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Prologue


The man came scurrying down the dark street clutching his side. He knew he’d broken a rib or two in the fall, but he couldn’t worry about that now. He had to keep distance between him and the men chasing him; otherwise he was dead. They wouldn’t stop and ask questions. They knew he’d taken the disc and that if it got into the wrong hands, such as the police or any journalist with their wits about them, it would mean big trouble for their organisation. Every stride sent shockwaves of pain through his body, and he tried to think as he kept moving. He didn’t know how to hot-wire a car or to pick locks like people in films. Breaking a window would be as good as erecting a sign outside a building saying ‘I’m in here!!’ and the late hour meant passing traffic in this part of town was non-existent. There was no passing motorist to flag down, no last-minute taxi driver to help him get away.

It was at times like this he wished he’d kept fitter. Joining a gym and going six times in a year wasn’t really good enough. If he got out of this, he promised himself he’d actually carry through some of his New Year’s resolutions. He even promised to go to church every week although he’d long stopped believing in God.

He figured he needed all the help he could get.

Suddenly he found himself caught in the powerful headlights of a car skidding around the corner behind him. He looked back and tried to run faster but there was nowhere for him to go. He couldn’t outrun a car – even if he had gone to the gym he figured that would have been difficult – but his instincts kicked in and he tried to stay as far ahead of them for as long as possible. He knew they were going to kill him whether he had the disc or not so he thought he might as well at least try to get the information out there. Reaching inside his pocket, he felt for the CD case, and, as he kept running, he thrust it through the shutters of a shop. He hoped somebody would find it. He hoped they’d look at the information and see that it had to go to the police. He hoped that by some stroke of luck his actions hadn’t been in vain and his death would at least bring about the demise of the people now about to kill him.

Most of all though, he hoped that the fact his prologue was in completely the wrong book wouldn’t matter too much.
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Waking up is a terrible thing

The last thing I could remember before hearing the phone ring was having a discussion in Ron’s with Dirty Dave about why some people, namely me, should be perfectly entitled to kill other people – I had a whole system worked out based on intelligence, education and how annoying a person’s face was. But after that, it was all a blank. After some moments, I realised I was lying face down on my bed. The realisation you’ve made it home but have no recollection of getting there is always the most pleasant part about waking up the next morning. The phone was ringing, and it seemed to be coming from underneath the bed. Those extra three or four pints in Ron’s had my head pounding like a new prisoner’s arse in Mountjoy after his first night behind bars. Then, glory of glories, the phone stopped. The silence was indescribably beautiful. One of those rare moments in life where you can appreciate the beauty of something despite being in terrible pain. Sadly the beauty was fleeting as the phone started to ring again. I pulled myself forwards and hung over the side of the bed, looking underneath. The blood rushing to my head enhanced the pain in the same way that the discovery that your teenage daughter has lost her virginity is made more painful by the fact that it was your best friend who did her. In your bed. And filmed it. And put it on YouTube.

Underneath the bed I saw my pants, a roll of tinfoil, an old slipper and, just within reach, the cordless house phone.

‘Yes,’ I said, rolling onto my back and closing my eyes.

‘Where the fuck are you?’ said Jimmy the Bollix, my best friend. Luckily I don’t have a teenage daughter.

‘I am in a coma,’ I said.

‘Only to be expected given how much you drank. The thing is though, we have a meeting in town in an hour, and you were supposed to be around here half an hour ago to discuss what we were going to do and say at said meeting.’

‘Oh fuck. Fucking fucking fuck.’

‘See you in twenty, Twenty. Hurry up.’

‘Right, right. See you then.’

Fucking fuck. Why were there always meetings on the mornings you had the worst hangovers? Normally I would have been quite content to stay in bed till the afternoon but this wasn’t the sort of meeting we could be late for, let alone not turn up to. I suppose I’d been living it up a bit since the Folkapalooza adventure when we’d managed to prevent the entire population of Dublin and, less importantly, the rest of Ireland, being turned into permanent cabbages who loved the music of Damien Rice and his ilk. It had been quite harrowing at times and, given how close we’d come to not managing to save the day, I had a bit of the old Lorenzo de Medici about me. I was eating, drinking and being merry – for who knows what some cunt might try and do tomorrow.

I reached out for the bottle of water I always keep to the side of my bed. I unscrewed the top and took a big mouthful of dry air. Mmmm, empty. Fuck. I got up, threw on a big dressing gown, took four painkillers from my bedside drawer and made my way into the kitchen. I swallowed the tablets with a swig from a carton of orange juice in the fridge, put the kettle on, then opened up the back door. My dog Bastardface emerged from his kennel to greet me.

‘Hello, big fella,’ I said before reaching into the pocket of my gown to take out my cigarettes. We stood there smoking in silence, the dog and I, before I went inside and drank a cup of coffee. There was no sign of the cat, Throatripper, just yet but that wasn’t unusual. Sometimes he liked to stalk his prey for miles before pouncing.

I took a quick shower, trimmed my beard, buzzed my nose hair with this little contraption that was so ticklish it was all I could do not to titter out loud in a high-pitched voice, and got dressed. The dog was buzzing around expectantly, as if he wanted to go to the park, but the clean-up from the Folkapalooza concert was still ongoing and I couldn’t go back to the scene of a crime. Not so soon anyway. The Phoenix Park is the only one big enough for Bastardface. People just think it’s a particularly ferocious-looking deer they’re seeing race across the gallops. Anyway, I didn’t have time. I had to be round in Jimmy’s in ten minutes. I promised him I’d take him out later on, and he looked at me as if I’d just said Ryan Tubridy was going to sit and keep him company for five minutes but there was nothing I could do. I put him out the back with his breakfast (a suckling pig with the apple in its mouth and everything) and locked up the house.

I live on, or close to, the South Circular Road in Dublin. I have an old Victorian cottage quite near the city centre, and I love where I live. Jimmy lives about two minutes around the corner in a house which is surrounded on both sides by houses converted into flats. For most people this could cause problems as they have to deal with noisy tenants, but nobody would disturb Jimmy. The landlords tell the people who occupy the flats that border his walls that if they make too much noise then Jimmy’ll come round, and any blood they spill on the carpet or that gets sprayed onto the walls will make their deposit non-refundable. I think it’s the idea of losing their deposit more than the fact the next-door neighbour might make them bleed that keeps them quiet.

I strolled around, nodding at some of the locals. Asad and Habib, the two Muslim lads from up the road. Mad for the pints and bacon sandwiches they were. Old Paddy who drinks in Ron’s and who you don’t want to get into conversation with because there’s no way out of it. Words, edgeways and all that. Bald Susan who runs the graphic design company. I call her Bald Susan because all her hair fell out and her name is Susan. Big Jim who works down the road in the local shop. You can always tell what he’s had for breakfast because there are generally bits of it stuck in his enormous moustache. He’s the kind of man you want to stay upwind of at all times. Trampy the tramp, with his bushy grey beard. He’s all right, and I give him a few bob now and then even though he once threw a Cadbury’s Creme Egg at my head. He spends it all on cheap hooch so at least he’s not wasting it. All the colour of the local community.

I put out my cigarette underfoot before walking up the path to Jimmy’s and ringing the doorbell.

‘Ah, there you are!’ he said with the smugness of one without a desperate hangover.

‘Stop talking so loudly,’ I said. I dry-swallowed another couple of painkillers.

‘No time to come in,’ he said, grabbing his coat and closing the door behind him, ‘we’ve got half an hour to walk into town.’

‘Walk? Are you mad? We’ll get a taxi.’

‘No fucking chance. You need the walk to clear your head. You’re not going into this meeting without at least some of your wits about you.’

‘I have to warn you that I may need to stop and vomit along the way.’

‘You’ll have your pick of the gardens then.’

We walked down through the Blackpitts, up past that old school that has been turned into a bar, onto Clanbrassil Street, up the road and down the side of the old Meath Hospital, across onto Camden Street and onwards to town. I smoked as I went. Jimmy didn’t smoke because he doesn’t smoke. I did feel slightly nauseous at one stage but managed not to vomit. I think that’s because I didn’t actually have any food in my stomach to chuck up. I’d eaten a sandwich at lunchtime the previous day but nothing since. I thought I should probably get a piece of fruit or something because my stomach makes very weird noises when it’s empty but I didn’t trust myself not to regurgitate it during the meeting. And that would be bad.

‘Right,’ said Jimmy, ‘what’s our plan?’

‘I’m not sure we have a plan. We don’t even know what he wants.’

‘Hm, good point. He’s going to ask us to do something for him though, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, I believe that’s the whole point of calling in your marker on someone.’

‘Har har. Look, you know me. I don’t mind the old ultra-violence or action but I do not like risk. I don’t want to be set up for a fall.’

‘Well, me neither, but I don’t think it’s going to be anything like that. How would that benefit him?’

‘Another good point. You should do more of your thinking when you’re hungover, not drunk.’

‘I’m not doing it on purpose… . Oh, I think I need a shit.’

‘Save it till afterwards. It’ll keep you on edge.’

‘It’s times like this I’m slightly jealous of Colostomy Chris.’

Ah, old Bumtum himself. Anyway, leaving aside men who crap into bags, let’s agree on one thing before we go in.’

‘What’s that?’

‘That Phil Collins is a cunt.’

‘Agreed.’

‘Right then,’ said Jimmy, stopping outside the door on South William Street, ‘let’s do it.’

He rang the buzzer, and a couple of moments later we were on our way upstairs.
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At Tony’s

We walked up two flights of stairs and came to a door on the top left of the landing. Outside was a brass plaque, which was blank. Before we could knock, the door opened. A burly man beckoned us inside to a kind of reception area, with potted plants and a leather couch but no receptionist. He gave us both the eye but said nothing. There was another door open to our left and from inside another guy, who looked like he could have been a professional gladiator, was dragging, by the collar, an unconscious man whose face appeared to have made repeated contact with a very hard surface. Just then a voice rang out. ‘Twenty. Jimmy. Come on in.’

I don’t even know how he knew it was us. I looked at Jimmy. He looked at me. I gulped slightly, and in we went.

‘Ah, there yiz are,’ said Tony Furriskey from behind a solid mahogany desk. He was rubbing a towel over his hands, and it was immediately obvious that the hard surface the unconscious man’s face had made contact with was Tony’s fists. ‘It’s been a while.’

‘It has that,’ I said, thinking in my head, not long enough though.

Tony Furriskey is in his mid-forties and one of the most vicious and powerful criminals in Dublin. His ‘family’-run business makes millions each year from drugs, smuggling, protection rackets and armed robberies. His manor takes in Crumlin, Dolphin’s Barn, Kilmainham, Rialto and Drimnagh on the south side of Dublin, and, while there are newcomers to the gangland scene in recent years, Tony is undoubtedly still the kingpin. When you read about pipe bombs and gang wars between Crumlin and Drimnagh, these are the smaller players because nobody in their right mind would trample on Tony’s turf. His reputation goes before him, and he is a genuinely scary man capable of acts of incredible violence. While other bosses like to send their lieutenants out to do the kicking, punching and strangling, Tony still enjoys the ‘dirty work’, so to speak. Physically he’s not the tallest, standing about five foot nine, but he is stocky and powerful with the kind of forearms that would make Popeye jealous. He has enormous hands, battle-scarred from so many fights and punch-ups, his knuckles are grossly misshapen, and, when clenched, his fists could punch holes in a steel door. His hair is cropped short, his eyes just slightly too close together, and his face adorned with a scar that runs from between his eyes, across his nose and down his left cheek. He got jumped in a bar when he was younger, slashed by a rival in a surprise attack. The old joke ‘Yeah, but you should see the other guy’ was Tony’s favourite because nobody ever saw the other guy again. Well, not in person anyway. The legend goes that he was taken to the mountains and tortured for hours, with the whole thing recorded on video. Tony then called a meeting of the other gangsters, sat them down and showed them the film just so they’d know what they could expect if anybody tried that kind of move again.

Nobody ever did.

The true measure of his fearsome reputation came when a feckless, self-important tabloid journalist, famed for making up Batman-style nicknames for Dublin’s criminals, rather unoriginally labelled the barrel-chested Tony as ‘Fat Tony’ in his column one Sunday. Despite the fact the journalist had twenty-four-hour garda protection, it was made very clear to him that should he ever repeat that slur he would live, for a short time, to bitterly regret it.

He never did.

That was the kind of guy Tony was. If you were told to do something and you did what you were told then you wouldn’t have any problems with him. If you challenged his authority, then you could expect his full wrath to wreak down upon you, and that was never a good thing.

‘So,’ he said, ‘did yiz get caught up in that painful shite the other week? All that acoustic bollox? I was out of the country but I do read the papers online and that.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘we got caught up in a bit all right. Poxy thing. Can you imagine a world where Damien Rice was the nation’s favourite?’

‘Doesn’t bear thinkin’ about. Still, he’s dead now, and the men that did it should be honoured like soldiers. Fuckin’ heroes they are. How’s the dog?’

‘Vicious.’

‘I’ve always liked that dog. Reminds me a bit of meself. Powerful, aggressive, relentless and a massive fuckin’ tail! Wha’?! Hahaha.’

We laughed. When Tony makes a joke, however terrible, you laugh, unless you’re feeling brave. And that was a two-out-of-ten joke.

‘Story with yeh, Jimmy? Heard your brother died.’

‘Yeah,’ said Jimmy.

‘Congratulations.’

‘Cheers, Tony. It’s been a long time coming.’

‘Was he in a lot of pain?’

‘The doctor told me afterwards that it would have been worse than having a large thistle inserted down your mickey then pulled out really slowly while having to read the Sunday Times and listen to David McSavage’s attempts at comedy.’

‘Ouch. What goes around comes around, right?’

‘It sure does.’

‘Speakin’ of which …,’ he began. I looked at Jimmy, Jimmy looked at me. ‘Yiz won’t have forgotten that little favour I did yiz a while back.’

‘How could we forget, Tony?’

‘Too much booze, a stroke, hypnotherapy, wha’?! Hahaha.’ We laughed again, a one-out-of-ten this time, but Tony wasn’t renowned for his joke-telling as much as for his pain-inflicting, torturing, killing and general meanness.

Some time back, Jimmy and I had found ourselves caught up in a situation outside our normal scope, and the people we were dealing with had become quite, shall I say, agitated at our presence. That there were many of them and only two of us put the odds very much against us. It was over pints in Ron’s one afternoon that we figured we had to ask for help, and Tony was the only one we could think of. Tony and Jimmy and I go back some years. Not that we were exactly buddies, but our paths had crossed enough times for us to be on reasonable terms. Sometimes Tony might outsource a bit of work to us – some collections, some driving, some merchandise that needed to be shifted – and we always, true professionals that we are, did a good job of it. I think he always appreciated the fact there was no nonsense with us, no problems, so we asked him if he might be able to get these people off our backs. In typical fashion, he gave his help on the proviso that we now ‘owed him one’. So there was no question of us turning him down, whatever it was. In fact, even if you didn’t owe him a favour and Tony asked you to do something for him you’d be best off agreeing to it if you didn’t want to wake up dead.

‘Right, well, here’s the story. Yeh know me youngest, Cynthia?’

‘Of course. How old is she now?’

‘Twenty-two and beautiful as her mother was at that age.’

‘Stunning so,’ said Jimmy. ‘How is the lovely Imelda this weather?’

‘Ah grand. Got her a membership up at one of them Ben Dunne gyms. Old Ben owed me from that time I stopped that thing with that other thing getting in the papers. She goes every day, but the lady just likes to eat cakes. She’s a diamond, a great, enormous diamond of a woman. Wouldn’t change her for the world. Anyway, Cynthia hasn’t developed the same addiction to cake as her mother, but she’s involved with a fella that’s no good as far as I’m concerned.’

‘That can be a tricky situation, Tony.’

‘Don’t I know it? Can’t say anythin’ directly because she’s smitten as she is and she’ll just side with him if I give out, and the one place I want happiness is in me own house.’

‘So what’s his problem then? Drugs? Robbings? Gangs? Chelsea fan?’

Ah, if only it was somethin’ like that, I could bring him under me wing. I never had a son, Twenty. Three girls but no lad to take over the business when the time comes. I’ve got me nephew Portobello Jack, but it’s not the same. I always dreamed of a son. I could teach him the old ways, how to do business, mark the territory, gouge someone’s eye out without gettin’ bits under the fingernails, all that shite. I thought maybe one of the girls would marry someone with a bit of street to them, but it didn’t happen.’

‘What about the other two?’

‘Well, Laura married a fella who works for Eircom. As dry as an Arab’s arsehole, and he doesn’t like football.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yeah. Proper fuckin’ weirdo. And Bernadette ended up hitched to an American called Randy.’

‘Does he like football?’

‘He pretends to, at least, but he’s as honest as the day is long. He knows what I’m about, doesn’t have a problem with it, but doesn’t want to be involved. Says he wants to make his own way in the world. I’ve got to respect that.’

‘What does he do?’

‘He’s an expert in artificial insemination.’

‘That’s noble work—’

‘For cows, Twenty. He examines bull spunk all day long and matches potential mothers, then sends off vials of jism to be lashed up cow’s gees.’

‘Erm … well, someone has to do it, I suppose,’ said Jimmy.

‘Yeah, someone. Had to be me fuckin’ son-in-law though, eh?’

‘So, this new lad on the scene. If he’s not a drug pusher or general miscreant, what’s the problem?’

‘He’s just not right for me Cynthia, Twenty. Yiz know me, yiz know me family. Salt of the fuckin’ earth, so we are, but this fella’s miles removed from all that. Doesn’t know the first thing about the real world, talks like a cunt, looks like a cunt too. And then when I found out what he does … well, that was fuckin’ that as far as I was concerned.’

‘Fucking hell,’ I said, ‘it must be rough. You’d best spill it then.’

‘It’s a bit embarrassin’ actually, that someone like that is so close to being part of me family …’

‘Look Tony,’ said Jimmy, ‘you know us. You know what we’ve been through, what we’ve seen, the people we’ve dealt with. It can’t be that shocking.’

‘OK, then … he …’ Tony sighed, ‘he plays rugby for Blackrock College.’
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The quest revealed

I thanked my lucky stars that my stomach was empty because if I had eaten anything, Tony Furriskey would have been covered in my sweet, sweet puke that very moment. Silence filled the room. ‘Oh man, Tony. I’m so sorry,’ I said eventually, still reeling from the shock. It must be one of the worst things a parent can go through, to have their child involved with somebody so very unsuitable. I suppose it’s slightly easier if it’s a son, but the idea of your daughter having sex – slippery, sweaty, smelly sex, rutting like a pair of young dogs on sheets covered with genital juice – with an insufferable arsehole like that must be almost impossible to bear.

‘Tony … I … I don’t know what to say,’ said Jimmy, genuinely downcast.

‘I know. Yeh can’t imagine the hell I’ve been goin’ through. Every time that fucker is in the house with his “loike, ya know” this and “shore, oi’m lowded” that, I feel like snappin’ his fuckin’ neck. But the young one, she’s head over fuckin’ heels. And she’s the apple of me eye, Jimmy. I have to pretend to like him and sit there listenin’ to his witless shite about his life workin’ for a bank and playin’ that stupid game against teams like Terenure and St Mary’s and all those other private-school motherfuckers.’

‘Ouch,’ I winced. ‘Well, maybe it’ll run its course. You know how flighty the young people are these days. You can’t go anywhere without some guy or girl offering their hole to you, so I hear. Perhaps he’ll find some Emma or other in Annabel’s – or wherever it is that type of lad kicks people to death outside these days.’

‘I was hopin’ that meself, Twenty, but it’s much more serious than that. We even had to go meet his family. Sickenin’ it was.

‘They live in a big house in Blackrock, garden the size of Sundrive Park, yeh know the type: stinkin’ rich they are. Not as rich as me, but still stinkin’. And they’re all so fuckin’ posh. “Ooh, would you like some more 1967 Chateau Neuf de Pape, Tony? Another smoked salmon mousse?” and in me head all I can think is, fuck yiz and yiz’s Chateau Neuf de Pape. Yiz can’t just call it wine? Yiz have to tell me what make it is and what year it’s from? And salmon mousse? Get to fuck. Chocolate mousse, fine, but who ever heard of fish mousse? Only fuckin’ cunts would eat that shite.

Anyway, that’s why yiz’re here now. Picture the scene: we’re just finished dinner. I’m having a cup of scald, hopin’ for a bit of fuckin’ peace and quiet, and I can see them both lookin’ at me. I knew somethin was up. “Tony,” says Imelda, sprayin’ crumbs of mini-battenburg down her front, “Tony, Cynth has some news for yeh.”

‘“Oh aye?” I say, “what’s that then?” thinkin’ she’d gotten a new job or was going on holidays with the girls. Well, yeh can imagine the reaction when she says “Coleman has asked me to marry him!!” with a big smile on her face. “And what did yeh say?” I asked, thinkin’, Please let it be no, please let it be no, in me head. “Oh Daddy, what d’yeh think?! I’m going to be Mrs Coleman Darcy-McNeill!” and she came over so delighted, so full of joy that I could only hug her as the blood drained from me face. “Are yeh sure you want to get married, love?” I asked. “Yer still only twenty-two, and there’s a whole big world out there. Yeh could travel and meet lots of people then settle down when yeh’ve experienced a bit more of what life has to offer,” but she says, “Daddy, I know what I want, it’s Coleman. He’s me soulmate.” I didn’t say another word because I was tryin’ to swallow some of the sick I’d burped up so I just smiled. And it was painful.’

‘Can’t blame you there, Tony,’ said Jimmy. And here’s the worst part,’ Tony continued, ‘that was months ago. The wedding is in two weeks’ time, and it’s driving me mental.’

‘That’s a difficult situation all right. I’m pretty sure I’d be as protective if I had a daughter,’ I said.

‘It’s not just that though. Everythin’ about it is drivin’ me mental. I’m father of the bride, right? So I’m the one payin’ for it all – which I can just about live with – but Twenty, they won’t fuckin’ leave me alone.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘It’s constant. The talk about the weddin’. Every single dinner conversation is about fuckin’ seatin plans, or the menu, or flowers, or dresses, or what car we’re going to use, or should the bridesmaids wear green or emerald or jade or … excuse me a sec,’ he said, stopping to answer the phone that was ringing on his desk. ‘Hello? Ah, Imelda. What’s wrong? I’m kinda busy here … What? … OK … OK … Well, I don’t know, do I? Seriously, how would I know that? What? … What tone? Jesus, I’m trying to work here, love … Right, look, can yeh just decide? Yeh know more about this kind of stuff than me. Yeah, I’m sure … OK … OK … yeah, I’ll talk to yeh later. Bye.’ He hung up and put his head in his hands. ‘See what I mean? Not a fuckin’ moment’s peace. Wantin’ to know did I think we should have linen or muslin tablecloths. What the fuck do I care about fuckin’ tablecloths, lads? I swear, I’m at the end of me fuckin’ tether here.’

‘Couldn’t you just have him taken out, Tony? I mean, you’re Tony Furriskey. With the greatest of respect, this isn’t exactly uncharted terroritory for you,’ said Jimmy.

‘Look, there’s nothin’ I’d rather do, but Imelda knows I hate the little fucker, and if anythin’ happened to him here she’d know I had somethin’ to do with it. And that makes my life at home awkward, and seein’ as life outside the home is awkward enough given me line of work, I want peace and fuckin’ quiet when I’m there. So I’ve had to bite me tongue and watch me little girl get closer and closer to marryin’ this up-his-own-arse cunt.’

And imagine all the time you’ll have to spend with them. The wedding, Christmases, family parties and, dare I say it, christenings,’ I said.

‘Don’t fuckin’ say christenin’s,’ Tony roared. ‘It’s bad enough she’s marryin’ him, I don’t want livin’, breathin’ proof they’re havin’ sex. I hope the fucker is a Jaffa.’

‘Jaffa?’

‘Seedless, Twenty. Get yer head straight, lad.’

‘So where do we fit into all this, Tony?’ asked Jimmy.

‘Right, well, as I said, I’m stymied, so what I was thinkin’ was that as yerself and Twenty owe me this favour, yiz could take care of it for me.’

‘But surely you getting someone to sort it out for you will just look like you got someone to sort it out for you.’

‘That would be true under normal circumstances, but the plank and his mates are goin’ away on a stag weekend, and that would be way beyond me own manor, so to speak. If somethin’ happened there that meant the weddin’ couldn’t take place then I could hardly get the fuckin’ blame, could I?’

‘I suppose not. Where are they going and when?’

‘Barcelona, and it’s this weekend.’

‘Oh, Barcelona. Know it well. I used to live there,’ I said.

‘Revisit the scene of the crime, wha’? Or should I say crimes? Wha’?! Ha ha ha.’

‘Ha ha ha,’ I laughed, not just because it was prudent to laugh when Tony laughed but because he’d come a little close to the bone there. It wasn’t so much that I had a calling to return to Dublin as much as I had a need to get out of Barcelona in a hurry. But that was all in the past. I was sure everything had settled down by now. Reasonably sure. Sort of.

‘Now, Tony,’ said Jimmy, ‘when you talk about something happening that might prevent the wedding taking place, what exactly do you mean?’

‘I mean you boys have to bring somethin’ back from Barcelona I can show to my little girl which will make her call off the weddin’.’

‘Right. It wouldn’t be enough that he just didn’t come back then?’

‘Oh fuck no. That would break her heart, and I couldn’t inflict that kind of pain on her.’

‘Isn’t showing her something that will make her call off the wedding going to break her heart too?’ said Jimmy.

‘Has he lost his mind, Twenty? There’s a big difference between a bit of breakin’-up heartbreak and the buryin’-the-corpse-of-the-man-yeh-love heartbreak. Jaysus.’

‘OK, so no killing. What if he were to come back a paraplegic vegetable or something?’

‘No good either. What if she decides to marry him out of some sense of loyalty then? I’m not havin’ her waste her fuckin’ life on a capper.’

‘Right then, that doesn’t leave us with too many options.’

‘Well, yiz’re smart fellas. I’m sure yiz’ll think of somethin’.’

‘Do you have any details of where he’s staying or anything?’ I said.

‘No, and I can’t ask. All I know is that he’s leavin’ on Friday.’

‘Got a picture?’

‘Yeah. I’ll get it to yeh later. I know Ron’s is still the best place to find yeh.’

‘Grand.’

‘Might have a pint while I’m down there. Haven’t been in Ron’s for years now. Me auld fella used to drink there back in the day. Always went on about the fuckin’ Guinness. Stopped drinkin’ there for some reason though. Anyway, boys, once yiz have that picture I’ll leave yeh to it. Don’t let me down now, hear?’

‘Don’t worry, Tony,’ said Jimmy, ‘you can count on us. Right, Twenty?’

‘Not a problem,’ I said, with far more confidence than I actually felt.

‘OK, yiz have me number but don’t fuckin’ use it unless it’s an absolute emergency. Otherwise I’ll talk to yiz next week,’ Tony said, turning his back on us to let us know he had given us as much of his time as we were going to get.

‘Righto. Cheers,’ I said, and we left the office. In the reception area the burly man gave us an almost imperceptible nod, and we saw a nervous, shaking man who was obviously waiting to see the boss. I couldn’t blame him for being nervous, as I’ve said, Tony’s ruthlessness is legendary.

Once, when he got unconfirmed reports that a minor player in his crew had been talking out of turn, he had him tied to a chair in his office, his hands and feet bound, his head held steady by two others, and cut out his tongue with a pair of kitchen scissors to make sure he never spoke again. When word got around what had happened people became even more reluctant, if that were possible, to talk about Tony Furriskey. ‘But I saw you with him,’ the garda might say.

‘No, you didn’t,’ the interviewee would say.

‘Yes, I did. And I took some photos. Here, look. There’s you. There’s Tony.’

‘I’ve never seen that bloke before in my life.’

‘You’re obviously sharing a joke and shaking hands.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘You have one hand on his shoulder.’

‘No, I don’t.’

And so it would go. Men did their time if that’s what it took. Tony was like Fight Club. The first rule of Tony Furriskey was you didn’t speak about him.

When Tony actually set up a fight club in 2003 it actually caused some people to go properly mute, such was the intensity of the not talking about it.

I didn’t envy the man sitting in the waiting room, and it occurred to me that although Tony and Jimmy and I went back a bit, unless we did what he expected of us we’d be the ones sitting there trying not to cack our pants – if we even made it that far.

Jimmy and I had lots to discuss, and the only place to do that was Ron’s.
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Assembling the troops

Lunchtime in Ron’s is merely a time. The concept of lunch being served in his bar is as ridiculous as somebody getting timely and effective hospital treatment in Ireland. With the hangover acids burning a hole in my stomach after the previous night though, I had to stop somewhere on the way back to pick up a couple of sandwiches. It’s a fucking chore these days though, isn’t it? Everywhere you go you can get oak-smoked pastrami with halloumi on wild rocket with caramelised red onion, or organic salmon with lemon mayo, lettuce and cucumber on white rustic bread, or any other manner of fancy ciabattas, wraps, tortillas or paninis. But fuck me if you can find a simple ham and cheese on Brennan’s Bread. You know society is heading for the fucking toilet when the sandwiches become that fancy. It was far from those kinds of things that any of us were reared. Maybe a bit of a recession might help the classic sandwich. See, there’s always a silver lining.

Eventually I found a delicatessen on Camden Street, and, after assuring the charming-and-not-at-all-pig-ignorant Chinese girl behind the counter that all I wanted was some fucking ham and some fucking cheese on some fucking buttered white bread, we strolled back to Ron’s bar. When we got there Ron was behind the bar, cleaning a glass with a rag that looked like it had been made out of Dirty Dave’s underpants. The place was empty apart from old Charlie sitting in the snug, doing the Simplex crossword in The Irish Times. At his feet lay McGillicuddy, his faithful mongrel. McGillicuddy was the replacement for the old dog, Slattery, who died last year. Charlie and Slattery had been inseparable; it was the same with the new fella. Charlie was the only one allowed bring a dog into the bar though. Stinking Pete tried some years back, but Ron wouldn’t have it. ‘Get out of here, Pete, and bring Madonna with you,’ he’d roared.

‘Howdy, Ron,’ said Jimmy. ‘A couple of pints, if you please.’

We sat in our usual spots at the end of the bar, furthest from, and in plain sight of, the door. That way we can see whoever comes in. Usually it’s just one of the usual reprobates but you can’t be too careful. I unwrapped my sandwich and began to eat. My mouth was still very dry so it was like gargling with sand and then trying to eat a hundred moths, but I needed the sustenance. When Ron put the pints down I drained half of mine in one go and felt some of my vim and vigour return. ‘So, whaddya reckon?’ I asked Jimmy.

‘Well, on the plus side we get to go to Barcelona, the sun will be shining, the beer will be cheap, and the girls will be wearing very little.’

‘But …’

‘The downside is that we have to first think of a way of bringing something back that will convince Tony’s daughter she doesn’t want to marry this guy. I mean, what are we talking here? A pair of his spunk-crusted jocks? I’ll tell you what, it’s a pain in the hole that we can’t just push him off the top of the Sagrada Familia or something …’

‘I hear ya,’ I said.

‘So, what do we do?’

‘Well, first we need to find out when all the flights from Dublin arrive in Barcelona on Friday. So that means checking Aer Lingus, Iberia, British Midland, Spic’n’spanair and Ryanair—’

‘Ha ha!’

‘What?’

‘Ryanair! They don’t fly to Barcelona. They’ll go to an airport in the general vicinity of Barcelona, but it’ll be the usual crack of having to take a bus ride that’s longer than the flight to get to the city. Those cunts once flew me to “Paris”, and, instead of viewing the Eiffel Tower and the lights of the city as we came in to land, we set down in a field with a manually operated baggage carousel and one French airport official to mutter “Eeenglish cunts” at us as we came through customs. Then, when I eventually got to the city, I had to put up with all those French wankers. Jesus Christ, I thought it was just a stereotype about them being as ignorant as fuck, like the thick Irishman, the stingy Scot or the incestuous cellar-loving Austrians, but fuck me, the French really take the biscuit. Pardon me if I don’t speak your beautiful language accent-free and with one hundred per cent correct pronunciation. I just asked you the fucking way to the Moulin Rouge not to lick dog shit off my shoes, and if you don’t stop sneering at me I’m going to gouge your eyes out with my cock. Fucking Ryanair.’

‘Erm … right, well, I’ll check out the flights when I get back home. So, assuming we get the flight info, we’re going to need to get there before him so we can wait at the airport and follow him to his hotel or whatever. Now, I don’t think I’m understating it when I say that could turn out to be the biggest pain in the arse of all time. What if he’s on the last flight of the day? We can’t stand around like chumps in the arrivals area. Tony’s a fierce bastard, but I’m not spending all day in the airport for anyone – even him.’

‘I see what you mean,’ said Jimmy. ‘There’s got to be a way of sorting something out. And what about Barcelona? Will everything be OK for you there?’
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