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      Bateman was a journalist in Ireland before becoming a full-time writer. His first novel, Divorcing Jack, won the Betty Trask Prize, and all his novels have been critically acclaimed. He wrote the screenplays for the feature films
         Divorcing Jack and Wild About Harry and the popular BBC TV series Murphy’s Law starring James Nesbitt. Bateman lives in Ireland with his family.
      

      
      Praise for Bateman’s novels:

      
      ‘The funniest crime series around’ Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘As sharp as a pint of snakebite’ The Sunday Times

      
      ‘Sometimes brutal, often blackly humorous and always terrific’ Observer

      
      ‘A delightfully subversive take on crime fiction done with love and affection. Read it and weep tears of laughter’ Sunday Express

      
      ‘An extraordinary mix of plots and characters begging to be described as colourful, zany, absurd and surreal’ The Times

      
      ‘A joy from start to finish… witty, fast-paced and throbbing with menace’ Time Out

      
      ‘Twisty plots, outrageous deeds and outlandish characters, driven by a fantastic energy, imagination and sense of fun’ Irish Independent

      
      ‘Bateman has barged fearlessly into the previously unsuspected middle ground between Carl Hiaasen and Irvine Welsh and claimed
         it for his own’ GQ

      
      ‘Extremely funny, brilliantly dark, addictively readable’ Loaded

      
   
By Bateman

Cycle of Violence

Empire State

Maid of the Mist

Wild About Harry

Mohammed Maguire

Chapter and Verse

I Predict A Riot

Orpheus Rising

Mystery Man novels

Mystery Man

The Day of the Jack Russell

Dr Yes

Martin Murphy novels

Murphy’s Law

Murphy’s Revenge

Dan Starkey novels

Divorcing Jack

Of Wee Sweetie Mice and Men

Turbulent Priests

Shooting Sean

The Horse with My Name

Driving Big Davie

Belfast Confidential

Nine Inches

For children

Reservoir Pups

Bring Me the Head of Oliver Plunkett

The Seagulls Have Landed

Titanic 2020

Titanic 2020: Cannibal City

SOS: Icequake

SOS: Firestorm

SOS: Tusk


      
      For my brother David

   
      
      1

      
      It was a dark and stormy night.
      

      
      Or it might have been, for all the light getting into the office. I was three floors up, and the only hint of an outside world
         came from a skylight overshadowed on two sides by newer, taller buildings that blocked out ninety-nine per cent of whatever
         vague sunlight was managing to break through the otherwise solid grey of a Belfast spring afternoon. Somewhere in the far
         distance there were bagpipes, rehearsing for marching season. And pneumatic drills, tearing up footpaths, providing ammunition
         for marching season. We had moved on, and then put it all into reverse. It was like married life; we never knew if we were
         coming or going.
      

      
      I had a nice desk, a laptop, a lamp, a phone and a family bag of Smarties. I was sorted for E’s.

      
      I was trying to remember the last time the phone had rang, or if it should be rung, when the intercom buzzer sounded and a garbled voice said, ‘Starkey? Can I come up?’
      

      
      In a better, more prosperous world, I might have had a security camera to tell me who it was, but as it was, I had to rely
         on my investigative skills to find out.
      

      
      ‘Who are you and what do you want?’

      
      There was an audible sigh. ‘It’s Jack Caramac.’

      
      ‘Jack Caramac off the radio?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Do you have an appointment?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Just let me check.’

      
      I drummed my fingers on the desk. After a couple of months I said, ‘Jack Caramac, is it?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Is it raining out there?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Do you have an umbrella?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      I said, ‘Jack Caramac, Jack Caramac, Jack Caramac . . . oh yes, Jack Caramac. Your appointment is for three fifteen.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘It’s only three ten.’

      
      ‘Let me up, Starkey, you bollocks, or I’ll take my business elsewhere.’

      
      ‘Smoothie,’ I said, and pressed the buzzer.

      
      Jack Caramac – not his real name, incidentally, in case you’re a moron – had, as they say, a good face for radio. If you took
         a bag of Comber spuds and sucked the goodness out of them and refilled them with Polyfilla so tight that it leaked out of
         their pores, then you’d have an idea of Jack’s complexion. I have no idea if potatoes have pores, but that’s neither here nor over there, where a man who ran naturally to fat but who felt compelled by his listeners
         to try every diet under the sun was squeezing through my door. He ballooned, he deflated, he ballooned he deflated; his skin
         now had the elasticity of bamboo. As he lumbered into the office, it was clear that he’d recently hit the wall on his latest
         attempt. As he shook my hand and smiled, there was evidence of Crunchie between three of his capped front teeth.
      

      
      He sat and said, ‘Jesus, get a lift, I’m all out of puff.’

      
      ‘Exactly why I have stairs,’ I said. ‘It sorts the wheat from the chavs.’

      
      He had on a black sports jacket, black trousers, a black shirt open at the neck. It all looked designer expensive. But it
         was a bit pointless. People would just say he was a well-dressed fat bloke. He looked around very briefly and said, ‘What
         a dive. I can’t believe you have an office above a butcher’s shop.’
      

      
      I shrugged. ‘It’s cheap, and the sausages are amazing.’

      
      He looked at me. ‘Same old Dan,’ he said.

      
      ‘Same old Jack,’ I said.

      
      I’d known Jack Caramac for twenty years. In fact, since before he was Jack Caramac. He was a journalist once. So was I. I’d
         covered hard news, and tough stories, and put the boot in often, but always with a smile; I’d also been a columnist, which
         had brought me a certain amount of fame, and infamy. In some ways I was the print equivalent of what Jack had decided was
         the better career for him: for the past fifteen he’d hosted a call-in show on Cityscape FM, Belfast’s most popular commercial
         radio station. But there was a crucial difference: my journalism was never about me; Jack’s show was all about him, and exploiting the misery or mental imbalance of others. By and large,
         the kind of people who phone radio shows are the last people in the world you’d want to spend any time with: they are the
         loudmouths, the bigoted, the numbskulls and the egotists; they are the moaners, the blinkered and the self-righteous. They
         are the religious maniacs, the cynics, the warmongers and the apologists. They are also usually more to be pitied than scorned.
         It was not an accusation you could place at the large feet of Jack Caramac. Though he was the living embodiment of all of
         these personality disorders, somehow his whole became something more profound than its constituent parts; nobody particularly
         liked him, but everyone wanted to listen to him. In the business he was known as the biggest cunt this side of Cuntsville,
         and he loved it. I used to think I rubbed people up the wrong way, but Jack took the biscuit. In fact, he took the whole tin,
         and usually between meals.
      

      
      ‘Never thought you’d end up like this,’ he said.

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      He flapped his flappy hands around my pride and joy and said, ‘This. Man, Belfast Confidential used to be a licence to print money. Where did it all go wrong?’
      

      
      ‘Who says it went wrong? I sold up, and now I’m a gentleman of leisure, taking on whatever jobs interest me.’

      
      ‘This wouldn’t be the same Belfast Confidential you sold for one pound because it owed a million quid?’
      

      
      ‘They covered my debt, and I was a pound up on where I was when I went in. This day and age, who can complain about that? Anyway, did you just call round to rain on my parade, or is there something I can do you for?’
      

      
      ‘Well,’ he said.

      
      ‘Well,’ I said.

      
      ‘I heard you were out of the journalism racket, and into like . . . investigating. Like a private eye.’

      
      ‘I’m nothing like a private eye. I offer a boutique, bespoke service for important people with difficult problems.’

      
      ‘Dan, no offence, but that sounds a bit wanky.’

      
      ‘It’s my specialist subject. I was, as you know, one of this country’s leading journalists. That’s still what I do, except
         I don’t publish unless my client requires it. I enquire. I get answers. Then you tell me how you want me to deal with those
         answers. That can mean referring them to the forces of law and order, or using my public relations expertise to spin them
         into something positive. You know, on Facebake, or Twitter, maybe the Ulster Tatler, all the new media.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Have I sold you on me yet?’
      

      
      ‘Only because I’ve nowhere else to fucking go.’

      
      I smiled. He smiled.

      
      ‘I’d make you a coffee, but the kettle’s broke. I can send down for some mince if you like.’

      
      ‘You’re a funny man, Dan. But I don’t need funny. I need help.’

      
      ‘You were kind of vague on the phone.’

      
      ‘I don’t like phones.’

      
      ‘You spend your whole life answering them.’

      
      ‘That’s different. That’s work.’

      
      ‘Oh yeah. The shock-jocking.’

      
      ‘I’m not a shock jock.’
      

      
      ‘As I am not a private eye.’

      
      ‘I’m the people’s champion.’

      
      I raised an eyebrow.

      
      ‘The problem,’ he said, ‘is that one of my people is threatening me.’

      
      ‘So isn’t that par for the course?’

      
      ‘This is different. Usually it’s just the nutters being annoying, but this time . . . this time they actually did something.
         They took my kid.’
      

      
      ‘Took?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah. I think so.’

      
      ‘You think . . .? Jack?’
      

      
      ‘He’s frickin’ four, he can’t exactly tell me, can he? But he was gone for about an hour. And when he came back, he’d a note
         in his pocket.’
      

      
      ‘What kind of a note?’

      
      Jack slipped his hand into his jacket and pulled out a piece of paper. He set it on my desk and pushed it across.

      
      ‘Is that blood?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Jam,’ said Jack.

      
      The note said: Shut the fuck up.
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      I had been riding high, and then suddenly I wasn’t. Belfast Confidential, the crusading news/vacuous celebrity magazine I inherited from my late friend Mouse, had given me a glimpse of the good
         life, and then the bitch of an economy had snatched it away. My tendency to burn bridges hadn’t helped. Print media was dead
         and everything on the web was free; nobody was prepared to pay for what I did best, which was putting a spanner in the works.
         I was trying to reinvent myself, and Patricia thought she would give me a hand by chucking me out of house and home. Thirty-three
         minutes after I left, she’d changed her Facebook status to single. I would have changed mine to couldn’t give a fuck if there had been a fucking button that allowed me not to give a fucking fuck.
      

      
      Now here she was crossing the Lisburn Road, barely a hundred yards from my office, and entering the Shipyard, my city’s most
         prestigious restaurant, looking fantastic for forty-two. Patricia, not the restaurant. She wore her hair long, dyed brown, and her clothes tight. Even the contempt
         of familiarity couldn’t prevent me giving her the kind of once-over I normally reserved for strangers. She looked hot, and
         she knew she looked hot. She was bad to the bone.
      

      
      I said, ‘Are you going somewhere later?’

      
      ‘No, I’m having dinner with you.’

      
      ‘Oh. Right. It’s not exactly dinner, it’s only gone five. Is there a mid-afternoon equivalent of brunch? Not quite dinner.’

      
      ‘High tea? Does it matter?’ She smiled. I tapped my upper teeth and nodded at her own. ‘Lippy?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No more than usual.’

      
      She rubbed at her teeth. There was nothing there, but that wasn’t the point. She would be wondering if everyone she’d spoken
         to since she left home had noticed her mistake. Of course she wouldn’t have called it a mistake. She’d have called it a faux
         pas. She had developed certain airs and graces while the money was good at Belfast Confidential, and now that it was gone, she was still trying to hold on to them.
      

      
      ‘Better?’ she asked.

      
      I pointed to a different tooth. She rubbed some more. In marriage, it is the small victories that are important, particularly
         as the larger ones are hard to come by.
      

      
      And we were still married. Just about.

      
      She said, ‘So to what do I owe the honour? Last time we ate somewhere as plush as this . . . come to think of it, we’ve never
         eaten somewhere as plush as this.’
      

      
      ‘A small celebration.’

      
      She raised an eyebrow. Before I could continue, a waiter arrived at our table and asked if he could get us a drink.
      

      
      I said, ‘White wine, please.’

      
      He said, ‘Perhaps a Chardonnay or a Sauvignon Blanc?’

      
      I said, ‘Don’t confuse me with science. White wine, and something for the mother.’

      
      He kind of half laughed, in that patronising way waiters do, forgetting for the moment that they are fucking waiters. Patricia
         ordered a Smirnoff vodka and Diet Coke and said, ‘I hate it when you do that,’ as soon as he’d left.
      

      
      ‘Do what?’

      
      ‘The smart-alecky belittling thing.’

      
      ‘You used to love it.’

      
      ‘In fact, no. I just used to have a greater cringe threshold. So what are we celebrating?’

      
      ‘I have a client.’

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Really.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s good. And you thought of me?’

      
      ‘Well, I thought you’d be interested. And a problem shared is a problem halved.’

      
      ‘Why would I want half a problem?’

      
      ‘Because I always appreciate your input. And I want you to understand what I’m trying to do here with this business, and bear
         that in mind when it comes to me paying my share of the upkeep on our house, which I am currently struggling to do.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not my problem.’

      
      ‘You threw me out.’

      
      ‘Only because you’re a useless waste of space.’

      
      ‘Well clearly not any more. I have a client.’
      

      
      The waiter returned with our drinks. He asked if we’d had a chance to peruse the menus.

      
      I said, ‘It says soup of the day without specifying what it is.’

      
      The waiter’s eyes flitted down to my shoes and back up. ‘It’s quail eggs and shark fin with ginseng,’ he said. He cleared
         his throat and lowered his voice. ‘It’s eighteen pounds fifty-six.’
      

      
      I nodded. ‘Is that with a bap or without a bap?’

      
      ‘With,’ he said.

      
      ‘We’ll have the soup, as a main course.’ I smiled across at Patricia. ‘She’s worth it,’ I said.

      
      Patricia smiled. He turned away. I called him back.

      
      ‘Sir?’

      
      ‘Just one thing. Is the bread Ormo?’

      
      Patricia shook her head. The waiter was only about eighteen and hadn’t the foggiest notion of the old advert I was joking
         about.
      

      
      When he’d gone, Patricia said, ‘Ordering for me? You’ve never done that in your life before. I think I like it.’

      
      I sipped my wine. She mixed her vodka and gulped.

      
      ‘So,’ she said, ‘what’s the nature of your problem?’

      
      ‘Jack Caramac.’

      
      ‘As in . . .?’

      
      ‘The very same. Someone kidnapped his four-year-old son. But only for an hour or so. Sent him back with a note suggesting
         he shut the fuck up. The father, not the son.’
      

      
      ‘About what?’

      
      ‘He has no idea.’
      

      
      Trish nodded, and for a moment concentrated on the tablecloth. More than a decade ago, during one of our regular splits, she
         had become pregnant to a ginger man, and had a gingerish son. We got back together, and I grew to love him, and then because
         I got involved in more foolishness, he died. For me, the sense of loss had faded with the years, but the guilt never would.
         Trish had no guilt, and professed not to have blame. But she had. It was bleeding obvious.
      

      
      ‘Has he gone to the police?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Of course not. He spends half his show ripping into them; he’s not going to go crawling to them for help.’

      
      ‘So he came to you?’

      
      ‘He came to me.’

      
      ‘As a kind of last resort.’

      
      ‘As the next best option.’

      
      ‘So what’re you going to do?’

      
      ‘What do you think I’m going to do? Investigate. First thing tomorrow.’

      
      Our eyes met over our drinks. There had been a lot of water under the bridge, not to mention alcohol. We had always been connected,
         and we always would be. There had been love and loss and love again, and there had always been lust. Things would come around;
         they always did. We knew exactly how to push each other’s buttons, in a bad way and a good way.
      

      
      ‘Investigate to what end?’ Patricia asked. ‘I mean, I know you’ll probably find who’s responsible, but then what?’

      
      ‘Then the ball’s back in Jack’s court.’

      
      ‘Won’t that be . . . unsatisfying? It’s like doing all the foreplay and then someone else comes in for the money shot.’
      

      
      Our eyes met.

      
      ‘Where did you even hear that term?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, these long lonely nights, what’s a girl to do?’

      
      ‘Well the last few months of our relationship, Scrabble seemed to be the answer.’

      
      The soup came, and maybe later we would as well.

      
      It wouldn’t mean anything. It would be another pull on the auld roundabout and we would only know where we truly were with
         us when it stopped.
      

      
      She said, ‘I’m glad you’re doing this, really. You need a new start.’

      
      ‘Professionally,’ I said.

      
      After a suitable pause, she nodded.

      
      ‘Don’t be getting yourself into anything too dangerous.’

      
      ‘I don’t plan to.’

      
      ‘Jack Caramac, he’s a pain in the arse, a lot of people would want to harm him. But it’s not good when kids get involved.’

      
      ‘I know. I’ll find out what’s going on. More importantly, this soup tastes like cack.’

      
      ‘It surely does.’

      
      ‘And it’s probably worth mentioning now that Jack would only employ me on a results-based basis.’

      
      ‘You’re telling me in a not very roundabout way that I’m paying for this cack-based soup.’

      
      ‘’Fraid so.’

      
      We nodded at each other over our bowls.

      
      None of this was a surprise to her.
      

      
      I said, ‘How many years is it since we last did a runner?’

      
      She said, ‘Too many. But in these heels?’

      
      ‘Definitely,’ I said.
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      Of course, it ended in tears, and she fled my apartment leaving only a flurry of curses and a bra in her wake. I was alone
         once more, a porn-again single man.
      

      
      I spent the rest of the night quietly sipping in the Bob Shaw. It was only around the corner from my new home. The pub was artsy enough to be interesting, and with an old enough clientele
         that you didn’t feel like a child molester if you glanced appreciatively at someone. It was in the heart of what had recently
         been christened the Cathedral Quarter, which was kind of Belfast’s Left Bank without being particularly left, or featuring
         a bank. There were gay bars, galleries, coffee shops and bijou theatres. All in all a much greater variety of upmarket establishments
         from which to request protection money. The city was transformed, but it always had two fingers in the past.
      

      
      I was home for eleven thirty, inebriated. The apartment was on the second floor of a new complex at St Anne’s Square. It had started out neat and I did my best to keep it that way. Patricia had been impressed both by the decor and furnishings
         and the fact that I could afford it. I told her I’d got a good deal on the rent and when it came to the fixtures my latent
         good taste had flourished since our separation. Neither was quite true. In the dog days of Belfast Confidential, I’d squirrelled away a certain amount of cash rather than waste it paying bills, and that had served as a down payment on
         this show apartment, which came interior-designed and furnished to the hilt by someone who actually did have taste. I was
         two months behind on the mortgage.
      

      
      The square was designed around a piazza, with chic cafés where you could sit outside during any one of our three days of summer.
         On one corner there was a Ramada Hotel, on the other the MAC, a flourishing new arts centre. Most nights the area was pleasantly
         busy. I like to sit in my duffel coat on my veranda, sip a whiskey and listen to the chat drift up from below. I’ve never
         liked silence, and hearing drunk people talk shite has always been quite comforting. Belfast is so much more relaxing now
         than in the old days, when the city centre, encased in a ring of steel, was so quiet that you could hear a pin drop – usually
         having fallen out of a shoddy Libyan hand grenade.
      

      
      I refilled my glass, and took my laptop outside. I plugged in earphones and began to download podcasts of the past two weeks’
         worth of Jack Caramac. I was guessing that whatever had annoyed someone enough to want to kidnap his four-year-old must have
         happened in the very recent past. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was listening for. It was just a case of letting it all soak in. Jack’s show was a mixture of the serious and the trivial: one minute teenage
         suicide, the next an earnest debate about the correct thickness of pancakes. People spoke passionately. Jack was good. Cheeky
         like your best mate, as sympathetic as a bereaved relative, and an attack dog when riled. I wasn’t just looking for the major
         topics that attracted hundreds of calls, but the little ones too, the insignificant items that failed to ignite the holy grail
         of audience participation and were very quickly cut off. I’d been a journalist for long enough to know that very often it
         was the odd throwaway line rather than some major accusation that most annoyed people. You could quite happily libel someone
         as a nut job, but if you said he supported Glentoran rather than Linfield, he’d start screaming blue murder.
      

      
      I woke shivering at just after three a.m. I’d the beginnings of a headache. While I slept, someone had thrown a pizza crust
         at me. It was resting on my shoulder. It did not taste unpleasant. When I was done, I took the glass and the laptop inside.
         I took the time and trouble to wash the glass. I dried it and put it away. I went into my bedroom. The sheets still smelt
         of Patricia. I lay on top, and sighed.
      

      
      Cityscape FM operates out of an industrial park on the Boucher Road. It’s a single-storey building with lots of post-Ceasefire
         glass. I parked and entered without having to be buzzed in. Considering that Jack Caramac had so recently been threatened,
         security was kind of lax. There was a good-looking blonde girl on the front desk. She wore a badge that said her name was Cameron Coyle. She smiled pleasantly and asked how she could help me. She appeared not
         to notice the twinkle in my eye as I replied, or else dismissed it as a cataract. I was getting to that age. I told her I
         was here to see Jack, and she took my name and told me to take a seat, he was still on air. It was being piped in, so I knew
         that. He was talking about dementia, but soon segued smoothly into poo bags for dogs.
      

      
      I said, ‘David or Diaz?’

      
      ‘Excuse me?’

      
      ‘Are you named after Cameron Diaz or David Cameron?’

      
      ‘Who’s David Cameron?’

      
      ‘Fair point.’

      
      She answered a call. She was pleasant but firm.

      
      When she hung up, I pointed at the speaker and said, ‘What’s he like to work for?’

      
      ‘Jack? Jack’s the best.’

      
      ‘I mean, really.’

      
      She smiled. I smiled. I was interested in how loyal his people were, or how pussy-whipped. I put that thought out of my head
         straight away and said, ‘We’re old muckers, I know what he’s like.’
      

      
      ‘He’s been very good to me.’

      
      She smiled and nodded and answered some more calls. Ten minutes later, another attractive blonde came through swing doors
         and asked if I was Dan and told me to follow her. I did so willingly. She led me into a surprisingly small studio. Jack had
         his feet up on the desk, half a sausage roll in his mouth and the other half in crumbs down his shirt. He gave me the thumbs-up
         and indicated for me to sit down. He had a pair of earphones around his neck, and through the glass I could see someone in the next studio reading
         the news, which was coming through loud and clear.
      

      
      Jack wiped his mouth and said, ‘How’s it going?’

      
      ‘It’s going fine.’

      
      ‘Get anywhere?’

      
      ‘How do you mean?’

      
      ‘With the case.’

      
      ‘Jack, I’ve hardly fucking started. Give me a chance.’ He started to say something, but then held up a finger and slipped
         his headphones back on. He turned to the next studio, where a new presenter had come in. They had a couple of minutes of on-air
         banter, and then Jack said his goodbyes. A green light above him switched to red.
      

      
      ‘So what are you thinking?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I’m thinking I need your call records for the past two weeks. I presume they’re all logged.’

      
      ‘Yes, of course. But there’s thousands of them. Tens of.’

      
      ‘I appreciate that. I’d like them all, though. It’s not just about the people you expose or humiliate on air, though they’re
         important. It’s just as likely to be someone who has a grudge because they didn’t make it.’
      

      
      ‘There are data-protection issues, Dan. We can’t just release—’

      
      ‘Am I working for you or the station? Who’ll be writing the cheque?’

      
      ‘Cheque! You’re so old-fashioned, buddy. The station, obviously.’

      
      ‘Then as an employee, I’m entitled to look at the call records.’

      
      ‘You sure about that?’
      

      
      I raised an eyebrow.

      
      ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘fair enough. I’ll organise it.’

      
      ‘Good. And I’m also thinking I’ll need to talk to the witness.’

      
      ‘Witness? You mean Jimmy?’

      
      ‘The boy, aye.’

      
      ‘Dan, fucksake. He’s only a tot, he can hardly talk.’

      
      ‘Maybe he could draw me a picture.’

      
      ‘He’s four.’
      

      
      ‘Four-year-olds can draw.’

      
      ‘Yes, Dan, but he’s not some kind of fucking autistic savant. It will involve crayons and scrawling. Is this your master plan?’

      
      ‘You asked me to do a job, Jack, let me do it. Did I mention I know a child psychologist who’d be willing to talk to him?’

      
      Jack blinked at me. ‘Talk how? What would he do?’

      
      ‘She. She’d beat him around the head with a space hopper. What do you think she’d do, Jack? Let her have a word, eh? See what
         she can tease out. If you’re serious about this, then you need to help me.’
      

      
      He looked uncomfortable. ‘It’s just, I’m not sure Tracey would approve.’ Tracey. Wife of twenty years. Formidable. ‘She doesn’t
         believe in that kind of thing. Thinks it’ll go on his record, all that, you know?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t tell her, then.’ He made a face. ‘Jack. Help me here. Is your boy in school?’

      
      ‘Pre-school.’

      
      ‘Who picks him up?’

      
      ‘I do. In about half an hour.’

      
      ‘See? Perfect?’
      

      
      His eyes narrowed. ‘This is my boy. I love him. I was careless and someone nabbed him. I thank God every day that I got him
         back. This is serious stuff, Dan, and I need to be able to trust you. Don’t let me down.’
      

      
      ‘Me?’

      
      ‘You.’ He heaved himself up out of his comfy chair. ‘Okay. Let’s do this. But you had better not be yanking my fucking chain.’
      

      
      ‘Perish the thought,’ I said.
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      We took Jack’s Jag. ‘Child seat,’ he explained. It was this year’s model. We drove to the Royal Victoria Hospital.
      

      
      ‘Do you know something?’ Jack asked, nodding ahead towards the huge, sprawling jumble of hospital buildings that dominated
         the skyline. ‘The RVH was the first building in the world to install air-conditioning.’
      

      
      ‘Really,’ I said.

      
      ‘Oh yes. Nineteen oh six. The engineers at the Sirocco Works, just down the road there, pioneered it. Doing this show, I learn
         a lot of useless shite.’
      

      
      With its setting in the heart of Republican west Belfast, it could be argued that some of the locals had themselves spent
         years since installing air-conditioning for free all over the city.
      

      
      I have always found the RVH a dark and depressing place. The only thing bright about it today was the sight of Leontia Law
         standing waiting patiently for us by the front gates. She was wearing a knee-length leather skirt and brown boots that met it halfway. Her hair was short and she wore no make-up. She had on a doctor’s white coat.
      

      
      As Jack drew up, I got out of the passenger seat and opened the back door for her. She slipped her coat off, folded it over
         her arm and slid in. I went with her.
      

      
      Jack glanced back and said, ‘No.’

      
      ‘No?’

      
      ‘You sit up front with me. Or she does. If you both sit in the back, I’ll look like your chauffeur.’

      
      ‘Jack, who cares? And by the way, could you put your cap on?’

      
      He didn’t smile. I got out and rejoined him. He nosed the Jag into traffic while I made the introductions. He started telling
         her about the air-conditioning, but she said she knew.
      

      
      ‘Worked there long?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Two years,’ she said. ‘I’m actually in the Royal Belfast Hospital for Sick Children; it’s kind of tacked on to the other
         side.’
      

      
      Jack nodded in the mirror. ‘I don’t want you upsetting my boy.’

      
      ‘Of course not,’ said Dr Law.

      
      ‘But the truth will out,’ I said.

      
      Jack’s eyes flitted across.

      
      The Cabbage Patch Nursery was based in a large Edwardian house festooned with security cameras, just off the Malone Road.
         Malone was money. Malone was class. Probably no child in the entire nursery had ever been near a real live cabbage patch.
      

      
      ‘You’ve moved up in the world,’ I said.
      

      
      Jack said, ‘Perhaps it’s you who’s moved down.’

      
      Unlike at Cityscape, there was an elaborate security system to negotiate. So we waited in the car while Jack went for Jimmy.

      
      Dr Leontia said, ‘Are you sure this is wise?’

      
      ‘Of course it is,’ I said.

      
      ‘You’re a frickin’ chancer,’ she said.

      
      ‘It has been known.’

      
      Jimmy came back on Dad’s shoulders. Cherub-faced, full of chat. Jack introduced us as his old friends Dan and Lenny. Jimmy
         wasn’t the slightest bit interested. He wiggled a plastic dinosaur in his dad’s face as he was strapped into his chair and
         said, ‘Dino wants ice cream.’
      

      
      It seemed like a plan.

      
      On the drive to McDonald’s, Leontia made small talk with him. They seemed to hit it off. He lent her Dino for all of five
         seconds.
      

      
      As we waited at lights, Jack said, ‘You never have kids, Dan?’

      
      ‘Kids? No.’

      
      ‘Then you won’t know what they mean to you. I don’t care about the hair on my head. But if anyone harms a single hair on his
         . . .’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘He’ll be fine.’

      
      I was thinking mostly about the hair on Jack’s head. We’d worked together for years, and I’d a fairly clear recollection that
         his mane had been rapidly receding. Now it grew luxurious and thick. Weave was the way, these days.
      

      
      Jimmy demanded the drive-thru, but Lenny wanted the chance to talk one on one with him, so she quelled his protests with a promise of the largest ice cream he could eat,
         unstrapped him and walked him in, though not before he’d shaken his head and said that Daddy had said he wasn’t allowed to
         go off with strangers. Daddy reassured him that it was okay this time because she was Daddy’s friend. Satisfied, he toddled
         off, hand in hand with her.
      

      
      Kids are such fricking suckers.

      
      Jack and I stayed in the car. He shook his head at the packed restaurant before us. ‘Fuck me, it’s half twelve on a Tuesday;
         where do all these fucking kids come from?’ When I didn’t respond, he said, ‘Do you think he’ll be all right with her?’
      

      
      ‘Relax. She’s a specialist.’

      
      ‘She looks young to be a specialist.’

      
      ‘Cops and doctors both, Jack.’

      
      ‘Christ, I know. It would sicken you.’ He drummed his fingers on the wheel. Then he rubbed at his brow. ‘Do you know what
         haunts me, Dan? Do you remember where I trained as a reporter?’
      

      
      ‘Down in Bangor, wasn’t it?’

      
      ‘Aye. Family-owned paper. Not many of those around now. But the owner’s wife, this nice old dear, she got to write a column
         every week. Kind of about nature, and literature and poetry. She lived out in the country, and she found this baby badger
         . . .’
      

      
      ‘A cub.’

      
      ‘I know what it is, Dan. Anyway, she found this baby cub badger, abandoned, or I think maybe dogs killed its mum, and she
         raised it herself. From a wee tiny thing to a bouncin’ big badger, and she wrote about it every week, and published photos, and it was like house-trained and one of the
         family and it was so sweet, it was like a fucking Disney picture. People loved it. Kids came to visit.’
      

      
      He fell silent. After a bit, I said, ‘Your point?’

      
      ‘My point, one morning she came down to let it in, ’cos like it still went out foraging or whatever the fuck badgers do at
         night, but it always came home for breakfast and a snooze. But you know what one of her loyal and lovely readers had done?
         Battered it to a pulp and left it lying dead in her porch. And do you know why?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Because that’s what people are like. Evil.’

      
      I sighed. ‘Yeah, I probably knew that.’

      
      ‘And that’s what worries me, that they’ll do something to Jimmy just because they can. Children, they’re your fucking weak
         spot.’
      

      
      ‘What does Tracey think about it?’ Jack drummed his fingers again. He studied the passing traffic. ‘You haven’t told her,
         have you?’
      

      
      ‘I told her about the note, but not how serious I thought it was. Didn’t want to worry her. I mean, what if it’s just one
         of the local kids having a laugh? Feel pretty bloody stupid then, won’t I? You’ll get to the bottom of it, though, Dan, won’t
         you? You were always the best at sniffing shit out.’
      

      
      For all the good it did me.

      
      Ahead, Dr Leontia and Jimmy were just emerging. He had ice cream plastered across his face. So did Lenny. They were giggling.

      
      ‘There’s nothing you want to tell me, Jack, some reason someone’s after you that you haven’t mentioned? Better I know now.’
      

      
      ‘Swear to God. How can I shut the fuck up if I don’t know what to shut the fuck up about? I talk all day on national radio.
         It’s what I do. I can’t just zip it, you know, unilaterally.’ He swivelled as the back door opened and his mood lifted instantly.
         ‘Look at you!’ Leontia lifted Jimmy into his chair. ‘Ice cream everywhere!’
      

      
      He reached back with a handy wipe and proceeded to rub.

      
      ‘Well,’ I said, giving Lenny a wink, ‘what did you manage to wring out of the wee bugger?’

      
      ‘Starkey.’

      
      ‘Sorry, Jack.’

      
      ‘That he was taken into a car and driven around.’

      
      ‘The bastard!’ shouted Jack.

      
      ‘Make and model, licence plate?’

      
      ‘Yeah, right. It was silver.’

      
      ‘Description of suspect?’

      
      ‘If I find him,’ Jack snapped, ‘I’ll fuckin’ kill him.’

      
      ‘Wasn’t a he,’ said Dr Leontia.

      
      From McDonald’s, it was quicker to drop us back at my car and for me to take Lenny on. She apologised for finding out so little,
         but Jack was over the moon.
      

      
      ‘I got bugger-all squared out of him, so this is a result. Isn’t it, Dan?’

      
      ‘Certainly is. Narrows it down to half the world’s population and its most favourite car colour. Case more or less closed.’

      
      But it was something, and something is always better than nothing. I drove Lenny back to her work. I slipped her a twenty. She slipped it back.
      

      
      ‘Just doing a friend a favour.’

      
      ‘Nice touch with the doctor’s coat,’ I said.

      
      ‘I feel a bit bad,’ she said.

      
      ‘Balls,’ I said. ‘You have four kids, you know as much about child psychology as anyone.’

      
      ‘Well, if you insist. Will you be in later?’

      
      ‘Never know your luck.’

      
      I winked, and Leontia shut the door and hurried in to start her shift in the Bob Shaw.
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      It was gone three on an April afternoon, a light rain falling. It was mild. Mild is the best we ever get. All our weather
         is varying degrees of mild. And not just the weather. Our mountains are mildly high. Our rivers never rage. Our wildest creature
         is a badger. A badger would roll a cigarette for you if you asked it nicely. As a people, it is our very mildness that prevents
         us from dealing with the very few nutters who screw up our country. In Northern Irish terms, shut the fuck up was pretty fucking mild.
      

      
      The Malone Road is mild, and inoffensive. Malone and the various Deramores and Bladons that lead off it. The area is dominated
         by the Royal Belfast Academical Institution’s playing fields, by Methodist College, by people with more sports cars than they
         know what to do with. Malone is home to millionaire pop stars, celebrity chefs, heiresses and politicians. Home to Jack Caramac.
         A million and a half for a house in any provincial city isn’t bad going. Jack’s was north of that. Red brick, mature trees, rolling grounds.
      

      
      I parked just around the corner, but in a position where I could just about see the lower half of his lengthy driveway. Ten
         minutes after I arrived, Jack drove out. I gave it a couple of minutes before starting up and driving in. There were still
         two other cars sitting on the gravelled forecourt, a BMW and a Mercedes. I was hoping to catch his wife, Tracey. I knew her
         of old. Jack spent so much time projecting his personality and opinions on the radio that when he was off air he didn’t have
         a huge amount left to say for himself; even with his child momentarily kidnapped, he had been vague on the exact circumstances,
         on the detail I needed to move forward. Jimmy was missing for a while, nobody seemed to notice, then suddenly he was back
         with the note. Tracey at least should be able to give me a little more detail. She wouldn’t be able to help herself. She was
         a motormouth.
      

      
      I rang the doorbell. It played ‘Lady in Red’. For a long time. I wanted to smash it with a hammer. But I had no hammer. It would keep. After an eternity, a girl, probably no more
         than nineteen, twenty, opened up; she had Jimmy in her arms.
      

      
      I said, ‘Hiya, Jimbo, long time no see.’ He gazed at me without any semblance of recognition. So I said, ‘Is Tracey in?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      I said, ‘Oh. I was hoping to catch her. You’re . . .?’

      
      ‘I am nanny.’

      
      ‘Is that your name or your occupation?’

      
      Nanny the nanny wasn’t absolutely impossible.

      
      ‘I am nanny.’
      

      
      Okay, it was going to be one of those ones. Her face was pale and expressionless. She was in tracksuit bottoms, a buttoned
         bally jersey and slippers. Every few seconds she gave Jimmy a little jiggle with her arm. There wasn’t a lot to pin her accent
         on, but it was probably somewhere west of Carnlough and east of Krakow.
      

      
      I said, ‘I’m Dan – I’m working for Jack. About what happened to Jimmy . . . him disappearing?’

      
      ‘Not my fault.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say . . . Do you mind if I come in and have a wee word with you? I need—’

      
      ‘No come in. Come back when they are here.’

      
      ‘It’s just a couple of questions.’ I delved into my jacket and took out one of my business cards ‘That’s me, that’s my name.’

      
      She looked at it, nodded and handed it back. ‘It is card. Anyone can have card. You could be serial killer.’

      
      ‘Well if business doesn’t pick up . . .’ I stopped that one almost as soon as I started. Talking to someone with only a basic
         understanding of English is like speaking to a moron. I said, ‘You haven’t noticed anyone hanging around, maybe checking the
         place out?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You.’

      
      ‘I mean—’

      
      ‘Come back another time. No thank you. Nice day.’

      
      She closed the door. I stood there, mildly damp. I was not unused to rejection.

      
      I walked back down the drive, past my car and out on to the main road. As a reporter, I had spent many unhappy hours knocking on doors asking questions. You get kicked back all the time. Reporters make Jehovah’s Witnesses look popular,
         and they’re a bunch of bloodless cunts. At least then I could legitimise my enquiries with a nice laminated NUJ badge. Now I was just being nosy, with only a dodgy business card
         out of a cheap machine to back me up. But it had to be done. Once in a very long while you hit paydirt.
      

      
      To the left of Jack’s, there was a half-built house leveraged into what appeared to be a patch of ground that was too small
         for it. Certainly the outer edges of the building butted up against the perimeter trees and hedges of its neighbours. There
         was no sign of workmen, or large construction equipment; a cement mixer sat neglected, with weeds growing up around its base.
         Across the city there were many similar developments destined never to be finished. The world economy was in the shitter.
         Everyone had a different theory about who to blame. With my luck, I was surprised nobody had pinned it on me yet.
      

      
      To the right, there was another large dwelling, considerably older than Jack’s, with a hint of neglect about it. Opposite
         was a row of six more recently constructed townhouses: I had a vague memory of the fine old house that had been knocked down
         to make way for them. C’est la vie.

      
      I decided to try the townhouses first. My eyes were immediately drawn to the one on the far left with the silver car in its
         short driveway. I knocked on the door. An elderly man with wispy hair answered. I showed him my card. It seemed to confuse
         him. It seemed to confuse many people. But he was friendly enough. He lived alone. The car was his. He hadn’t noticed anyone lurking. Nobody was at
         home in the next four. The final door was opened before I knocked. A young woman, maybe thirty, in tight jeans and a white
         shirt with her hair tied back and sunglasses pushed up, was coming out in a hurry.
      

      
      She said, ‘Oh!’ nearly bumping into me. ‘Sorry!’

      
      Make-up perfect, lovely smile.

      
      I gave her my card and asked if she’d heard that someone had tried to lure a child into a car across the road. It was close
         enough to the truth. She made a horrified face and said, ‘Here . . .? Oh my God! Where?’
      

      
      I pointed to Jack’s house. ‘Their four-year-old. He’s fine, but it could have been worse.’

      
      ‘Wee boy?’ She was nodding across the road. ‘I see him running about their garden, and seen him out on the road a couple of
         times. Walked him back in once; it’s a busy road. They have like a young girl, teenager, walks him up and down in a stroller
         sometimes?’
      

      
      ‘Nanny,’ I said.

      
      ‘Yeah, she’s a strange one. I tried to talk to her once about the boy wandering and she didn’t want to know.’

      
      ‘She’s foreign,’ I said.

      
      ‘Yeah, I know, but still.’

      
      ‘So you haven’t seen anything unusual?’

      
      ‘Not that I can think of. Sorry, I’m in a bit of a rush.’

      
      ‘No problem. Sure, keep the card; if you think of anything, give me a bell. Or just give me a bell.’

      
      She kind of half laughed, and looked at my card anew. ‘Dan Starkey? I know that name.’ She studied my face. ‘Didn’t you used
         to be big in newspapers?’
      

      
      ‘I’m still big,’ I said. ‘It’s the newspapers that got small. Tabloid, mostly.’
      

      
      She nodded uncomprehendingly. ‘So what’s this? Like a wee retirement job?’

      
      ‘No,’ I said.
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      Lenny was gone by half one. Some nights the Bob Shaw has a late licence, some nights not. They aren’t always the same nights. She uses this to confuse her husband so that we
         can grab some time together at my place. It works for me, and it seems to work for her. We call it the Happy Hour.
      

      
      I took a Bushmills out on to the veranda and watched her wend her way through the drunks. She had a taxi pre-booked to pick
         her up outside the bar. It always came at the same time, and so did we.
      

      
      I woke shivering at four, and there was another pizza crust, this time in my lap. I was turning into late-night sport for
         someone. I went inside and cranked up the heat and poured another whiskey and listened to some more Jack Caramac and sat with
         a notebook, making lists of callers’ names and what they were whining about. Later, I managed a couple of hours’ sleep and
         then a shower and shave before wandering across the city centre and up Great Victoria Street, on to the Lisburn Road and my office. I could have worked from home, but it was too easy.
         It seemed important to make the effort to get out.
      

      
      I was in position by ten. I had coffee from Arizona, a few doors down, and a Kit Kat from Nestlé. I read the papers online
         and then moved on to Facebook. I had discovered, by bumping into them in Starbucks two weeks earlier, that Patricia was meeting
         one of her work colleagues for coffee. She swore that there was nothing in it, but they looked shifty enough for me to suspect
         the worst. We were separated, though not legally. We – and when I say we, I mean I – had always played fast and loose with the marriage vows, but nevertheless, this was a knife to the heart. His name was
         Richard McIntosh. I shook his hand and passed idle chit-chat for all of thirty seconds before pretending I had to take an
         urgent call and fleeing. In years gone by, fists would have flown and I would have ended up in Casualty feeling miserable,
         so I was quite proud of the way I dealt with her treachery. I was older, more mature. When I got home, I went online to find
         out what I could, but there wasn’t much beyond a couple of photos on Google Images of him playing rugby for a work team. He
         wasn’t even on Facebook. So I created an account for him, uploaded his photo and set about asking random strangers from around
         Belfast to be his friend. People rarely say no to such requests, so before very long I’d acquired more than one hundred and
         fifty new mates for him. Then, working tirelessly, I went through the photo collections of many of these new friends, adding
         pithy comments on his behalf. Things like: love the chins, fatty; see you’re keeping incest in the family; those are fucking big ears, Dumbo, and yer ma’s yer da. The level of abuse that appeared on his wall in response was quite incredible. Every time he was removed from a list of
         friends, I found him another. According to Patricia, her strictly platonic friend Richard had been punched twice in the face
         by random strangers in the past few days while out and about in the city. It was such rewarding work.
      

      
      The buzzer sounded at eleven. A vaguely familiar voice said, ‘Hi, I’m from Cityscape FM. Jack asked me to pop round with an
         envelope for you.’
      

      
      ‘Oh right, come on up.’

      
      I was hoping it was Cameron, but it wasn’t. It was the other one. I tried not to look too disappointed. She was equally gorgeous.
         She had on a black Puffa jacket and purple jeans. Her hair was dirty blonde and short. I put my hand out and told her I hadn’t
         caught her name yesterday.
      

      
      ‘Evelyn. Evelyn Boyd. I’m Jack’s producer.’

      
      ‘Oh right – I thought you were just like one of those dizzy blonde girls who ran around doing things.’

      
      She gave me a look and said, ‘No.’

      
      I smiled. ‘Have a seat.’

      
      ‘I have to—’

      
      ‘Kettle’s broken, but I can offer you one quarter of a Kit Kat.’

      
      ‘No, really, I—’

      
      ‘Is this them?’ I nodded at the envelope she still held in her hand.

      
      ‘Oh. Yes.’

      
      She handed it over.
      

      
      I said, ‘Thanks for bringing them. You didn’t have to come up.’

      
      ‘Yes I did. You don’t appear to have a letter box.’

      
      ‘Good point. My mail gets left with the butcher downstairs. When I pick it up, it’s usually bloodstained. It adds a certain
         frisson.’
      

      
      She smiled hesitantly. ‘I should be—’

      
      ‘No, seriously, take the weight off. Not that you . . . I mean, I wanted to have a word anyway. Jack said it would be okay.’

      
      ‘Did he?’

      
      ‘Absolutely. He said you were the first and last line of defence between him and the great unwashed.’

      
      She sat. She smiled. ‘Really?’

      
      I nodded. He hadn’t, but he should have. It’s good to appreciate. I was appreciating now. If I was ten years younger. And
         she was ten years older.
      

      
      ‘I take it he’s told you what this is about? The threat, his kid.’

      
      Evelyn nodded. ‘He’s very worried.’

      
      ‘You must talk to a lot of cranks.’ She held my gaze for a moment before nodding. ‘How do you sort them out? You let some
         of them on air purely for entertainment purposes?’
      

      
      ‘Course we do.’

      
      ‘And what about those who don’t make it; do they not just get crankier?’

      
      ‘We try to be kind. We just say there’s such a high volume of calls that we’ve run out of time. And actually, it’s usually
         true.’
      

      
      ‘Do any of them ever turn up at the station, try to confront Jack?’
      

      
      ‘Rarely. We don’t really advertise the address; we have a post office box number. Of course if people want to find us, they
         generally will, but most of our callers haven’t . . . the wherewithal, if you know what I mean.’
      

      
      ‘What about when he’s out and about? Does he get approached much, maybe threatened, asked for autographs? You know, like John
         Lennon?’
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