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Things are looking up, even though Colin Fanning – Barry's late nephew - has been in the ground for more than five months. Nicole got a life sentence for her involvement in his murder and Colin's old man and wife got the jackpot of eight-million-odd euros, some of which he shared with the rest of the family – Barry included. We've recently just solved the case of Mrs Charlton's son too, the one who was supposed to have committed suicide. It turned out he didn't – he'd been murdered by some scumbag loan sharks for owing money to them he'd borrowed to buy a car. Mrs Charlton was well-pleased with our performance, paying me and Barry ten-thousand quid each for our trouble.
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I get to the pub at seven after just finishing a small case about a bloke cheating on his wife. That's five hundred good ones in the bank for filming the twat coming out of the bird's gaff. The wife accused her husband of having an affair. Work doesn't get any easier than that.

Barry's at the bar, on his laptop.

“Howaya, Nappy,” he says.

“All right, Baz.”

He starts pulling me a Guinness.

“Terrible about Geldof's daughter, isn't it?”

“Why, what happened?” I ask, clueless.

“Poor girl only went an' topped herself.”

“I know, I heard – tragic it is like,” Steve, one of the locals, says.

“How old was she?” I ask.

“Mid-twenties,” says Steve.

“I'm goin' out for a smoke, lads,” Barry says to me and Steve when Phil the barman's returned from changing the pipes downstairs.

We all head outside. It's a warm night – strange for Birmingham in April - but none of us is complaining.

“I tell yis, fellas, drugs are no feckin' way to go. Lovely lookin' youn' one too... It's such a waste, so it is, such a waste.”

I look up to the clear Erdington evening sky – two stars twinkling brightly, and they remind me of my kids, who I'll see in the summer.

“What do you think?” Steve says, nudging me back to life and the conversation.

“About what?”

“About Geldof's daughter?”

“Tragic, yeah.” 

“Villa look relegation material again, don't they?” Steve then asks.

“Yeah, that Scottish twat needs to go.”

“Shall I tell yis wha' it is about the Villa, lads?” Barry says. “It's because yis have no ambition... I mean look at Spurs an' Everton... Two teams tha' don't have money either but somehow they consistently attain a high feckin' place in the league... An' don't be givin' me the bollix sayin' the Villa has less money because I won't believe it. Randy Lerner's the problem an' yer man, Paul Lambert, of course... I mean, look at Roberto Martinez at Everton... The fella's a genius. Wha' the Villa needs is Martin O'Neill back down there-”

“Now fuck off, Baz!” Steve butts in.  “I know you're only sayin' it coz he's Irish – he nearly made the club bankrupt with all he was spendin'...”

Bored with the conversation, I head back indoors with my pint.

I check my mobile: it's a text off Patrick: he just got a B in a maths test. Good on you, son.

The pub is pretty boring, so after another pint, I head off.
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Barry wakes me up early the next morning with a phone call:

BARRY: Did I wake yer up, kiddo?”

ME: Yeah.

BARRY: I have some good news.

ME: What is it?

BARRY: I've just been on the blower to Mrs Charlton.

ME: And what did she want?

BARRY: Yer not goin' to believe it.

ME (yawning): Well tell us then?

BARRY: She's only gone an' offered us the use of her brother's villa for a week in Marbella, Spain-

ME: Come again?

BARRY: She's lettin' us use her brother's gaff in Spain.

ME: What for?

BARRY: Well, the whole family was so happy at the court verdict – because of wha' we did – they've let us use it for a week... An' that's not all... Flights are paid for... There's only one problem.

ME: There's always a fucking problem.

BARRY: No, no, we just have to go within the next week or two. Her brother will be there for Easter so we have to hurry up.

ME: So what you're telling me is we have the loan of a villa in Spain for a week.

BARRY: Yea'.

ME: Where is it again?

BARRY: Marbella, the posh part.

ME: I'll be down to see you in a bit...
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I get to the pub a little later. Barry opens up with a big smile on his face.

“Wha' a bit of luck we're after havin', kiddo,” Barry says. He takes me through the pub and upstairs to his gaff. “Cup of coffee?”

He makes me a strong coffee.

“So what's all this about Mrs Charlton?”

“Exactly like I said it.”

“Seems a bit odd to me.”

“Jaysus, Nappy, will yer ever stop yer complainin'.”

“I'm just saying, that's all.”

“Well maybe don't say, just accept the fact an' shut the fuck up.”

“I've got a lot of work on at the moment, Baz.”

“A week away's not goin' to hurt.”

“So what, she phoned up to tell you?”

“Yea', late last night.”

“I'd have thought the ten grand apiece would've been enough.”

“Who gives a bollix – if the woman's offerin', who are we to refuse.”

Barry's got a point.

“And you're saying her brother will be there for Easter?”

“Yea'.”

“When's Easter?”

“I don't know.”

I check my smartphone and Google it:

“It's the week starting the 28th,” I say.

“That's grand altogether... All righ', it's the 8th today, so tha' give us more than three weeks, though I have me daughter an' her babbie comin' on the 20th, so if we went this weekend I'd be back for when they're comin' down.”

“You've got all this planned, haven't you?”

“Listen, hairoil, we've been offered a plush fuckin' villa for a week... D'yer know how much that'd set us back if we wanted to pay for it?”

“A lot.”

“At least ten grand, I'm tellin' yer... Now, we buy some cheap flight tickets – but not with tha' O'Leary wanker - an' get our arses down there. I think we deserve it after wha' happened in Ireland to us over Colin's murder.”

He's got a point again.

“But what do you want to do there?”

“'Wha' d'yer want to do there?'” he says in such a sarcastic manner I just know what's coming next. “Well, wha' d'yer think we're goin' to do... We'll lie on the beach, get ourselves a nice tan, maybe pick up a few sexy ladies along the way – generally kick back like.”

“The weather's not so good in April.”

“Listen, I'm buyin' us the feckin' tickets – Mrs Charlton said she'll refund us the difference... Now, Nappy, I need yer passport number...”
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Barry's booked the flights and Mrs Charlton has arranged the rest. We leave on Saturday morning from Birmingham International to Malaga with Monarch airways – Barry said he'd rather not go than fly with Ryanair.

And I suppose it'll do us good. I've been working like a maniac recently and I know burnout could come at any moment. But when there's work to be had and money laid down on the table, it's difficult to turn it down – I remember how it was before the Diamond case and Clare Jameson, when I didn't have a pot to piss in. That wasn't so long ago. I never want to repeat the situation. Now I don't miss my credit card payments because I don't need a credit card. I've enough money in the bank to live comfortably and am now able to pay my child support payments without a problem and a bit more besides. I want to give my kids a lot, but not too much. In a word I want them to remember me in the future for being a good dad – not like my old man was, the fucker.

I'm waiting at the terminal, ready to check in. I've got one medium-sized suitcase. It'll be enough.

I see Barry making his way through the terminal door: he's dressed like he's already in Spain with a light, short-sleeved shirt and jean shorts, a Panama hat and sunglasses – it's only twelve degrees in Birmingham.

“Don't you think you're overdoing it, Baz?” I say.

“I'm gettin' in the mood.”

“Well don't get too much in the mood, it's embarrassing.”

“Just because yer not up for the craic, doesn't mean I'm not.”
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The flight clocked in at three hours, and during it Barry was sleeping the whole time – rock on excitement.

“To Marbella, please,” I say to the greasy-looking taxi driver.

“What's the address?” he asks.

“What's the address, Baz?”

“Wait a sec,” Barry says, pulling something out of his pocket, “here.”

The taxi driver takes the slip of paper off Barry and then starts talking to himself in Spanish.

We drive to Marbella from Malaga airport.

“So, Barry begins, “I suppose yer support Malaga like?”

“What?” the Spanish taxi driver says, having a problem with Barry's strong Dublin accent.

“I said I suppose yer support Malaga in the football?”

“Ah, yeah, Malaga – it's a good team. Shame Pelligrini had to go to Manchester.”

“Yea', yer were very good in the Champions' League last season, I'll give yis tha'.”

“And where you from?”

“Birmingham, England.”

“Aston Villa,” the taxi driver says, smiling.

“Yea', though I don't know why yer smilin' for, bud – they're feckin' shite.”

“Can we talk about something else?” I say.

“Atletico Madrid is surprisin' everybody this season,” Barry says.

“Atletico – let's hope they win the league and the Coppa...”

We come into Marbella – I have to say it's a beautiful place.

“Jaysus, Nappy, Marbella makes Alicante look like a righ' feckin' kip, so it does.”

“Okay, Calle jos Juncos,” the taxi driver says, pulling up outside an apartment block

“Where's the villa, Baz? I say.

“Wha' villa?”

“Mrs Charlton's brother's villa you were talking about?”

“If I hadn't said tha', yer never would've come with me,” he says as he's getting out of the taxi.

“Seventy-five euros, please,” the taxi driver says to me.

“That's a bit expensive,” I say.

“That's the cost.” 

I hand him over eighty euros. 

“And the change is for me, thank you very much.”

We take our luggage out of the taxi.

“So, here we are, hairoil, home sweet home for the next week,” Barry says.

“It's miles away from the beach.”

“Ah, it'll be good exercise.”

“Yer a lying cunt.”

We start to climb the steep stairs to the apartment. When we get there, Barry rings the bell.

A woman in her fifties comes to the door

“Hello,” she says. “You must be Mr Barry?”

“Mr Fanning, actually, love – Barry's me first name.”

She smiles and shows us in the small flat.

“I'm Mrs Ortiz. Mrs Charlton's told me so much good thing about you, Mr Barry.”

“That's grand to hear, all righ' – wha' d'yer think, kiddo?” Barry asks me when we're in the kitchen.

“What can I say?”

He looks at me with the evil eye, like I'm not grateful enough or something.

“Good, gentlemen. I leave you keys, okay,” Mrs Ortiz says. “Anything you need, Mr Barry, you can call me on this number. This my mobile, okay?”

“Grand there, Mrs Ortiz,” Barry says to the Spanish lady as she's heading out the door. “Well, wha' d'yer think?” Barry continues, closing the door with a grin on his face.

“You lied to me, Baz.”

“Ah, it was just a little white one.”

“It wasn't white, rather grey, bordering on black.”

“Jaysus, Nappy, here we are, in sunniest Spain, away from all the shite in dullest, dreariest Brum, an' all yer can do is complain – I think a little gratitude's in order.”

I walk into one of the bedrooms. It looks okay, and the bed's a double one and spacious enough.

“I'm taking this one!” I say.

“Nice enough – let's have a looked at the other,” says Barry.

We go into the second bedroom: it's a pokey little number – as they say, not enough room to swing a cat.

“It's tiny,” I say.

“Seein' as I organised the feckin' trip, I think I should have the bigger room.”

“Finders, keepers, mate.”

“An' doesn't seniority count for jack?”

“Not today it doesn't.”

“How am I supposed to sleep in tha'?” Barry says – and he's got the point of all points: one of the seven dwarves would have trouble getting a good night's sleep in it. “Please, Nappy, I'm beggin' yer?”

“No.”

“How many times have I saved yer life? In London, back in tha' Offaly gaff in the bogs... They all mount up.”

“Is that all you can say?”

“Well, it's true.”

“Okay, but you're paying for dinner.”

“Done deal, kiddo,” Barry says with a congratulatory clap of his hands. “Where we headin' then for some grub an' a few gargles?”
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After settling in, a bit of kip, and a shower, we're ready for our first night on the town. 

“Hurry up, Baz, it's gone nine o'clock!”

“On holiday, like Einstein said, time's relative!” he shouts from the bathroom while singing his horrible rendition of La Viva Espana.

I go out on to the balcony, which unfortunately for us doesn't have a view of the sea.

“What are you wearing?” I say as Barry comes through the door.

“Wha' d'yer think?” he asks, spinning around a few times so I can see how ridiculous he looks from all angles.

He's wearing a white chino suit and his sunglasses.

“You look like Don Johnson and the man from Delmonte gone wrong, Baz.”

“Don't take the piss – wha' d'yer really think?”

“Take it off... Put on what you were wearing at the airport – at least that way you won't look a tool.”

“D'yer think the ladies are goin' to love me?”

“I'm not going out with you looking like that.”

“Listen, I'm tryin' to make a real effort here, an' I expect yer to do the same, all righ'?”

“What do you mean, you're making an effort?”

“Like I'm makin' an effort to look good so we can pull a few mots an' maybe if we're lucky a little more besides.”

“Jesus, Baz, you're a fifty-year-old bloke with a massive pot belly – I'm afraid your pulling days are well over.”

“You think so, d'yer?”

“Yeah.”

“Wha', yer think I've lost the magic?”

“I don't know – have you?”

“I certainly haven't.”

“Prove it,” I say, the grin on my face acknowledging my confidence.

“How?”

“By pulling the sexiest bird in Marbella.”

“Is tha' a challenge?”

“Yeah, it's a challenge and a bet and anything else you care to choose all rolled into one.”

“An' wha' are the stakes?”

“You want stakes now, do you?”

“Well, there'd be no fun without 'em.”

“All right – we'll say a grand.”

“A grand for wha'?”

“That you pull the best-looking bird in Marbella in seven days.”

“But who is the best-lookin' bird in Marbella?”

“That's my decision.”

“I don't understand?”

“All right, here it is – you have to pull the bird that I tell you to... Now, pulling her means you have to snog her and then get her phone number.”

“So, yer sayin' yer have to tell me which bird I have to go for?”

“Yeah. Are you up for it? Because if you're not, we can just leave it.”

“A grand, yer say?”

“We can make it two if you like?”

“No, a grand's grand... An' I just have to kiss the girl?”

“And get her phone number.”

“No shaggin' or anny thin' else?”

“Well that's just a bonus for yourself, but not part of the bet.”

“All righ',” Barry says, spitting on his hand and placing it in front of me.

“I'm not shaking that.”

“Why not?”

“It's disgusting.”

“That's how the knackers do it back home.”

“Wash your hand and we've got a deal.”
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We've made the bet with Barry's clean hand, and now we're heading off to the beach for a look at the sea before we start the night.

“It's miles from the beach,” I say, my mood lowering with every step we take. 

“Relax, kiddo – take yer chill-out pill an' remember where we are.”

We get to the beach. There's a cool Mediterranean wind blowing against my face.

“That's nice,” I say.

“Wha', the breeze?”

“Yeah.”

“Are yer in a relaxed mood, hairoil? Have the nerves left yer an' are yer ready for the craic an' a good time?”

“I feel a bit better, yeah?” In the distance, I can see the lights of boats off the coast. “Wouldn't it be good to go sailing, Baz?”

“Tha' can easily be arranged.”

“We'll see.”

After a short walk in the beautiful old town of Marbella – which includes a romantic stroll in the square - we go for a smack-up meal in some traditional Spanish number called Alhambra. After lobster and a bottle of wine, we're in a relaxed mood.
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