was still warm. Most of its toppings were green or yellow and it was shaped like a shamrock. It looked grotesque, indigestible. A receipt stapled to the lid of the box read: “St Patrick’s Day Special 12 inch.” 

Within twelve minutes the hotel car park was awash with flashing blue and red lights, Sergeant Silver was on his way to hospital in an ambulance, and a Scene of Crime Unit had sealed off the fourth floor.

Jordan interviewed the hotel porter, a nervous little man in his fifties with a bad comb-over. A pizza had been delivered shortly after 5:30. No, he was not the usual pizza delivery man. Had he said anything? Only that he had a pizza for suite 403. His accent? A non-national. Sounded East European. The porter had seen no one leave, but someone had taken the lift to the basement a short time later. 

Jordan searched the basement, finding nothing but an open fire door leading to the car park at the back of the hotel. There was one coach with a German registration and a dozen cars. He ran his hands across the hoods. They were all cold.

#

[image: ]


At ten minutes past eight DI Terry White stormed into the hotel like an overweight harpy, his dark coat-tails streaming behind him. He found Jordan in the foyer, nursing a cup of tea. By this time Gannon’s body had been tagged and bagged and taken away in a second ambulance, and the place was alive with tourists. Jordan had not a word of German, but he could guess the main subject of conversation over breakfast – and it wasn’t yesterday’s excursion to the Rock of Cashel, or today’s coach ride to the Blarney Stone.

Jordan was glad to see White. They were close friends since before they joined the Irish police force, and they had completed their training together. 

“Good morning, Ben.” White’s podgy face bore the look of a man who’d had the good fortune to be off duty when the brown matter hit the fan.

“I don’t think so.”

“Shouldn’t you be on something stronger?” White nodded toward Jordan’s cup. “A drop of medicinal brandy, maybe?”

“I don’t think so, Terry,” Jordan said again. 

Jordan finished his tea, and they headed for the car park. 

“So what happened?” White produced a pack of Rothmans. Jordan took one.

“Isaac ordered a pizza, twelve inch.”

“What time was this?”

“Just before six. I was on the phone to Isaac when it was delivered. I think I heard the first shot.” 

“Just the first one? How many were there?”

“Silver took one, Gannon two.”

“How is the sergeant?”

“Alive – last time I saw him.”

“And Gannon?”

“Never had a prayer.”

They drove the short distance to St Luke’s Hospital in silence. They took White’s car – Jordan’s hands were shaking.

As they entered the hospital, White said, “I wonder what happened to the pizza.” Then, “Don’t look at me like that. My weight’s about right for my size.” 
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They returned to the hotel. White volunteered to stay behind and build a photofit picture of the killer with the help of the hotel porter. Jordan headed back to Dublin. 

The rain started at Carlow – a soft spray at first – then the wind got up, and soon it was chucking it down. He hit the edge of the city at one o’clock. The parade was in full swing, its route lined now by thousands standing five deep in the driving rain, brandishing cameras or tricolours, huddled together under umbrellas, cheering at the stilt walkers.

Jordan parked the car and lit a Major. His hands were still shaking. The New York Police Department band marched by, the strains of The Mountains of Mourne drifting away with the wind. Jordan closed his eyes and the image of Gannon’s body popped into his head. 

Tossing his half-finished cigarette out the window, he headed on towards Harcourt Square to face the music.

TWO

The glass panel on the door read “Detective Superintendent M. Allen”. Inside, the Superintendent was on the telephone, his calm, country voice deep and slow. He saw Jordan and waved him in. His desk was bare, apart from the telephone, a single file and a sign that read: THE BUCK STOPS HERE.

Marlon Allen was tall, silver-haired, in his early fifties. His nickname, ‘Brando’, fitted him better and better with each passing year as his heavy-set muscular form turned inexorably to fat. 

It looked to Jordan like the Superintendent was eating the telephone receiver, his head bent low over his desk.

“A respirator... critical condition... I will, of course... I believe so, sir, yes.”

While he waited, Jordan struggled to remember what the Super had said at their last meeting. There was a lot of stuff about plucking low-hanging fruit. And what was that other gobbledegook phrase? Something about paradigms. “Conceptualizing new crime-prevention paradigms”. Jordan shuddered. He could hear the tinny voice of Chief Superintendent Rory O’Malley at the other end of the line. The Head of the National Bureau for Criminal Investigation was in full tirade, barely pausing for breath.

Allen responded, “Yes, sir. Expect my report by the morning.”

This was followed by a further short burst from the Chief Super.

“Close of business today. Very well, sir.”

Allen replaced the telephone, looked up at Jordan and said, “By all that’s holy, Ben, what happened down there?”

Jordan took a deep breath. “Silver must have opened the door to the pizza delivery man.”

“That I know. I also know that our prime witness is lying on a slab in the morgue in Store Street, leaving half his fucking brains in County Kilkenny. Now tell me something I don’t know.”

The bloody image of Gannon’s body was with Jordan still, the coarse taste of tannin from the tea on his tongue. His stomach was in a knot that no amount of tea could unravel. Gravedigger Gannon was a Class A douche bag – a man who killed for money – but once in the witness protection program, keeping him alive had been Jordan’s responsibility. 

He said, “I must have barely missed the gunman. The pizza was still warm.” He gripped the back of the chair, fighting to keep the tea from coming back up. 

What had happened had obviously been Lafferty’s work. A year earlier Aloysius Lafferty, boss of a nationwide criminal empire, the man dubbed ‘Bonecrusher’ by the press, had paid Gannon to kill Lenny Butler, one of his main rivals. Jordan was struck by the irony of the killer’s nickname. By agreeing to testify against Lafferty, Gannon had effectively dug his own grave.

Allen’s eyes blazed. “For God sake give me some good news, Ben.”

“Silver’s holding his own.”

“And the killer?”

“We should get a pretty good description. We’re watching the airports and ferries.”

“I want to know how the killer knew where we were holding Gannon,” Allen said, crossing and uncrossing his arms.

“A leak?”

“No. D’you really think so?” The crude sarcasm – and the facial expression that went with it – revealed a side of the Super that Jordan knew only too well. Allen was well liked by everyone in the Unit, he could be relied on to back an officer in any kind of trouble, but, like all men in high positions, his soul had a core of solid granite.

Jordan said, “The killer knew the suite number.”

“There isn’t a man or woman in OCU that I wouldn’t trust with my life,” Allen said. He seemed to be talking to himself.

“Only seven people knew where we were holding Gannon. Three, if you leave out me, you, the Chief Super and Sergeant Silver.”

Jordan ran through the names in his mind. Terry White, Joe Banks and Fiona Flood. All three were trusted members of the Organised Crime Unit. It was inconceivable that any of them could have been the source of the leak, and yet Gannon was dead; someone must have betrayed him to Lafferty’s assassin.

“You’re counting Harry Tierney?” Allen said.

“Four, so.” Superintendent Tierney was the Head of the Armed Response Unit. He was one man who needed to be kept in the loop.

“What a fucking shambles!” The Superintendent ran his hands over his face.

“I’m sorry, sir—”

“So am I. Tell me what we did wrong.”

“Nothing. Our approach was right.”

“We could have given it to Tierney, lots of firepower, a remote safe house, a helicopter, even.”

Jordan shook his head. The low profile approach was the right way to go. “It should have worked.” 

Allen groaned. “How long have you been working this case?”

The question was rhetorical, but Jordan answered it anyway. “Three years.” 

Just over three years of Ben Jordan’s life had been consumed chasing one man. Every case that he’d worked on during that time carried the stench of this man – armed robberies, hijackings, warehouse robberies, bank robberies, cash-in-transit robberies, and so on. Jordan knew that Superintendent Allen had moved mountains to make it possible for him to sidestep everything else. Now, the waste of three years’ work felt like a broken love affair. That was bad enough, but the look of disappointment on Allen’s face made Jordan sick to his stomach.

Allen said, “You know you were in line for promotion?”

His use of the past tense brought a wistful smile to Jordan’s face.

“I don’t know what you could possibly find amusing about all this, Inspector. We’re all in the same boat, you know. You, me and the Chief Super. This disaster, this... farrago could bring the whole pack of cards crashing down round our ears.”

The outburst was a revelation to Jordan. One of the twelve Assistant Commissioners was close to retirement, and Chief Superintendent O’Malley was the bookies’ favourite to take his place. What the Super had implied was that he was in line to take O’Malley’s place as Head of the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation, and he favoured Jordan to step into his shoes. Jordan flashed a mental image of a sign writer painting his name on the glass panel in Allen’s door. 

“This episode has holed your boat below the waterline.” Allen continued, tugging at his earlobe. “There’s no way I can put your name forward after this.”

“I understand,” Jordan said, watching his sign writer scuttle away.

“I hope you do, Ben,” Allen said quietly. “I hope you understand that your destiny and Lafferty’s are intimately entwined. Your future in OCU – your future on the force – depends entirely on what happens to Lafferty at the end of the day. Now tell me: what are our chances of catching this killer?” 

Jordan made no reply – it was another rhetorical question – but two words ‘Snowball’ and ‘Hell’ sprang to mind. 
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The house was empty when he got home; Kate would be doing her rounds at the hospital. He threw off his coat, splashed some Jamesons into a tumbler and swallowed half of it in one mouthful. He sat at his piano and played Chopsticks over and over, faster and faster, like a demented child, until his fingers were numb. Then he rested his forehead on the front panel waiting for the whiskey to work its magic.

THREE

The next morning Jordan got to work late to find Detective Inspector Bernie Burke waiting by his desk. Burke was in his mid-fifties but with dewlaps, a droopy moustache and thinning grey hair that put an extra ten years on him. Dressed in a three-piece suit that did little to disguise his middle-age paunch, Burke was every inch the ‘old school’ detective. Jordan knew him well; they had worked together in the past and Jordan had great respect for the man.

DI Burke plonked his heavy frame into a chair. Jordan offered to fetch him a coffee from the machine, but Burke declined with a barely perceptible shake of the head.

“I’m investigating the Kilkenny killing. Superintendent Allen tells me Hamilton Gannon was a protected witness.”

Ever since he’d played a major role in breaking the ‘Waterford Ripper’ case in the early nineties, Burke was a minor celebrity on the force. His posting to the Murder Squad had been his reward – a move from the quiet backwaters of the south east to the shark-infested maelstrom of the big city. Following the disbanding of that Squad in 1984, Burke had joining Dublin’s South Central Division as a homicide specialist. 

Jordan replied, “He’d agreed to give evidence against Lafferty.”

“You found the body, I understand. Tell me exactly what happened.”

Jordan’s head was pounding. It was all he could do to describe the events of the previous day in five short sentences. 

Burke listened carefully. Then he said, “You made no attempt to apprehend the gunman?”

“Not until after Sergeant Silver was in the ambulance, no.”

“By which time the gunman was long gone.” Burke put his palms together in a familiar gesture, as if praying, and fixed Jordan with his gaze. “Why not?”

“I remained with the sergeant.”

“You rendered medical assistance?”

“No, not really. He had a head wound.”

“There was nothing you could do, medically, to help your colleague, and yet you stayed with him, allowing the killer to escape. Is that what you’re saying?” 

Unblinking, Jordan returned Burke’s stare. “It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”
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Jordan left The Square early, dropping in to the morgue in Store Street on his way home. He found the State Pathologist in his office, dressed in his green gown, cap and silly wellies. Only the face mask had been discarded and he was sipping from a huge mug bearing the legend, ‘Who’s A Big Boy Then?’

Skipping the pleasantries, Jordan greeted him with, “How’s the autopsy on Gannon going, Doc?”

“Done and dusted.”

“Anything I should know about?”

“Not a lot, no.”

“Cause of death?”

“Now that was a tough one.” Deadpan.

Considering what he did for a living, Dr Eddings’s unfailing humour was always a surprise.

FOUR

One Month Later

Most days are pigs; just a few are truffles. Truffle days are heaven-sent, rare and delicious reward for hard work. 

This was one of them.

DI Jordan set off on foot under his wife’s umbrella from Harcourt Square towards the Four Courts. There was no wind. Black rain fell from a dirty cloud that stretched from horizon to horizon, squatting over the city like a gigantic horse blanket. The weather couldn’t dampen his mood and he walked with a spring in his step. After three years of grind, of dogged persistence, of leather pounding on concrete, after acres of painstaking paperwork, the case against Bonecrusher Lafferty was complete, tied up with a pink bow and handed to the Director of Public Prosecutions on a silver platter.

The assassination of their main witness had been a major blow, but the DPP had decided that they still had enough to get a conviction. They had Gannon’s written testimony and they had the gun. 

His colleagues all agreed that Jordan was a man with an obsession. Today, he was willing to concede the point. His obsession – his dedication – had finally paid off: In spite of Lafferty’s murderous attempt to stop it, he was to appear in the Central Criminal Court on a charge of first degree murder.

The case of the State versus Aloysius Lafferty in the murder of Leonard Butler had begun the day before, and jury selection was nearing completion when Jordan arrived. Ample time for a snifter. Rooney’s, just a stone’s throw from the court, opened at 10:30. By 10:33 Jordan was perched at the bar scanning the headlines of The Irish Independent, a couple of fingers of Bells simmering in a glass in front of him. The headline story was about a burglary at the home of the Minister for Foreign Affairs. It seemed the reporter had only just become aware of an ‘epidemic’ of break-ins which had been keeping every regional Garda station in the country busy for six months.  

“What’re you doing here?”

Jordan looked up from his newspaper to find Terry White grinning at him. Behind White lurked Detective Sergeant Joe Banks. They were like Little and Large these two. White signalled to the bartender and a second Bells appeared on the counter. Banks was teetotal; he ordered an orange juice.

“Here’s to more days likes this,” White said. He took an introductory sip and hauled his bulky frame onto a bar stool. 

DS Banks stood between them, the fine red hairs thick as a hedge on his burly arms. At five foot eight, he was dwarfed by Jordan and White. “When’s the housewarming?” he said. 

Every time he met him, Jordan had to smile at Banks’s understanding of the term ‘plainclothes’. His wardrobe choices were anything but orthodox. Today, he was dressed in his usual short-sleeved shirt and sleeveless sweater, but as a concession to his upcoming court appearance, he’d added a tie, and he carried a navy blue blazer slung over his shoulder.

“It’s next Tuesday,” Jordan said. “Didn’t you get my e-mail?”

“You’ve moved in then?” White said.

“Yes, and nearly everything’s unpacked.”

They say moving house is high on the list of traumatic experiences, along with being born, being married, losing a loved one and dying. Jordan could think of a few hundred more, but still he reckoned it was up there somewhere. The move had been Kate’s idea, and he had gone along with it. He always went along with Kate’s ideas.

Jordan drained his glass. “Shouldn’t you two be out chasing burglars?” He folded his newspaper and slid off his stool.

White said, “Thought we might lend you some moral support.”

“Thanks, but I don’t need it. This one’s a slam dunk.”

He got to the door before DS Banks called after him, “Isn’t that what they said before the OJ Simpson trial?”

The court was packed with reporters, Guards, and Lafferty’s friends and relatives. There was standing room only at the back of the courtroom. Jordan recognised almost everyone in the public gallery and many in the body of the court. The judge on the bench, Justice Richard McCann, appeared to be sleeping. 

Lafferty’s senior Defence Counsel had centre stage stalking the courtroom in his wig and gown, thumbs tucked in waistcoat pockets. “We will show that the prosecution’s case is based on pillars of sand. The charge is baseless and born entirely of malice. During the course of these proceedings you will see the extent of the campaign of vilification and harassment by the Gardaí against my client. 

“Notwithstanding his scurrilous treatment in the press, Aloysius Lafferty is a well known and well respected member of Irish society. His charitable works are legion, his standing amongst the poor and downtrodden people of Dublin, legendary. This is a man who, for two decades, has provided...”

Yeah, right, thought Jordan. Lafferty’s a saint on two feet.

In the dock, Lafferty sat like a priest in his pulpit, a small man dressed in a dark suit and white tie, a contented smile on his lips. I have to give him credit, thought Jordan. He doesn’t look like a man facing a certain life sentence. 

As Lafferty’s Defence Counsel resumed his seat, a general murmur ran through the crowd. The judge wrote something on the papers in front of him. Several people left the public gallery and their empty seats were immediately taken by others from the back.

Prosecuting Counsel, the seal-like Harry Clarke, SC, got to his feet and the judge invited him to present his first witness. DS Banks took the stand dressed in his blazer. He provided formal evidence of arrest and caution.

Next up was Superintendent Marlon Allen. Prosecuting Counsel invited him to present Gannon’s sworn statement to the court.

The defence immediately objected on the grounds that the witness was not present to deliver his testimony in person.

Clarke smoothed his wig and responded in funereal tones that the witness had been shot and had died from his wounds. Peering over the tops of his glasses at the defendant, the judge declared that the matter of Gannon’s murder would be dealt with “by this court on a further occasion.” 

From the exchanges that followed, Jordan could tell that Defence Counsel had attempted this tactic in the judge’s chambers before the trial began, and that Justice McCann had already ruled the affidavit admissible. Defence Counsel’s objection was for the benefit of the jury and those in the public gallery.

Once all legal loopholes had been thoroughly explored, and Justice McCann had made his final ruling on the subject, Prosecuting Counsel invited the Superintendent to read Gannon’s statement to the court.

“I, Hamilton Gannon, of 7 Congress Terrace, Inchicore do hereby attest,” he read, “that on the second day of September, 2003, Aloysius Lafferty of Clontarf Road, Dublin supplied me with a Glock handgun and ammunition. I further attest that I shot and killed Leonard Butler in O’Neill’s public house of Townsend Street, on the night of the fourteenth of September, 2003. The killing of the said Leonard Butler was carried out at the behest of Aloysius Lafferty. The fee agreed for this action was five thousand Euro, payable on completion, and Aloysius Lafferty paid me this amount on the morning of the fifteenth of September, 2003 ...”

Newspaper sales on September 15 had broken all previous records, and the television news provided round the clock coverage of the killing. Gravedigger Gannon had walked into the public house in broad daylight and assassinated Butler in front of seventeen witnesses. None of those present could identify the gunman, as Gannon had been wearing a mask. The case had caused such a national furore that it immediately shot to the top of the Commissioner’s to-do list and was given top priority.

In an attempt to pre-empt the cross examination by Lafferty’s defence team, the prosecution probed the extent of Gannon’s direct input to the content of the statement, pointing out that the phraseology employed in the statement was inconsistent with the sort of language that one might expect from someone of Gannon’s background and level of education. The Superintendent agreed that his officers had written the entire statement, and Gannon had signed it. 

At this, Defence Counsel leapt to his feet and declared that the whole statement was nothing but “a tissue of lies cobbled together by the Guards behind closed doors”. This was greeted by shouts and howls from Lafferty’s supporters in the public gallery.

After the judge had used his gavel to restore order, the Superintendent responded calmly that Gannon’s testimony in his own words had been recorded on tape, and these tapes, or transcripts thereof, could be made available to the court.

At this point, the trial was adjourned for lunch. The two Guards flanking Lafferty led him out of the dock. Waving to his cheering supporters, Lafferty was led to the cells in the basement of the courthouse.

At the resumption of the trial, Superintendent Allen read out the full transcript of Gannon’s own testimony, as recorded on tape in Pearse Street Garda station. The transcript was entered into the book of evidence.

The judge looked at his watch. “Bring on your next witness, Mr. Clarke.”

“Call Doctor Henry Moorcock.”

Henry Moorcock, the Garda Technical Bureau’s ballistics expert, was sworn in. He produced a number of large, colourful boards showing magnified photographs of bullet striations. The bullet on the left had been fired from the Glock in the laboratory; the bullet on the right removed from Butler’s brain. The striation patterns were virtually identical.

“And your conclusion, Doctor?” Harry Clarke pursed his lips. It was plain for everyone to see what the expert’s conclusion would be, but Clarke wanted the jury to hear it from the expert’s own lips.

“The two bullets were fired from the same gun.”

“In other words,” said Clarke, looking at the jury, “in other words, Doctor, this gun was used to kill Leonard Butler?”

“Objection!” cried the Defence Counsel.

“On what grounds?” from the judge.

“Your Honour, the weapon in question has not yet been produced in evidence. I think it only fair and reasonable that the court should see this gun.”

Justice McCann turned to the prosecution, raising a judicial eyebrow, and a truffle day turned into a pig.

FIVE

David Byrne stepped out of the shower, dressed quickly, and joined his wife and daughter at the breakfast table. 

Linda was engrossed in the morning paper, Zoe struggling to spread honey on a piece of toast. The child’s hands were sticky. If she got it in her hair ringlets, she’d never get to school on time.

“Linda,” David snapped. “Zoe’s getting honey all over the place.”

Linda put the paper down and tended to her daughter. David dropped a couple of pieces of bread in the toaster and ran an eye over the paper.

“Don’t forget to charge up your mobile,” Linda said.

David ignored her. “That big murder trial starts today.”

“Thank God,” Linda said. Aloysius Lafferty had been front page news for a week. “Hopefully the papers’ll find something else to write about, so. Hold still, child.” 

By the time David Byrne was on the road, Aloysius Lafferty was heading for the Four Courts in a Black Mariah. David took his usual route to work, a direct run of about four miles from his house in Firhouse to the Terenure branch of the Western and Provincial Building Society. The paddy wagon’s journey was shorter, but hampered by rush hour traffic.

Both men arrived at about 8:45, Lafferty to the holding cell under the courthouse, Byrne to his building society branch office.

David unlocked the shutters and opened the doors, admitting his two cashiers. Alice Carson, senior cashier, put the kettle on, while her junior, Molly Brady, took her place behind the counter. At 8:55 David unlocked the safe and counted out floats for both cashiers. They were expecting a lot of business, as the government Special Savings Incentive Account scheme – in which the state added one Euro to every four saved – had recently matured and savers in their droves had been cashing these accounts.

At 8:59, just as he was about to plug his mobile phone into the recharger, the office phone rang. David picked it up.

It was Dermot O’Brien, their security man. The conversation was a rerun of one they had had several times before, and lasted no more than a minute.

“Dermot won’t be in,” David called to the cashiers. “He’s taking his wife to the doctor again.”

O’Brien was a retired cop. He had been on David’s payroll six months, and during that time he’d taken a day off at least four times, to attend to his sick wife. Fair enough, the guy’s wife was not in the best of health, but David was having to bend the building society rules to accommodate him, and David’s forbearance was close to breaking point. Why, he wondered, did most of Mrs. O’Brien’s sick days fall on Mondays? 

At nine o’clock, Mrs. Carson opened the doors, and several customers entered.

David sipped his coffee at his desk. He had monthly reports to complete for submission to Head Office.

His mobile phone rang and he picked it up.

“Is that Byrne?” The voice was rough. David didn’t recognize it.

“Yes, this is David Byrne.”

“Listen carefully. We have your wife and child. Nothing will happen to them if you do exactly what we say.”

David leapt to his feet. His chair shot backwards on its castors and struck the wall behind him. “Who...Who is this?”

In the outer office, Mrs. Carson and Molly exchanged a glance, hearing the chair hit the wall and the muffled sound of David’s raised voice.

“You know all you need to know. We have your wife. We have your daughter. Do you understand?”

“Yes. Yes, I understand.” 

“Good. We want you to empty the safe. Put the money in your car and drive to the airport.”

“Where are my family? Let me speak to my wife.”

“Your wife and daughter are safe. Do as we ask and they’ll come to no harm. Get the money from the safe. Put it in your car. Take it to the airport. You have one hour. Bring your phone with you. We’ll give you further instructions later.”

“Don’t hurt them.” 

“One hour, remember. Just one hour. And don’t call anybody. If we see a cop or a squad car, we’ll kill your wife and your pretty little daughter. Are we clear?”

“You won’t hurt them, will you?”

“Are we clear?”

“Yes.”

The line went dead. David stood for a moment considering his options. He couldn’t think of any. A bead of sweat ran down his nose and dropped onto his desk. 

There were two canvas bags in the safe. These took most of the cash. He emptied his sports holdall onto the floor of his office and filled that with the remainder. Using the fire exit at the rear of the building, he dropped the three bags into the boot of his car. Then he returned to his office and called Mrs. Carson.

“I have to go out,” he said. “Something’s come up.”

“You look upset, Mr. Byrne. Is there something wrong? Your wife?”

“No, everything’s fine. I just have to go out for a while.”

“When will you be back? We’re expecting to have to print a lot of withdrawal cheques. Who’s going to sign them if you’re not here?”

“If anyone’s looking for a cheque, ask them to come back this afternoon.”

“And what if they can’t make it this afternoon?”

“Then tell them to come back tomorrow,” he snapped.

“That may not be convenient, Mr. Byrne.”

“Well it’s the best I can do,” he said. “I must go. Now.” He took a step towards the door.

“What do I say if anyone rings from Head Office?”

“Tell them I’ll call them back later.”

“How long will you be?”

“I don’t know.” He picked up his mobile. The battery charge indicator was perilously low.

He pushed through the fire door, stepped into the car park and ran to his car. He tore open the car door, praying – but the phone charger was missing. Linda must have taken it.

He put the phone on the seat beside him and started the car. It was 9:30. He wasn’t sure what time he’d taken the call. Perhaps 20 minutes had elapsed while he got the money together. He had about 40 minutes to get to the airport. Say 35. Say 30 to be on the safe side. He needed to get to the airport by 10:00.

That was entirely possible; he had driven there in less than fifteen minutes before, but not during the morning rush hour.

He made good progress for four miles; the traffic was heavy, but moving. Then he hit a snarl-up in Phibsboro. People were dropping their kids off at school. The traffic was at a standstill. 9:45. 9:46. 9:47. He hit the horn with the heel of his hand and held it there. Nothing moved. Then a double-decker bus sailed by in the bus lane. He swung the wheel to his left and tucked in behind the bus. Two hundred yards further on, the bus came to a halt and he was trapped behind it. Then the traffic in the lane to his right started moving, and he tried to get out from behind the bus. But the cars were tightly packed and no one wanted to let him out. He had just about decided to ram his way back into the traffic flow when the bus indicated and moved on. He followed it as far as the next stop. Again, the traffic flowed in the lane to his right and again no one would let him out. It was 9:52. He had eight minutes left. Eight minutes to the airport from here was impossible! His blood turned to ice in his veins. Zoe’s smiling face filled his mind.

Ruthlessly, he pushed the nose of his car into the traffic lane. Angry horns greeted him, but he was determined to continue forward. Surely, if he did everything in his power to make it to the airport, they would understand. It was the traffic. They couldn’t blame him. They couldn’t, they wouldn’t... If they did, they’d never get a penny. He was half way out, straddling the two lanes when his phone rang. He put on his handbrake and picked up the phone.

“Where are you?” 

“Stuck in traffic.”

“Where?”

“Just north of Phibsboro. The traffic’s brutal.”

“You have the money?”

“It’s in the car with me.”

“Right. Never mind the airport. Turn around and head south.”

“Where to?”

“Head towards the city centre. We’ll ring again in a while.”

“My family—?”

The phone gave a chirp to signal that the battery was almost out. The line went dead. He looked at the screen – there was still a tiny bit of charge left.

There was chaos all around him. Horns were blaring, drivers shouting obscenities at him, trying to get past on both sides, a convoy of buses behind him. He rejoined the traffic.

A police car appeared in his rear-view mirror, blue lights flashing. His heart sank. Then it shot past in the bus lane and was gone.

The traffic was still barely moving in either direction. Up ahead he could see a sign for a roundabout. He inched toward it. He turned on the car radio. There was nothing on the ten o’clock news.

Then, suddenly, the traffic eased and he was on the roundabout. He followed the signs that led him east and then south onto the motorway heading back toward the city centre. Now the traffic was moving freely. He began to wonder how fast he should be going. These were criminals he was dealing with. They probably broke every speed limit. Maybe they expected him to do the same. On the other hand, if he went too fast he might be pulled up for speeding, or he could pass a vital exit where the kidnappers might want him to turn off. He could feel his brain turning to putty trying to solve this puzzle. He decided to stick strictly to the speed limit. That way, he wouldn’t attract any attention from the Guards.

The phone rang again.

“Where are you now?”

“On the motorway heading south.”

“Yes, but where? Never mind. There’s been a change of plan.”

“I want to speak to my wife.”

“Well you can’t. She’s not here.”

“Where is she? And where’s my daughter?”

“They’re fine. They’re safe. Just listen. I want you to drive to Blackrock.”

“In County Dublin.”

“Yes, in County Dublin. Park the car in the car park behind Roches Stores.”

“I know the one.”

“Good. Park it there. Don’t lock it. Leave the keys in the ignition and walk away.” 

“Walk away? Then what?”

“Catch a bus into town. Go back to work.”

“That could take hours.”

“So take a taxi.”

“My family—?”

The line was dead.

SIX

The cheers – and jeers – of Lafferty’s family and supporters rang all around the courtroom. The Judge used his gavel to restore order. Lafferty was released from his shackles and left the court in triumph, and the next case was called. For several minutes, Jordan remained where he was, riveted to his seat.

DI White touched his shoulder. “Time to go, Ben.”

“What the hell happened?”

“We’ll talk about it in the car.”

“I really thought we had him this time, Terry.”
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Sergeant Niall Sweeney was the Exhibits Officer for the case. As inoffensive a man as ever picked up a baton, and with a previously unblemished record, he could come up with nothing remotely resembling an explanation for the loss of the gun that would have convicted Lafferty.

The arrangements for transporting the exhibits from the police security store to the court were examined in detail. The police lock-up was secure, the van used to transport the exhibits to the court house had not been interfered with, and the court lock-up was sound. Nothing came to light, and there were few theories. The only one with legs was that someone in the Organised Crime Unit must have removed the weapon – probably the same someone who had sold out Gannon’s whereabouts to his assassin.

To say that Sweeney was carpeted for the missing gun would be an understatement. No flogging ever meted out by Captain Bligh on the Bounty was as severe as the tongue-lashing Sweeney received from Superintendent Allen. The sergeant took his punishment on the chin for thirty minutes before calling Larry Power, a solicitor who represented many rank and file Guards whenever they fell foul of the authorities. 

It took Power 15 minutes to arrive, and soon after that the situation was defused; a note was added to Sergeant Sweeney’s personnel file and Superintendent Allen agreed that no further action would be taken, pending the result of the inevitable Internal Affairs inquiry.

On his way out, the lawyer stopped by Jordan’s desk.

“I hear you’ve been busy,” Jordan said.

“You could say that, Ben, but I think World War Three has been averted.”

“Maybe just postponed.”

“I’ve never seen Brando quite so worked up.” Power had never lost his boyish looks. The mischievous glint in his eye was as keen as ever. 

“I suppose his promotion’s been flushed down the toilet,” Jordan said, thinking of his own sinking prospects.

“Don’t be so sure. At least the promotions board’ll find it hard to ignore him after this episode.”

“You’re serious?”

“Sure. You know what they say: There’s no such thing as bad publicity.”

The two men retired to Whelans in Wexford Street.

“What’s the news from Kilkenny?” Power said.

“Not good.” Jordan’s expression darkened. “Silver’s on a respirator. Brain activity’s fairly minimal, I believe.”

“He’s not going to recover?”

Jordan shook his head. “Doesn’t look like it.”

Power ordered a double Glenmorangie. Jordan was back on the wagon; he asked for a rock shandy – lemonade with a splash of orange in a tall glass. Power paid. He got a few coins back from a twenty Euro note, and left the change on the counter.

“Twenty euro for a drink and a splash of lemonade!” he said, holding his glass up to the light. “I don’t know what this country’s coming to.”

“It’s the Celtic Tiger,” Jordan said. “Sure the place is awash with money.”

“Isn’t that the truth.” Power downed half his whiskey. “You wouldn’t believe the number of people I know who’re buying second homes.”

Jordan swallowed a generous mouthful of fruit-flavoured saccharine and winced. “Overseas properties?” 

“Overseas and in Ireland. It’s pure speculation, of course. And who can blame them, with house prices rocketing everywhere.”

“What about yourself?”

“I’ve dabbled a bit. I found an Irish company buying up assets in England. They find the investors, then send a negotiator over to buy up properties – apartments, mostly. The negotiator finds a builder who’s overstretched himself and offers to buy up a whole block of apartments from the plans.”

“How does that work?” Jordan swallowed a second mouthful of his shandy.

“Say he finds a builder with a big bank loan working on a block of fifty apartments. His projected selling price is £150,000 each. Completion date – maybe two years down the road. Our man offers to buy the whole block for £90,000 each, providing ready cash to enable the builder to complete.”

“Why would the builder find that attractive?”

“Why not? He gets the banks off his back, a guaranteed sale of the whole development when it’s finished, and no interest changes.”

“Sounds a bit risky to me,” Jordan said. “What if the bubble bursts?” He considered a third mouthful before deciding against it.

Power emptied his glass and laughed. “Yeah, or the sky might fall on our heads!”
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Jordan walked over to The Bleeding Horse on Camden Street. Dessie Bonnar was at the bar, perched on his usual stool, a half-finished pint of Guinness in front of him, a barman cleaning glasses at the other end.

Dressed in a three-piece, a perfectly aligned tie, and shiny patent leather shoes, the journalist still managed to look scruffy by economising on razor blades and haircuts. He was Jordan’s best snitch, a mover with a hundred dubious contacts, and cute enough to stay just the right side of the law. Jordan kept him sweet by slipping him the occasional twenty or a tidbit of Garda gossip – enough for Bonnar to convince his contacts that he was in the know. Effectively, he was a double agent; his stock-in-trade was information, his pay-off insider stories – the ones the Guards wanted planted.

Jordan signalled to the barman.

“I had a feeling you might be around,” Bonnar said.

“You’ve heard the news?”

“Who hasn’t? Lafferty’s had a nickname change. They’re calling him Teflon Tom.”

Jordan laughed politely. “Any word about the missing item?”

“Nothing much. Word is it must have been an inside job.”

“That’s hardly news. Any idea who we should be looking at?”

“If I had, would I tell you?”

“Isn’t that what I pay you for?”

Bonnar gave a shifty grin. “I expect Internal Affairs’ll be all over you soon.”

“Like treacle on a pancake,” Jordan said.

Bonnar grinned. “Like flies on a cow’s arse. Unless they’re in there already?”

Jordan ignored this. The man was fishing. 

“So you’ve nothing for me?”

“I didn’t say that. There was a coupla things.”

Bonnar’s Guinness arrived, looking like a million dollars, the creamy head perched on a perfect black column. “Isn’t that a sight?” He said, shaking his head in admiration. He lifted the pint and sucked a third of it straight down. Then he replaced the glass carefully on the bar counter, wiped the froth from his upper lip and said, “Best pint in the city. Aren’t you having something yourself, Ben?”

“Not today, Dessie. Too busy. What have you got for me?”

“I hear our European friends have a man in town.”

“Europol?”

Bonnar nodded.

Jordan hesitated. This information was dynamite – if it was kosher. He looked at his watch and asked casually, “You have a name?”

“No name, sorry, but he’s known as ‘Oeteldonk’. I hear he’s on the trail of a major shipment from Rotterdam.”

Jordan took a few moments to absorb this information. Before the turn of the century, Europol operations in Ireland were as rare as hen’s teeth; nowadays, they were more common, but if there had been such an operation, the OCU should have known. Perhaps, he thought, the NBCI know about it and haven’t passed the information down the line yet.

“Was there something else?”

“The wild west,” Bonnar said. “Cowboys and Indians.”

“When?”

“Today or tomorrow.”
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Back on the job, word had come in about a killing in Tallaght, west Dublin. A young man ‘known to the Guards’ had been shot on the street in broad daylight by two men on a motorcycle. He was from a well known criminal family involved in the drugs trade, and the popular view was that this was the latest in a long series of tit-for-tat killings in an ongoing feud between rival gangs – ‘Cowboys and Indians’ in Dessie-speak. 

Jordan asked Superintendent Allen if he’d heard about a Europol agent operating in Dublin. He hadn’t, or if he had, he wasn’t sharing.

Jordan consulted White.

“What sort of a class of a name is ‘Oeteldonk’?” White said. “Have you asked Brando?”

“Yes. He says the name means nothing to him.”

Jordan drove home to the new house in a daze. They had moved in two weeks earlier, and apart from three unpacked tea-chests full of books and some curtains that hadn’t been hung, everything was in place.

He filled a tumbler with milk and downed most of it before sitting at his piano. Flexing his fingers, he began to play. 

Ever since he’d first sat down at a keyboard as a young boy, he’d been captivated by the instrument. He’d learnt to read music, although it didn’t seem necessary; playing by ear, he could pick up anything that he heard. Some more difficult pieces took a while to work out, but he could tackle anything with a tune. The logic of music brought order to his thoughts and helped him to think clearly; its beauty was the counterpoint – the antidote – to the ugly reality of the rest of his life. Whatever evils he came across, whatever crosses or setbacks he had to bear, all could be resolved or forgotten when he played.

The piano took a hammering that night. The collapse of the trial was as painful as a death in the family. Fred Hersch compositions, interspersed with Scott Joplin and some of the strongest rebel Irish anthems, shattered the silence of the empty house. Faster and faster he played, pounding the keys, sacrificing musical precision for the release of pure noise.

SEVEN

The next morning, Jordan found himself in the basement in Interview Room One, facing Commander Sheppard of Internal Affairs. An unfamiliar uniformed Garda stood by the door. 

As Jordan entered, Sheppard said, “You have the right to representation.”

“Not necessary,” Jordan replied, with a dismissive gesture.

Sheppard was younger than Jordan, his rank – peculiar to IA – half a notch higher than Inspector, half a notch lower than Superintendent. He switched on the tape recorder. “Tuesday, April twentieth, 2004. Detective Inspector Ben Jordan being interviewed by Commander Bill Sheppard, Internal Affairs. Garda Sullivan is present. For the record, DI Jordan has waived his right to representation.”
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