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      About the Book

      
      Is she the new Messiah, or just a very naughty girl?


Journalist Dan Starkey arrives on Wrathlin Island – meteorogically wet but alcoholically dry – to investigate the residents’ belief that the Messiah is alive, female, and about to start school there. It’s not a commission that turns up every day.  With wife Patricia and her baby Little Stevie in tow, he soon finds that Wrathlin is big on religious fervour but small on hospitality. With vigilantes on the prowl and illicit drinking the order of the day, Dan is in danger of falling into the most treacherous refuge of all – the arms of the Messiah’s mother.


      
   
      
      
      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
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      For Andrea and Matthew

   
      
      Prologue

      
      It started with Cliff Richard, as things often do.
      

      
      Moira had always been a fan. She was only in her early thirties, so she hardly remembered him as the teen idol rockin’ with
         The Shadows, but she used to watch the movies on a Saturday afternoon when she was a kid – Summer Holiday in particular – and then he was on Top of the Pops doing ‘Power to All Our Friends’ with his silly little dance and she loved it. All her friends were into trendier, younger
         groups, but Cliff was for her. He’d always been a Christian, and she became one too, and that set her at odds with the rest
         of the island – they were all resolutely Roman Catholic – Christians as well, she supposed, but the God Cliff worshipped seemed
         so different, warmer.
      

      
      Then, one Christmas, Cliff came to play in Belfast, at the King’s Hall. The tickets had gone on sale nearly a year in advance and she’d managed to get one. There was nobody else she wanted to take, it was between her and Cliff. The ticket sat
         on her mantelpiece all through those traumatic months when she found she was pregnant, tearing herself apart trying to decide
         what to do, refusing to name the father, fighting with her family, then nearly losing it, but hanging on in there, always
         with Cliff as that light at the end of the tunnel.
      

      
      Come the day of the gig, Moira was eight months pregnant, and heavy with it. She took her ticket, packed a small holdall,
         and caught the ferry across from Wrathlin to Ballycastle, then took the bus to Coleraine and finally boarded the train to
         Belfast. She arrived in late afternoon, it was snowing, lovely and Christmassy, but cold too and not really the time for walking
         the streets looking for a hotel. She hadn’t booked one in advance – silly, in retrospect, as she tramped from lobby to lobby
         – but she’d made the trip on spec many times before, shopping, and never had a problem getting a bed for the night. But this
         time everywhere was booked up – between those die-hard fans travelling to see Cliff, the hordes of Christmas shoppers up from
         the South taking advantage of the weak pound, and the thousands attending the World Toy Convention at the Waterfront Hall,
         there wasn’t a bed to be had.
      

      
      Still, she was sure it would all work out. She got herself a nice tea, then took a taxi to the King’s Hall. She would see
         Cliff. Everything would be okay. Her seat was in the second row.
      

      
      He was magnificent. They all held lighters aloft and sang ‘Christmas time, mistletoe and wine . . .’ except Moira dropped hers and her shape
         didn’t allow her to bend quickly to retrieve it. Then somebody kicked it away. No matter. It was only a lighter. When he sang
         excerpts from his musical, Heathcliff, he reached down from the stage to shake hands and even though it hurt like hell, stretching her stomach across, she managed
         to grasp his hand and was astonished to feel the warmth of the man course through her.
      

      
      She was so happy.

      
      She skipped through the streets later, or skipped as much as an eight-months-pregnant woman can, back down into the centre
         and started looking for a hotel again. It was late, the trains were long stopped, but there were lots of new hotels in Belfast
         now, since the ceasefire, and there were always cancellations, she knew that.
      

      
      But everywhere she went, no room. They did their best to help, they phoned other hotels, but everywhere, no room.

      
      She was getting very tired then; the elation hadn’t gone, but it was well hidden. It was snowing harder. It was freezing.
         She needed to put her feet up, her ankles were up like baps. She came, eventually, to a restaurant-disco-hotel called The Stables. There was a Christmas party throbbing away, there were three big bouncers on the door who made cracks about her going for
         a boogie in her condition, but in reception the story was the same. No room. Sorry, love, no room.
      

      
      At that point she broke down. She couldn’t go any further. She rested her head on the counter and cried. The manager looked at the assistant manager. The manager said, ‘There, there.’
         The three bouncers looked in and said, ‘Are you okay, love? Will we get you a taxi?’
      

      
      ‘To Wrathlin?’ she wailed.

      
      They all looked at each other.

      
      One of the bouncers whispered to the assistant manager. The assistant manager whispered to the manager. The manager shook
         his head. The bouncer said, ‘It’s Christmas.’ The manager shook his head. The bouncer said, ‘I think you should reconsider,’ with enough menace for the manager, who
         paid a lot in protection money every month, to reconsider.
      

      
      After several moments, just long enough for it to look like it might actually be his decision, he put his hand on Moira’s shoulder and said, ‘If you’re really stuck, we do have a storeroom. It’s full of crap
         at the minute, but we could clear a bit of a space, haul a spare mattress down . . . if you’re stuck?’
      

      
      Moira looked up, smiled through her tears, then kissed all of them.

      
      An hour later, with the last of the stragglers going home from the disco, with the road outside under three inches of snow,
         Moira snuggled down on her crisp white mattress, her fluffy pillow, looked up at the great piles of cereal boxes and catering-size
         tins of baked beans which filled the storeroom, and thought about how lucky she was and how wonderful people were.
      

      
      Then her waters broke.
      

      
      And the contractions came like very fast contractions.

      
      The bouncers heard the screams first, and came running, then the assistant manager, then the manager, and they all stood squeezed
         in the doorway, not knowing what to do.
      

      
      ‘We have to get her to a hospital!’ the manager wailed.

      
      ‘No!’ Moira yelled. ‘It’s coming!’ Then screamed again.

      
      ‘It can’t be coming! You’ve only just start . . .’

      
      ‘It’s fucking coming!’ Moira yelled.

      
      They panicked. They ran about getting clean towels and hot water. The manager called for an ambulance anyway, but the hospital
         was already snowed in. He called for the police but there had been a riot at an ecumenical midnight carol service and they
         were all tied up.
      

      
      ‘It can’t be coming yet!’ the assistant manager yelled, taking his cue from the manager.

      
      One of the bouncers looked a little closer at Moira, who, in agony and beyond modesty, had removed her maternity dress and
         pants. The bouncer’s eyes widened. ‘I think I see someone waving at me,’ he said, and they all started to giggle, even Moira,
         between screams.
      

      
      And then the baby came, quick as a flash, no trouble at all, and the bouncers delivered it, three ex-paramilitaries with tattoos
         on their tattoos, they delivered it, and were as pleased as punch.
      

      
      An hour later, babe in arms, Moira sat up in her bed. There was a doctor on the way, finally, and the three bouncers cooed
         around her. They were all drinking champagne.
      

      
      The manager and the assistant manager stood in the doorway, grinning. Everybody felt good.
      

      
      ‘You know,’ the manager said quietly to his assistant, ‘this is just like the baby Jesus, born in a stable.’

      
      ‘Born in The Stables,’ the assistant manager grinned.
      

      
      ‘Born to a single mum too . . .’

      
      ‘Mary . . . wasn’t a single mum.’

      
      ‘No, but she was a virgin.’

      
      ‘I don’t think Moira claims to be a . . .’

      
      ‘No, I mean, metaphorically speaking . . . there’s no husband, no father present, so it’s like a virgin birth . . .’

      
      The assistant manager nodded, because he was an assistant manager.

      
      ‘So we have The Stables, the virgin birth . . . now look at our three bouncers.’
      

      
      The assistant manager looked at Lenny, Jugs and Ripley Bogle.

      
      ‘They’re all hoods, right.’

      
      The assistant manager nodded.

      
      ‘And what’re hoods called in Mafia flicks?’

      
      ‘Mafia flicks? Ugh . . .’

      
      ‘Wise guys, right?’

      
      ‘Ugh . . . right.’

      
      ‘And where are they from?’

      
      ‘Italy . . . New York . . .’

      
      ‘Not the Mafia – Lenny, Jugs . . .’

      
      ‘Oh. Just round here. Jugs is Newtownards Road, Lenny’s . . .’

      
      ‘East Belfast. All from East Belfast.’
      

      
      ‘Okay. Right.’

      
      ‘So the three wise men from the east.’ The manager smiled widely.

      
      ‘I think you might be stretching . . .’

      
      ‘Hold on, I’m not finished. What was the first thing she wanted after she gave birth?’

      
      The assistant manager thought for a moment, then it came to him. ‘A cigarette.’

      
      The manager nodded. ‘And what did she light it with . . .?’

      
      ‘She couldn’t find her lighter, so Lennie gave her his, told her to keep it, a present . . .’

      
      ‘It was a gold lighter.’

      
      ‘Gold-ish.’

      
      ‘Stick with me. A gold lighter. So after that, what did she want?’

      
      This time the assistant manager’s brow furrowed, he couldn’t think what had been next.

      
      ‘After all that screaming and shouting . . .?’

      
      ‘I don’t . . .’

      
      ‘She wanted to fix her face. So she asked for . . .’

      
      ‘A mirror!’ He said it a little too loudly and the bouncers scowled round, then returned to their cooing. ‘But . . .’

      
      ‘Don’t you see?’ The manager tutted. ‘Look, the virgin Moira, comes to the city, finds no room at the inn and has to sleep in The Stables, she gives birth and the three wise men from the east bring her gifts of gold, frankincense and mirror.’
      

      
      ‘Frankincense?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I didn’t say it fitted perfectly, but near as damn it. If you ask me, what we have on our hands here is the Second
         Coming. Mark my words.’
      

      
      The assistant manager shook his head. It was late and he was tired and his boss was a raving lunatic.

      
      He took a deep breath. He smiled across at Moira, babe in arms, and said, ‘What’re you going to call him, love?’

      
      ‘Him?’ Moira said.
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      Cardinal Tomas Daley, Primate of All Ireland and the hot favourite to be the first English-speaking pope since Robbie Coltrane,
         glanced up from his desk. ‘You look like you’ve been celebrating,’ he said.
      

      
      I nodded. It hurt. I had one of those headaches that begins in your feet. Up top the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse had tethered
         their restless mounts to the back of my eyeballs. The thousand curious little green woodpeckers cunningly masquerading as
         summer raindrops thumping at the window didn’t help.
      

      
      ‘My wife had a baby last night,’ I said.

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      I nodded. It hurt some more.

      
      ‘Congratulations.’

      
      He gave me the warm-hearted smile of a nice man with a problem and turned perplexed eyes to the file lying open on the desk before him. He made a note. I have never felt entirely
         easy with people who maintain files on me. Particularly religious people.
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      I’d met him before, at some press conference or other, but he plainly didn’t remember. He was fifty-four years old. Plump,
         mostly bald, pink-faced. He’d been cardinal for ten years. He was mostly based in Dublin these days but he’d managed to hang
         on to his Northern accent. He still kept a house in Belfast. He’d done his training up North. His first parish was in what
         he would call Derry and he was still a regular visitor. Everyone seemed to like him. He did a lot of good cross-community
         work, which you can file under shaking hands with Protestants, a tough enough calling.
      

      
      ‘Sure if you’d given me a call I could have rearranged this. You’ll be in no mood to . . .’

      
      ‘I was curious.’

      
      And I was. My dealings with the Catholic Church are few and far between. I’d once survived for three days on nothing more
         than a purloined bottle of red wine and some communion wafers, but it hardly amounted to religious fervour.
      

      
      ‘Of course. You don’t mind if all of this stays off the record, do you?’

      
      ‘Why do all the best stories start like that?’

      
      He smiled again. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘But you’ll understand when I tell you.’ The Cardinal pulled at his lower lip for a moment. ‘You’re not a religious man, are you, Dan?’
      

      
      In fact I’m the product of a mixed marriage. My father was an agnostic, my mother an atheist, although they still counted
         themselves as good Protestants. Protestantism never has and never will be about religion. It’s about property and culture
         and spitting at Catholics. ‘No, I’m afraid not,’ I said. ‘I was married in a Presbyterian Church, if that’s any help.’
      

      
      ‘But you’re not a practising . . .’

      
      ‘I was a practising footballer. There was a good church team.’

      
      His eyes held steady on me, but it didn’t feel like he was sizing me up; it felt like he’d made his mind up the instant I
         entered the room. The file, of course. The only thing that had surprised me thus far was his tardiness in offering me a drink.
      

      
      ‘Would you say you had no real interest in religion then?’ he asked.

      
      ‘None at all, but I’ll convert to anything if the price is right.’

      
      He nodded glumly, which wasn’t the response I’d anticipated.

      
      ‘And what of the Catholic Church? Have you any particular views on it?’

      
      ‘Nope.’

      
      ‘But you’re not anti-Catholic.’

      
      ‘Nope.’

      
      I took in some air. Musty air. There were big leather-bound books all around, the kind you could only pick up these days in the special offers at the back of the Sunday supplements.
         My head was threatening to start revolving. I was beginning to regret answering the summons. If it hadn’t been extremely polite
         and cautiously mysterious I wouldn’t have come at all. I had better things not to do. ‘Is all this leading somewhere, Cardinal?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Sorry. Of course. I should get to the point. That’s the problem with the Church generally, too much pontificating, though
         Lord knows I’ve done my best . . . ahm . . . Would you say you were familiar at all with the traditions of the Catholic Church
         in Ireland?’
      

      
      ‘Nope.’

      
      ‘For example, have you heard of Oliver Plunkett?’

      
      ‘Nope.’

      
      ‘The saint?’

      
      ‘Did he take over from Roger Moore?’

      
      ‘Are you joking me?’

      
      ‘Partly.’ I smiled. He smiled wearily back. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘My head’s not entirely with it. Last night ‘n’ all. Oliver
         Plunkett. There’s a school named after him, isn’t there?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Dozens of them. Oliver Plunkett was the last Catholic martyr in England. He had his head cut off three hundred years
         ago. It’s miraculously preserved down in Drogheda. Looks just as he did the day he died. Kind of surprised. But it’s one of
         the biggest tourist attractions on the island.’
      

      
      I shook my head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sure it is.’

      
      The Cardinal picked up a folded A3 sheet from his file and handed it across to me. ‘Do you remember writing this?’ he asked.
      

      
      It was a reproduction of an article of mine from the Sunday News. The headline ran: THE LONELY VIGIL OF ‘ORANGE’ FLYNN. ‘That’s going back a couple of years,’ I said.
      

      
      ‘Three.’

      
      ‘That long?’

      
      The Cardinal nodded. ‘Do you remember him, Father Flynn?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Sure. Good story. I mean, good subject. The story’s okay.’

      
      ‘It caused a bit of a rumpus at the time.’

      
      ‘Well, it would.’

      
      I remembered it well. It had stood out from the usual round of murders and bombings. Frank Flynn had been an ordinary priest
         in a town famed for its extraordinary violence. In times of trouble people turn to religion, and Crossmaheart had only ever
         known trouble. Flynn’s was a healthy congregation – those that were still alive – but he was not a healthy priest. A bad heart.
         It seemed he was on the way out when he was suddenly whisked off to London for a heart transplant. There followed a long period
         of convalescence. When he eventually returned to his parish he was a changed man: from the shuffling, wizened, pasty-faced
         priest, to a vibrant enthusiast with a face as pink and sweet as a fresh German biscuit. His close encounter with death had
         given him an insight into life, and he lost no time in trying to communicate this to his congregation. At first they’d welcomed
         him, pleased that he was returned to them and positively thriving. But then the sniping began, and for once in Crossmaheart it wasn’t via
         an Armalite. The word was that the dour, cynical priest that had left the town had not just been cured, but had been cured
         with a Protestant’s heart. His was a Catholic chassis driven by a Protestant engine. He had become the very antithesis of
         a Catholic priest. His congregation began to melt away. The sniping turned into scorn, scorn into hate. He was refused service
         in shops. He was cursed at. Spat upon. Convicted on the perfect evidence of rumour and spite. When I’d met him he’d been a
         lonely man in an empty church, supported only by his bishop. It had been a good article, rich in pathos, three hundred years
         of religious bigotry in microcosm. I’d done my research as well; and it was a Protestant’s heart.
      

      
      ‘As I recall,’ I said, handing the sheet back to the Cardinal, ‘he was a nice enough man, it was just that everyone hated
         him.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. He was.’

      
      ‘But now?’

      
      ‘Well, that’s harder to say.’ He sat back in his chair and pulled at his lip again. Then he began tapping his index finger
         between the bottom and top rows of teeth. It wasn’t a sound I needed to hear.
      

      
      ‘Cardinal, why don’t you just tell me what’s on your mind? There are few things in life which can’t be summed up in a single
         sentence. It’s a basic rule of sub-editing.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, if only it were that simple. The direct route isn’t always the best, Dan. Father Flynn now, when you last met him his congregation must have been down to single figures.’
      

      
      ‘Single figure. Himself.’

      
      ‘Well, times have changed. In the end, though we were reluctant to do it, we moved him on. Back, in fact, to where he came
         from. You know Wrathlin Island?’
      

      
      ‘I know of it. Can’t say I’ve been there. A bit remote for my tastes.’

      
      ‘And for most people. But that’s his home. He’s preaching every week to full houses.’

      
      ‘Good for him.’

      
      ‘Yes, well, that’s the problem. He has distanced himself to a certain extent from our Church.’

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      ‘The thing is, Dan, the Church in Ireland has always been keen on its miracles. We’ve talked about Plunkett already, but to
         tell you the truth there’s scarcely a year goes by without some tale of a dancing Madonna or crying Christ getting the pious
         moving. I’m sure you’ve heard of them.’
      

      
      ‘Vaguely. Down South mostly.’

      
      ‘Yes. Down South. There are blessed few miracles up here. The thing is, Flynn’s gone down the same path. He’s started having
         visions. Making all sorts of claims. And people are falling for them. It’s just not on.’
      

      
      ‘What sort of claims, Cardinal?’

      
      ‘Well, that’s the thing. Madonnas and such like, you can prove them to be false, eventually. I mean, we always do, but it’s
         no bad thing to encourage the belief in the occasional miracle – it does wonders for church attendance, you understand?’
      

      
      ‘Like a promotion gimmick in a newspaper. God’s spot-the-ball.’

      
      ‘If you like. Well, Flynn’s just taken it a little too far.’

      
      ‘Cardinal?’

      
      ‘He believes that the Messiah has been born on the island. He says it’s the Second Coming.’
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      It sat in the air for a while. The Cardinal’s serious, ponderous eyes studied me with renewed interest, his cheeks pale pinky
         in a slightly embarrassed flush. I held his gaze, waiting for the spark of humour to cross his face. But it didn’t come. I
         gave him a hint: I gave him a grin.
      

      
      The Cardinal stood abruptly and moved to the window. The woodpeckers were still busy. ‘Oh, laugh away,’ he said, although
         I was far from it. ‘I would probably see the funny side of it myself if it didn’t affect me so directly.’ He shook his head.
         He clasped his hands behind his back and was silent for a few moments. Then he turned back to me. ‘The thing is, when Flynn
         lost the support of his congregation in the first place, I was the one who stood by him and I have done all along. Now he’s
         talking about splitting from Rome altogether if we don’t recognise the validity of his claims. I’m really in a most embarrassing situation.’
      

      
      ‘I presume you’ve ruled out the possibility of it actually being the Messiah.’

      
      ‘Well, of course I have.’

      
      ‘But he must have some evidence?’

      
      ‘Evidence? This is the Catholic Church, man, we don’t need evidence. We need faith, we need belief, we need trust. Since when
         has evidence ever been a requirement of a religion?’
      

      
      ‘But he must be basing . . .’

      
      ‘On visions. On drug-induced visions.’

      
      ‘Drugs?’

      
      ‘He takes drugs for his heart. They must be affecting him. Or maybe they’re not. I don’t know. All we know is that he’s gone
         doolally and we need to do something about it before his poison reaches across from the island.’
      

      
      ‘You’re that worried about it?’

      
      ‘Yes, unfortunately. I know it sounds a little far-fetched, but I think we’ve all seen what a sudden outbreak of fundamentalism
         can do in the Middle East. It’s a vicious, virulent plague and I really wouldn’t like to see something similar happen here.
         Unfortunately there’s no inoculation against it. It’s early days yet, mind, early enough to nip it in the bud, before the
         McCooeys really take hold.’
      

      
      ‘The what?’

      
      ‘Yes. Sorry. The McCooeys.’ He gave a little shrug. ‘I know. The movement has to be named after someone. And the particular
         family involved happens to be called McCooey.’
      

      
      I tried a little shrug as well, which was dangerous in my condition. ‘Why not just excommunicate Father Flynn?’
      

      
      ‘Daniel, have you any idea how rarely people get excommunicated from the Church? Have you ever heard of an IRA gunman or a
         Mafia assassin being excommunicated? Daniel, if Hitler were alive, and Catholic, he’d be on double secret probation. No, excommunication
         is out of the question – besides, in a roundabout way it might serve to legitimise his claims. What I’m looking for, Dan,
         is someone who can go in there, take a close look at what he’s up to, and report back to me.’
      

      
      ‘Which is where I come in.’

      
      The Cardinal nodded.

      
      ‘Why me?’

      
      ‘Flynn has spoken very warmly of you. He very much appreciated the article you wrote on him – hundreds of people contacted
         him when it appeared, people from all over the world. I thought if you were to go over to Wrathlin, investigate what was going
         on, interview him if you like about what he’s up to these days, then maybe you might get a little more out of him than we
         have so far managed.’
      

      
      I shook my head. ‘I don’t entirely follow your reasoning. I mean, why not go yourself? Send a bishop. Send a priest. Send
         someone who can argue the bit out with him. Someone who can disprove the fact that this kid is the Messiah.’
      

      
      ‘Daniel, we did send someone.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘He didn’t come back.’

      
      ‘Jesus. Excuse me. But . . . he was murdered?’
      

      
      ‘Worse,’ the Cardinal said grimly, ‘he was converted.’

      
      The city centre was jam-packed with shoppers. The ceasefire was good news for everyone but journalists. ‘Armistice’ Maupin,
         the French peace broker, was taking all the credit, but he’d failed to realise that even terrorists grow up.
      

      
      I parked the Fiesta under the watchful eyes of a security guard in the grounds of the Royal Victoria Hospital. I checked my
         dank hair in the mirror, then reached into the back and lifted a brown paper bag. I climbed out of the car, locked up and
         pulled the collar of my black sports jacket up against the rain and walked quickly towards the maternity wing.
      

      
      I took the stairs three at a time, but hesitated when I reached the swing doors to the wards. I peered through the clouded
         plastic window. I could just make Patricia out, half a dozen beds down on the left, sitting up, her head nodding at someone.
         I cursed under my breath and turned away. I followed the corridor on up to the incubator room and stood at the window for
         a while looking at the rows of tiny pink bodies.
      

      
      I couldn’t make out any of the names and could only guess which one was at least half a Starkey, and that only by marriage.
         I’d left the hospital the night before in a daze, for once not caused by alcohol. No one had prepared me – nor Patricia, for
         that matter – for the blood and the pain and the screaming and the mess. It wasn’t like it was about life at all, but avoiding
         death. The fact that a baby was produced at the end of it seemed almost irrelevant. When he’d come he’d barely registered on me in the few seconds before he was taken
         to an incubator – more purple than pink, a shrivelled simian awaiting evolution.
      

      
      One of the babies, closest to the window, had a hint of Patricia’s scolding eyes. Another, nearer the back, was already sprouting
         her dark hair and thin-lipped pout.
      

      
      A nurse tagged my arm. ‘Father?’ she enquired.

      
      ‘Husband.’

      
      A hesitant smile.

      
      ‘Starkey,’ I added quickly.

      
      ‘Ah, yes! The little fighter!’

      
      I nodded.

      
      ‘Can you see him?’

      
      I nodded vaguely in the direction of the pouting baby.

      
      The nurse tapped lightly on the window. ‘Such lovely red hair,’ she said, pointing elsewhere, ‘like he has a little rusty
         head.’
      

      
      I nodded some more.

      
      ‘Isn’t he lovely?’ she beamed.

      
      ‘Delightful,’ I said, and turned back to the wards. As I reached the doors again they swung open.

      
      ‘Ach, hiya, Dan, how’s it goin’?’

      
      Patricia’s father smiled up at me. He’d shrunk since I’d last met him. Within a year. Shrunk with age. Shrunk with living
         in a retirement community on the windy north-west coast. Shrunk with having his wife die on him. Shrunk with waiting for death.
      

      
      ‘Hiya, John,’ I said, ‘you’re looking well.’
      

      
      ‘Did I see you looking through at us a minute ago?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      He nodded. ‘You went up to look at the kid.’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘Lovely kid.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      He put his hand out to me and we shook. ‘I know how it is, son,’ he said.

      
      ‘Thanks. I thought maybe you were, y’know, him.’
      

      
      He squeezed my hand a little tighter, then let go. ‘Aye, I know.’

      
      ‘How is she?’

      
      ‘Tired. Irritable. Same as ever.’ He patted my arm. ‘I’m sorry to rush on, but I’ve a train to catch.’

      
      ‘I could give you a lift if . . .’

      
      ‘Nah, never worry . . . away and see your wife.’

      
      I smiled, we shook again, then he moved stoop-shouldered and stiff towards the stairs. I watched him negotiate the top flight,
         then pushed my way into the ward.
      

      
      Patricia saw me immediately. She gave me a half-smile half-grimace which said it all.

      
      I smiled at the woman in the next bed, and her visitor, then stopped at the foot of Patricia’s bed and raised a hand in salute.
         ‘Hail Caesarean,’ I said.
      

      
      The half-smile didn’t develop much. ‘Hello, Dan.’ Her voice was weak, her face wan.

      
      ‘I come bearing gifts.’

      
      I moved along the side of the bed, bent and kissed her lightly on the lips, then handed her the paper bag.
      

      
      She crinkled her eyes in mock delight. ‘Thanks,’ she said. She gave the bag an exploratory shake then set it down on the bed.
         ‘Sit,’ she said.
      

      
      I pulled up a black plastic chair. ‘Open it.’

      
      ‘I’ll look later, I’m just . . .’

      
      ‘Go on, have a look . . .’

      
      ‘Dan, I . . .’

      
      ‘Just take a look . . .’

      
      She tutted. She opened the bag and peered inside. She lifted out an egg, examined it for a moment, then replaced it and removed
         a handful of monkey nuts.
      

      
      ‘Hard-boiled eggs and nuts, huh,’ I said.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Hard-boiled eggs and nuts, huh.’

      
      ‘Dan . . .’

      
      ‘Hard-boiled eggs and nuts, huh.’

      
      ‘Dan!’

      
      ‘You don’t remember?’

      
      ‘I don’t remember what?’

      
      I puffed out my stomach, shook my head petulantly. ‘Hardboiled eggs and nuts, huh!’

      
      ‘Dan!’

      
      ‘Laurel and Hardy! Hard-boiled eggs and nuts, huh! Stan goes to see Ollie in hospital, he has his leg up in plaster, he brings
         him hard . . .’
      

      
      She dropped the bag on the bed. ‘Jesus, Dan, why do you always have to be different? You couldn’t just bring me a bunch of flowers or grapes, could you? It always has to be something
         funny. Something witty.’
      

      
      ‘You used to appreciate it.’

      
      ‘I used to appreciate a lot of things.’

      
      We glared at each other for a charged half-minute.

      
      ‘I thought we were doing okay,’ I said.

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘I thought we were going through our second honeymoon period.’

      
      ‘Aye, honeymoon cystitis.’

      
      I slumped down in the chair and stared moodily ahead. Sometimes I genuinely don’t love Patricia at all. It doesn’t last very
         long, but it does happen. I looked across at the couple beside us. I could see now that she was cradling a baby in the folds
         of her voluminous nightie. The man caught my eye and smiled. I nodded.
      

      
      ‘He hasn’t been then?’ I said.

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      I shrugged. ‘I saw your dad.’

      
      She nodded. ‘He brought some clothes. Of indeterminate colour. He wasn’t sure whether it was a boy or . . .’

      
      ‘It doesn’t much matter, does it?’

      
      ‘I suppose not.’

      
      ‘Insofar as nothing much goes with red hair.’

      
      ‘Dan . . .’

      
      ‘You might have warned me.’

      
      ‘How was I supposed to know?’ she snapped, then grimaced. ‘It doesn’t show up on a bloody scan. Tony hasn’t got red hair.’
      

      
      ‘It’s in his DNA then. From flared jeans to flawed genes.’

      
      ‘Does it really matter?’ she hissed. Her face had acquired a little more colour. ‘Jesus, Dan, I’ve just come through the most
         horrendous twelve hours of my life, pain you couldn’t begin to comprehend, then you turn up here, stinking of beer, you give
         me a bag of eggs and nuts and start moaning about the colour of his hair, and all the time I’m still in fucking pain and that
         fucking wee tyke is still in there fighting for his life! Jesus Christ, Dan!’
      

      
      I counted to ten.

      
      It didn’t work.

      
      ‘Better dead than red,’ I said.

      
      She screamed and threw the hard-boiled eggs and nuts at me.
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      She had no idea what I was going through.
      

      
      In the hospital café I got myself a Diet Coke and a Twix. I sat at a table and stared at a bare wall. There was spilt tea
         and sugar on the table and I’d an elbow in it before I realised.
      

      
      She really didn’t have any idea of what I was going through, although it should have been bloody obvious. But she was right
         as well. I’d no idea what she’d gone through either. I’d only had to watch and worry.
      

      
      The other visitor from Patricia’s ward set a cup of coffee down on the table and slipped in opposite me. ‘You’ve still got
         some eggshell in your hair,’ he said.
      

      
      I brushed my head. A couple of brown fragments fell onto the table. ‘Thanks,’ I said.

      
      He was a big fella. He’d a dark stubble. A knitted blue jumper over a white buttoned shirt. He hunched up his shoulders and
         leant forward, resting both elbows in the tea and sugar. He lifted them sharply. ‘Fuck,’ he said, wiping at them.
      

      
      ‘I did that too,’ I said.

      
      ‘You think they’d . . .’

      
      ‘Aye, you would.’

      
      Bending his elbows had pushed up his shirt, revealing half of an IRA tattoo on his lower arm. I was going to suggest laser
         surgery or an IQ test, but decided against it. We nodded at each other for a few moments, then I rolled my eyes upwards and
         said: ‘Sorry about all that.’
      

      
      ‘Never mind, son. Sure I’ve seen it all before.’

      
      ‘Not with hard-boiled eggs and nuts.’

      
      ‘You’d be surprised. It’s our seventh. Sure women are like that sometimes. Funny things happen when they have babies. It has
         something to do with the chemicals in their heads. You just have to remember to try and hold on to your temper. It just makes
         things worse. Give her time to cool off, then take her up a cup of tea and a bar of chocolate. A wee row. It’s not the worst
         thing in the world.’
      

      
      It wasn’t the worst thing in the world. But it was part of it. The worst thing in the world hadn’t even bothered to come and
         visit his son.
      

      
      Once, long ago, I had an affair. It didn’t work out. Patricia had one in revenge. It didn’t work out for her either. We got
         back together, more in love than ever. But she was pregnant with his child. And he wanted to provide for it. I wasn’t earning
         much money. He was. Patricia said he had certain rights as the father of the child. I said, has he fuck. But he remained a shadowy presence in our lives. I thought she was
         still in love with him.
      

      
      ‘Hello again,’ I said.

      
      ‘Hello.’

      
      ‘Is it safe?’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry too.’

      
      ‘I shouldn’t have been so insensitive.’

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      
      I took her hand. ‘Are you very sore?’

      
      ‘Someone ripped my bits open with a scalpel.’

      
      ‘It’s sore, then.’

      
      She nodded.

      
      ‘Tony hasn’t come then?’

      
      She shook.

      
      ‘Do you want me to give him a ring?’

      
      ‘Leave it, Dan.’

      
      We fell to silence for a little while. I looked at the woman in the next bed. They’d taken her baby away and she now lay flat
         on her back, snoring gently. At peace with the world.
      

      
      ‘This morning I had a private audience with the Primate of All Ireland,’ I said, as if it were a regular occurrence.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Aye. Cardinal Daley.’

      
      ‘Dan?’

      
      ‘Just thought you’d like to know.’

      
      ‘You interviewed him for the paper, you mean?’
      

      
      ‘Nope, he interviewed me.’

      
      ‘Dan?’

      
      I clasped her hand in both of mine. ‘Darlin’,’ I said, ‘you know all I’ve ever wanted to do is write my book. Get away somewhere
         and write my book. You know that’s been my dream.’
      

      
      Patricia nodded hesitantly.

      
      ‘And you know I’ve applied for every grant under the sun, but they’ve always turned me down.’

      
      She nodded again.

      
      ‘Well, Cardinal Daley administers an award on behalf of Cooperation North . . . you remember them?’

      
      ‘Of course, yes . . .’

      
      ‘It’s for writers, new writers, it allows them to go away . . . and the thing is . . . he’s offered it to me. At last someone
         thinks my writing is worth something . . .’
      

      
      ‘Dan, that’s wonderful . . . I really mean it . . . but we’ve just had . . .’

      
      I squeezed her hands a little tighter. ‘But don’t you see . . . you can come with me, love. So can the little one. That’s
         the beauty of it. For as long as we want . . . away from Belfast . . . our own little cottage, money to live on, peace and
         tranquillity . . . the perfect environment to bring up ba . . .’
      

      
      She dropped her head into her hands. ‘Dan . . . it’s so soon . . .’

      
      ‘We’ve a couple of months yet. Trust me, Trish.’ I gave her the smile of the century. ‘Have I ever let you down?’
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      The house felt empty.
      

      
      It was, of course. Even with me in it.

      
      As soon as I got home I opened a can of beer. Harp. I was collecting the ring-pulls. For every seventy-five you collected
         you could send away for a World Cup football. I had three hundred and eighty-seven but I was too lazy to post them. I put
         on some music. For once the guitar intro to The Clash’s ‘Complete Control’ sounded too raucous and I switched it off. I went
         upstairs and stood in the baby’s room with the can cradled against my chest.
      

      
      Patricia had painted the room blue without any help from me. She’d had a hunch it would be a boy. We’d seen early scans, just
         enough to know the baby was healthy. The agreement was I would paint the room pink if she turned out to be wrong. Against
         one wall there was an old wooden cot which her father had presented to us. There were teeth marks on it. Hardy toys from her past were piled in one corner. In
         another, presents which we’d bought ourselves. Patricia had specialised in big cuddly toys. I’d provided the inappropriate
         contraptions with batteries. Mickey Mouse was stencilled onto every wall.
      

      
      I felt alone; I felt as one, where I should have felt as three. I felt guilty for being a selfish son of a bitch. I have often
         tried not to be a selfish son of a bitch, but at the end of the day you are what you are and people love you for it or hate
         you for it. Occasionally there is a little mixing of the two emotions.
      

      
      I should have been more understanding. I could see the pain and the hurt in her eyes, as if I had laddered the tights of her
         soul. I should have shown more interest in the baby. I should not have mentioned the hair. You could probably grow to love
         ginger hair.
      

      
      But I didn’t feel guilty at all for being economical with the truth about the Cardinal.

      
      I hadn’t lied. He had offered me a cottage. There was a writer’s grant he administered. There is a saying that the camera never lies, but it does if you doctor the negative.
      

      
      Sometimes wives don’t need to know everything. They don’t need to know about afternoon drinks. They don’t need to know about
         night shifts spent watching football. They don’t need to know about masturbation – when, where or how often, although they
         can probably guess.
      

      
      She didn’t even need to know about Father Flynn because I’d no great intention of spending my time on the island investigating him. What I observed in the course of living there
         could be relayed back to the Cardinal one way or the other, but I wasn’t about to make it a priority. He was looking at my
         writing a book as useful cover for observing the renegade priest; I was looking at it as the principal purpose of my presence
         on Wrathlin.
      

      
      Ah, yes. Wrathlin. That news still had to be broken.

      
      She was probably thinking: scenic Donegal.

      
      Or: boating on the Fermanagh lakes.

      
      Or: when will I see Tony?

      
      I went back downstairs and lifted Patricia’s personal directory from beside the phone and ran my finger along the alphabet.
         When I found the number I took a deep breath and punched it in.
      

      
      Fourth ring, a woman’s voice, a solidly Belfast mouth fulla marlies.

      
      ‘Hi. Is Tony there?’

      
      ‘Yes, Anthony is here. Who shall I say is calling?’

      
      ‘Uh, Willy. Willy from work.’

      
      ‘Okay, just a second.’

      
      She called out. William from your office. Too refined to shout. I heard hurried footsteps on bare floorboards. They would be French polished. There’d be lots of expensive
         antiques and tea in china cups. I sipped my beer.
      

      
      ‘Who is this?’

      
      ‘It’s Dan Starkey.’

      
      His voice dropped. ‘Oh. Hello,’ he said flatly, then followed it quickly with a chirpy, ‘William. Yes. Indeed. What’s up?’
      

      
      ‘Patricia had a baby boy last night.’

      
      He gulped. ‘Mmm-hmm, yes, I phoned the hospital,’ he whispered, then hurriedly added, louder: ‘Yes, I know the file. Is it
         okay?’
      

      
      ‘It was touch and go for a while, but I think he’s okay now.’

      
      ‘Good!’ he boomed. ‘I was hoping to get a good look at it earlier, but I’ve been tied up.’

      
      ‘I think Patricia was expecting a visit today.’

      
      ‘Mmmm. Yes. Indeed. Like I say. I’ve been exceptionally busy.’

      
      ‘Listen. The little bastard’s half yours, now get off your arse and go and see him.’

      
      ‘It’s been difficult to get away,’ Tony hissed. ‘I am married.’

      
      ‘Yes, I know you’re fucking married. So was I.’

      
      ‘I didn’t like to intrude.’

      
      ‘If you hadn’t intruded in her fucking vagina in the first place you wouldn’t be in this situation, would you?’

      
      Tony began some serious coughing. I held the receiver away from my ear for half a minute.

      
      ‘Well,’ he said eventually, loud again, ‘I understood the file was closed. Obviously there are some loose ends that need tidying
         up.’
      

      
      ‘You’re a smarmy bastard, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Obviously.’

      
      ‘You owe her. You said all along you wanted to look after the child. You have a funny way of showing it.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Like I say, I’ve been tied up with those other files. But I’ll certainly give that one my full attention tomorrow. It’s
         good of you to take the trouble to call me at home. Yes. Indeed. See you soon then, William.’
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ I said and put the phone down.

      
      I went to get another beer. Three, in fact. I needed another football.

      
      Wrathlin sits about thirty miles off the north-west coast. It has a population of about a thousand, or had the last time I’d
         done any research on it: that was for a primary school composition. It’s famous for two things, Robert the Bruce’s cave, where
         he had an encounter with a spider, and the fact that Marconi, or at least some of his henchmen, carried out some of their
         earliest wireless experiments there. Oh yeah – and I remembered something fairly recently about Virgin boss Richard Branson
         doing one of his famous balloon crash landings there a few years back and the locals bartering a new community centre or something
         out of him in return for their invaluable help.
      

      
      Not much.

      
      Next morning, a Saturday, I wandered into the News Letter and sought out Mark Gale. Mark and I had trained together as reporters way back in the mists of time before the Pistols broke
         up.
      

      
      He saw me crossing the newsroom. He sat back from his computer and stretched. He scratched idly at his paunch. Then he smiled at me.
      

      
      ‘Dan, just the man. Perhaps you could answer a question for me.’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘Who was Sam Andreas and why was it his fault?’

      
      ‘I have no idea.’

      
      ‘I thought not.’

      
      I placed my thumbs on the edge of his desk and bent in over his computer. ‘In that case,’ I said, ‘perhaps you could tell
         me who Sam Quinton was and why they hated every inch of him?’
      

      
      ‘I have no idea.’

      
      ‘I thought not.’

      
      He reached for his cigarettes. Berkeley Mild. A healthier death. ‘Maybe we could settle this by you telling me who Sam Francisco
         was and why they were going to him?’
      

      
      I shook my head. He shook his.

      
      ‘Busy?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Nah, you joking?’ He offered me a cigarette. I refused. He lit one up. ‘Ever since that bloody truce there’s been nothing
         doing. The sooner they get back to blowing each other up the better. If you’re looking for a shift you better give the Provos
         a call and demand a resumption of the campaign.’
      

      
      I sat on the edge of his desk. The computer system the News Letter had recently installed was supposed to have created a paper-free environment and thus help conservation. Mark hated conservation. He liked things made with real trees. Rare ones, preferably. His desk had enough paper piled on it
         to reconstitute a small forest.
      

      
      ‘Not interested in work, Mark. Just wanted to pick your brains. Do you fancy a pint?’

      
      He shook his head mournfully. ‘Off it for Lent.’

      
      ‘Seriously? I thought Lent finished . . .’

      
      ‘The wife insists.’

      
      ‘Jesus. How the mighty have fallen.’

      
      ‘Tell me all about it,’ he said miserably. ‘So. Pick away.’

      
      ‘You’re from Wrathlin Island originally, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘I thought maybe you could tell me something about it.’

      
      ‘Something?’

      
      ‘I’ve been given this grant to write a book. It means living in a wee cottage on Wrathlin for a couple of months. Kind of
         like a retreat. Far from the madding crowd, as Oliver Hardy might have said. I’m just wondering what it’s like.’
      

      
      He smirked. I smirked. ‘Have you ever been to Barbados?’

      
      ‘Nope.’

      
      ‘Good. It’s nothing like that.’ He rubbed his hands together, then held them up to his face and scratched at a heavy stubble.
         ‘Ah, now,’ he said, ‘how do you describe Wrathlin? I suppose it’s a pleasant little spot for a day out during the summer.
         When’re you going, next summer?’
      

      
      I shrugged. ‘Sooner. A couple of months.’

      
      He tutted. ‘Coldy, coldy, coldy.’

      
      ‘Bad timing? We go as soon as the baby’s fully fit.’
      

      
      Mark looked surprised. ‘Oh, aye. I forgot Patricia was due. What’d youse have?’

      
      ‘She had a wee boy.’

      
      ‘Congrats. Everything okay?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Great.’

      
      ‘You don’t look very excited.’

      
      ‘It takes a lot to get me excited.’

      
      Mark looked a little closer at me. ‘You all right, mate?’

      
      ‘Fine.’

      
      ‘You’re sure?’

      
      ‘I’m fine.’

      
      ‘My wife thinks you have a drink problem.’

      
      I stood up. ‘I don’t have a drink problem, Mark. I have a hangover problem. It’s a subtle but important difference.’

      
      He looked a little bashful. ‘Sorry, Dan, I didn’t mean to . . .’

      
      ‘Never worry. Tell me about Wrathlin.’

      
      ‘Okay. Like I say, nice for a day trip when the sun’s out and sea’s calm. That’s about a week every year. Rest of the time
         it’s . . . well . . . a hole. Wind. Rain. Snow. Hail. Thunder. Lightning. Then you have your breakfast. Ach, maybe that’s
         not fair. It’s not so bad if you’re keen on the island life – it’s basic, it’s primitive, its attitudes, its morals belong
         to the last century.’
      

      
      ‘But it has electricity.’

      
      ‘Yes, of course it has, Dan. It’s not that bad. It’s very insular, but then you’d expect that with, what, a population of
         about eight hundred it must be down to now. During the winter you can’t even see the mainland much. Isolated is the word. It’s a poor place. Not much work, and what there is is invariably
         seasonal.’
      

      
      ‘Fairly religious, would you say?’

      
      ‘Has its moments. For three hundred years it’s been something of a refuge for Catholics from all along the north-west coast.
         Those that could afford to fled to England or France or down South to escape persecution. Those that couldn’t ended up on
         Wrathlin. Most of them never left again. We’re crocheted. They’re close-knit.’
      

      
      ‘You left it, though.’

      
      ‘Aye. That’s the problem with Wrathlin. It’s not big enough to support a secondary school, so most of the teenagers get shunted
         off to schools on the mainland, they have their eyes opened a bit, and they don’t want to go back. Population’s dropping every
         year, I hear.’
      

      
      ‘Your folks still out there?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘You ever go back?’

      
      Mark shook his head. ‘I should. Just never seem to get round to it. You know how it is.’

      
      ‘Aye. I know.’

      
      ‘You thinking of taking Patricia out there as well, then?’

      
      ‘Yeah. And the baby.’

      
      ‘You think that’s wise?’

      
      ‘You think it’s not?’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t go that far. But Patricia . . . well, Patricia’s a bit of a city girl, isn’t she?’

      
      ‘Yeah. I suppose she is.’
      

      
      ‘Wrathlin’s no city, Dan. You know they’re still waiting for Gone with the Wind to arrive?’
      

      
      I gave him the raised palms. ‘Well, I’ve agreed to go. I’ll jump the Patricia hurdle when I come to it.’

      
      ‘And when’ll that be?’

      
      ‘In about half an hour.’

      
      ‘Oh dear.’

      
      ‘Aye. I know.’

      
      There is a splinter group of the Ulster Volunteer Force called the Red Hand Commando. Sometimes it is referred to as the Barmy
         Wing of the UVF.
      

      
      While the rest of the Province was celebrating peace it was planning murder. While I was lightly grilling Mark Gale about
         Wrathlin it was sending two gunmen into the Royal Victoria Hospital’s maternity wing to murder a Republican activist.
      

      
      The intended victim was the big woman in the bed beside Patricia’s. They walked in cool as you like during visiting time,
         baseball caps, denim jackets and jeans, checked the chart at the foot of Patricia’s bed, shook their heads, moved up to the
         next, where the woman was sleeping. Patricia shouted at them. The woman woke up. Woke up and looked into the barrel of the
         pistol. Not more than five inches from her head. Point-blank. Her mouth dropped open. The trigger was pulled. The gun jammed.
         Pulled again. Jammed again.
      

      
      ‘One for luck, eh?’ said the commando, and pulled the trigger a third time.

      
      Nothing. He laughed. ‘You’re one lucky bitch. We’ll get you next time. Have a nice day now.’ He swiped her with the pistol,
         slicing open her scalp, then the two of them walked calmly off down the corridor.
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