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      ONE

      
      ‘Barcelona, my hole.’ I kicked the car again. Then I began to kick it rhythmically as I shouted ‘Dublin-is-a-dump-and-I-am-fed-fucking-up-of-you.’

      
      It didn’t help. Now I was soaked to the skin and I had a sore foot. Wednesday 26 February, 1997. My thirtieth birthday. I was running late for my first appointment, a ten
         o’clock with a disgruntled husband. The car had conked out and a dark grey sky was pissing down rain, so I made a deal with
         myself – whichever comes first, bus or taxi. A trail of vehicles waited at the traffic lights, cross faces leaning over steering
         wheels urging a change. Still the rain lashed down. I stepped forward to hail a cab and planted my left foot deep into a lurking puddle. The driver cheerily pointed to his backseat passenger and ploughed through
         another pool, drenching me in a tidal wave. I spluttered and coughed in a fug of exhaust fumes. The occupants of the bus shelter
         giggled and pretended to look elsewhere. Bastards. I retrieved my sodden hoof, but couldn’t quite pinpoint my dignity. Fifteen minutes later a bus arrived. Not my preferred
         option. However, a deal is a deal.
     

      
      The bus was mouldy with damp humans stepping on one another. I remembered similar days, queueing in employment exchanges,
         with everyone smelling like wet dogs, and some git telling us to ‘move along now girls’. Not the cheeriest thought for a thirtieth
         birthday, so I shrugged it off and fretted myself into town.
     

      
      I reached my office building in the heart of the city with a runny nose and steam rising from my clothes. The morning was
         noisy with rain as it bounced off the road and the pavement with a righteous fury. Inside, the ancient elevator was not to
         be outdone, of course, as it announced OUT OF ORDER. It reminded me of the nurse in Romeo and Juliet, worthy but useless. I kicked the lattice gate on my way past and began my wheeze to the third floor.
     

      
      Top of the post pile was a letter from the Inland Revenue, which I didn’t need to open. I knew off-by-heart the sorry tale of money owed. It did come in handy shortly afterwards, however, when I tipped a mug of yesterday’s
         coffee all over my desk. I had just placed it on the spill when a knock on the door announced the arrival of a Mr Harry Knowles.
         He heaved his bulk into a chair and gasped like a goldfish out of its bowl.
     

      
      ‘Fuckin’ lift,’ he said. ‘Are you trying to kill me or what?’

      
      Harry’s problem was straightforward enough. He suspected his wife, Victoria, was being unfaithful and he wanted evidence.
         They were part of a horsey set that lived in Kildare, so this meant travel for me. ‘Someday,’ I thought, ‘I’m going to have
         to invest in a reliable car.’ In order that I might move about with ease and minimum suspicion, he would organise for me to
         take a three-day residential cookery course on the estate of the local big-shot, Alex Wood. Mrs Alex Wood ran the cookery
         course, and her administrative assistant was none other than Mrs Victoria Knowles. Cosy. He would also get me an invitation
         to the Spring Ball at the Woods’ house that Sunday evening, where he felt sure I’d get all the proof he needed. This suited
         me fine – it was his money, I’m a lousy cook, and I have nothing against parties.
     

      
      His reaction to me had been text-book. He licked his lips nervously and muttered ‘Um, sorry, I thought you’d be . . .’
     

      
      ‘A man,’ I said, finishing his sentence. ‘Everybody does.’

      
      My name is Leo Street. I’m a private investigator. I live and work in Dublin. My full title is Leonora, whenever my parents
         are angry with me.
     

      
      I looked across at Harry Knowles. I knew who this guy was, the whole country did. He had made his fortune in the construction
         industry in the Seventies and Eighties. Now he was a local political mover and shaker in Kildare, never far from a dodgy deal
         and a headline. Mid-fifties, heavy-set, with a thick head of wavy hair, his face bore testament to a love of whiskey, and
         his clothes were expensive. I had seen his wife in the society pages of the glossies. She was a tall, elegant blonde, with
         fine, aristocratic features, and younger than him by about a decade. It was no surprise that her husband might be neurotic
         about a possible affair.
     

      
      ‘Mr Knowles,’ I said. ‘I’ll do this for you, but I have to be sure that you know what you’re letting yourself in for. It’s
         one thing to suspect that your wife is being unfaithful, but if she is, and if I prove it, you have to be sure that you can handle it.’
     

      
      This was all standard stuff. Sometimes people think they want to know the worst, and they really really don’t. I watched as he weighed up his answer. Small beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. I doubted he wanted the alleged
         affair to be made public, he was under enough scrutiny without that. He probably just wanted to keep his wife under his pudgy
         thumb.
     

      
      He looked at me disgustedly. ‘I’m paying you to shovel some shit on the bitch I’m married to, not sit around holding my hand
         and counselling me. If you don’t want the job, just say so and I’ll fuck off somewhere else.’
     

      
      This was a bit of a bluff and we both knew it. It would be very short notice to find someone else willing and able to travel
         the following day. And I think he’d begun to realise that a woman suited his purposes much better than a man. A quick scan
         of the Yellow Pages would confirm that female private investigators aren’t all that numerous, and he wasn’t stupid. Oh no,
         stupid was one of the last things you could accuse Harry Knowles of being. I left a pause to allow him to calm down. After
         a short time he spoke again.
     

      
      ‘That bitch has bled me dry for the last fifteen years,’ he wheezed, ‘and I get nothing in return. Not unless she wants even
         more. Well now it’s my turn. Just who does she think she’s fuckin’ with here, hah? The wrong fuckin’ person, that’s who. Definitely the wrong fuckin’ person if it’s not me.’
     

      
      By now my desk was sprayed with spit. I really could not imagine anyone wanting to bed Harry Knowles. Still can’t actually.
         And it didn’t help that I found him extremely challenged in the personality department. But a little voice told me to think
         of the money. Never get personal, business is business. ‘If you wanted nice,’ said the little voice, ‘you should have become
         a florist.’
     

      
      People often speak in harsh terms when they come to see me – they’re angry at a betrayal – so I wasn’t too surprised at his
         colourful language. But I did get the distinct impression that Harry was like this all of the time. He smacked of the bullyboy.
         The newspapers usually referred to him as ‘plain-spoken’, surely a euphemism for downright thick and ignorant. I really didn’t
         want to spend any more time than was necessary in his company, so I settled a few details and he left. It was 10:45 a.m.
     

      
      I felt like washing the Knowles grease off, but lacking an en-suite, or even an off-suite, I settled for blow-drying my tax
         demand and filing the coffee-coloured document under Maybe. At least it smelled better now.
     

      
      This feast of paperwork led me to the monthly statements. Well, I was thirty today, and that’s supposed to be some sort of life crisis, so it seemed like the perfect time for accounts. I glanced around the office for a diversion of any sort, but the tiled floor, the sturdy old
         desk and the battered leather chairs offered nothing. Reluctantly, I tapped in my password and began. All the old, familiar
         names appeared on the computer screen. And all the old, familiar jobs not yet paid for.
     

      
      One of my regular employers, an insurance company, has a man called Tony in accounts. Although I have never actually met Tony,
         I have spent more time on him than on most of my friends. You see, Tony finds it a personal affront to be asked for money.
         I often wonder if he’s on some sort of commission for keeping funds hostage. I have long since stopped phoning to wheedle
         a cheque out of him – it always ends up in innuendo, and with me feeling dirty. Now I was trying the tack of pathetic notes.
         ‘Me again, the pest. Any chance of a cheque? (Here I would add that it was my birthday, or Christmas or tax return time, hip
         replacement, or whatever.) Hope you’re well, talk to you soon. (Not if I can help it, you sad bastard.)’
     

      
      Most of my work is mundane – insurance claims, infidelities, fraud and sometimes a missing person. Jealousy, spite, greed
         and despair, that’s my currency, so I don’t usually meet people at their best, even if they have one. The cops deal with the glamorous side – murder, drug-dealing, terrorism, and sometimes they wear a uniform. I take up whatever they don’t, won’t
         or can’t do. But at least I get to choose my own hours and jobs, or so the theory goes.
     

      
      I had wanted to be a policewoman, but at five foot four inches I wasn’t tall enough. Michael Nolan, family friend and ex-Garda,
         suggested joining his private detective agency and security firm. I was his apprentice for five years, and when he died of
         a massive coronary on a golf course (he was losing) I found a note in his desk which read:
     

      
      Street,

      
      You should have left a year ago. I can’t nurse you all my life, especially if you’re reading this now. Make me proud or I’ll
         haunt you,
     

      
      Mick.

      
      P.S. Don’t bother with golf, it’s a bloodsport.

      
      He left me his cameras and a thousand pounds, and I was on my own.

      
      I felt a bit lethargic after the accounts stint. It’s an activity that always puts far too much perspective on my life, and
         that was probably the last thing I needed on a birthday. I decided to make a cup of coffee. Surely caffeine would lift my
         spirits.
     

      
      
      As the kettle boiled, I looked out over the city roofs. Four cranes were moving slowly and silently, in the distance. They
         were giant sculptures in the sky, but sculptures with a purpose. They were building the Dublin of tomorrow, each chasing a
         deadline, then moving on to another part of town and chasing again. Everyone wants to beat the Millennium. It occurred to
         me that I’d never seen one being put together, or being transported from one place to another, only ever the finished crane.
         Who spirits these gentle giants from place to place? And where do they go to when they’re not needed any more?
     

      
      My favourite bit of the office is the window; it is the reason I chose it as my base. Well, that and the rent. It’s a classic
         detective’s semicircle, straight out of Chandler. I haven’t yet succumbed to the Bogart mac, though. I spend a lot of my time
         daydreaming into the view. The moving sky and the immobile buildings are reassuring, unchallenging, like a hearth-fire. Or
         bingo. Normally they’re beautiful to me, mesmerising. Today I just shivered and felt a bit sour. I was still soaked through.
     

      
      There has been a lot of talk about Dublin being the new Barcelona, complete with café culture. Well I’m sorry, but no. On
         days like this, Dublin is the shite Barcelona. And no one wants to sit outdoors in the pouring rain drinking damp cappuccino. My caffeine hit was not working.
     

      
      Sammy the Sandwich arrived with the luncheon goodies, or what was left of them, in his wicker basket.

      
      ‘Sorry Leo, I had to start at the bottom today and work my way up the building because of the lift.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry Sammy, I’m having one of those days, so that fits in just perfectly. On top of everything else, I’m thirty today.
         I thought it wouldn’t make any difference to me but I’m a bit grumpy, and I suppose that could be why. I don’t feel any different
         though. Ah, it’s a nightmare.’ I rooted in the basket and selected a smoked chicken with coleslaw on rye. ‘Maybe things are
         looking up, I’d probably have chosen this anyway.’
     

      
      ‘Don’t you dare put your hand in your pocket,’ he warned. ‘It’s on the house. And I’ll tell you what you should do – buy yourself
         a nice bunch of flowers on the way home. That’ll cheer you up. It always works for me.’
     

      
      My first birthday present, a sandwich, and damn nice it was too. After years of being shackled to the plain ‘hang sangwich’,
         we’ve gone global, with different breads and rolls and fillings. I suppose we should have seen it coming years ago when mayonnaise
         started to replace salad cream.
     

      
      
      The phone rang and Harry Knowles barked an order: ‘Don’t forget to bring something decent to wear to the Spring Ball. I don’t
         want you sticking out like a sore thumb.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ I reassured him, ‘I’ll root out something nice and frilly for the occasion.’

      
      When I heard the dial tone, I realised that our exchange had ended. ‘Stylish and charming,’ I thought, fingering his money.

      
      Mrs Mack stuck her beaky head around the door. As always she was a symphony in beige and brown.

      
      ‘Oh, you’re busy,’ she twinkled, ‘I won’t disturb you.’ This meant no cleaning for today.

      
      In a rigorously controlled experiment, I had worked out that all she ever actually did was stand in the doorway and wipe with
         the mop from there. This meant that a semicircular area, of approximately three feet in radius, got a lick every so often.
         Unless you were foolish enough to be in your office when she arrived. Then you could not be disturbed. Similarly, she would
         never approach the desk or filing cabinets.
     

      
      ‘Miss Street, I’d never be able to forgive myself if I destroyed evidence and lost you a big case.’
     

      
      Today’s skirmish went to her. But the week wasn’t over yet.

      
      Mrs Mack takes a fortnight’s holiday every year at the beginning of August. Religiously. In the final days of July, and indeed coming up to Christmas, she lays siege to the
         building. It is appropriate, at these times, to press a bonus upon her. August, then, is nirvana – her deputy cleans and shines,
         and leaves the offices ready for another fifty weeks of neglect.
     

      
      I sat at my desk and faced what I’d been avoiding for days. Before me, in identical envelopes, were two rather different reports
         of one particular job. They were both addressed to Mrs Annette O’Neill, and both would break her heart, one more than the
         other. This, too, had been an infidelity case, but Annette O’Neill couldn’t afford to throw money at her problem the way Harry
         Knowles could. She was married with three kids under ten, and very, very vulnerable. I had been reluctant to take this assignment
         from the beginning. Annette was a friend of my sister-in-law, and that’s how she met me. It was almost like raking over family
         dirt, and I don’t like to mix my professional and personal lives. But Annette was desperate, and, uneasy as I was, I agreed
         to take the job. It was made worse by the fact that my sister-in-law did not know any of this, and would have been horrified
         if she had. Events were getting muckier by the day, and I was eager to be shot of the case. Which report to send? How much
         did she need to know if her life was going to fall apart either way? I ducked the decision, and put both envelopes in my bag.
     

      
      I share a birthday with my mother, Geraldine, which has made for some maudlin moments over the years. I phoned to wish her
         a happy sixtieth and she was in philosophical mood – only three years to a new century, maybe she should look after herself
         and get to the year 2000.
     

      
      ‘It does seem like a waste to feck it up now,’ I agreed, ‘having made it this far.’ General opinion is that only a silver
         bullet will stop her.
     

      
      I made travel arrangements with my brother for the family gathering that evening, and took some slagging off about my car.
         Then I rang my mechanic and took some more slagging off about my car. But at least he promised to try his best to salvage
         it, for money.
     

      
      The excitement was entirely bearable, so I leafed through the rest of my post. It was the usual assortment of junk-mail and
         bills, and the yearly Mass card from my granny. This one had a fiver inside, and a message to buy myself something nice. With
         my soul saved, I locked up and gave myself the afternoon off. I am the boss, after all.
     

      
      As I stepped on to the street, I remembered Sammy’s advice and bought myself a bunch of mad, exotic flowers. He was right, I did feel better. Armed with public proof of my birthday, I walked along Dame Street towards
         Trinity College. Even in the gloom of bad weather it looked thoughtful. I think it was Brendan Behan who once said that the
         cream of Ireland’s youth could be found there, rich and thick. It was also remarkably dirty compared with the newly cleaned
         bank across the road. I guess the bank has the money, the college has the intellectual edge. I could hear a cynical Mick Nolan
         scoffing, ‘Money talks and bullshit walks.’
     

      
      I tapped my number into a cash machine, and it kindly produced some. A small boy was watching, fascinated. ‘How much did you
         win?’ he asked. Just as an advice note appeared to remind me how perilous my finances were, I remembered Harry’s cash payment,
         snug in an envelope in my bag. Even if this was a landmark birthday, surely I wasn’t old enough to lose all powers of memory. I speedily lodged the money and continued on
         my way, along Westmoreland Street and across O’Connell Bridge. Apparently there is a plan to put a digital clock in the river
         here. It will count down to the Millennium. Good luck to anyone trying to see it is all I can say; the water is always so
         murky I don’t believe that will be possible.
     

      
      I began to feel mean about my negative thoughts. Dublin is a great place to be. I’ve lived here all my life and I love it. It’s vibrant and friendly, and the city centre is
         so compact you never have to go far to meet someone you know. Of course, the flip side is that it can be equally hard to avoid
         someone and in my line of work that could grow to be a problem. Those negative vibes were seeping back in. But like the people
         that I know well, I can see the city for what it is, warts and all. Tough love.
     

      
      I rarely go very far along O’Connell Street if I can help it. It is a huge, wide street, with an attractive middle walkway
         along its spine, but it has become an injun territory of fast food joints, neon signs, pound stores, fun emporiums, and some
         quite odd municipal sculptures. Instead, I turned to the right and squished my way to Lower Abbey Street to get a bus back
         home to the Northside. A weak sun was trying its best to get some recognition in the sky. Pedestrians jostled and bumped,
         wielding closed umbrellas like weapons.
     

      
      Incredibly, the bus stop was offering a double-decker on my route, so I paid my fare to a disinterested driver and went upstairs.
         The front seats were occupied by two schoolboys, who’d scratched gunsights into the condensation on the windows and were busy
         fighting other airplanes. All the way home they waged battle against the baddies, rat-tat-tat-tat-tat, rat-tat-tat-tat-tat.
     

      
      On Saturday mornings when we were young, my two brothers would spend an hour carefully placing Airfix soldiers throughout
         the living room fortifications, then bomb it all to hell in twelve minutes flat. I don’t think anyone ever won those battles,
         it was all about the taking part. The bombing and crashing and shooting mouth-noises were interspersed with immortal dialogue
         like, ‘Aagh, Johnny, he got me – Johnny, I’m hit, I’ll have to walk all the way home with this bullet in my leg – look out
         Johnny – take that pigdog.’ All the good guys were called Johnny.
     

      
      The bus ambled in a north-easterly direction towards Clontarf. We passed the choppy sea on the coast, which is exactly where
         you’d expect to find it really. I spotted some hardy types walking themselves and their dogs. I have a nodding acquaintance
         with most of them. We recognise one another from the local shops and cafés. It’s like living in a little village, but with
         all of the benefits of being close to town. We’re a community. We have yuppies and peasants, professionals and loafers, big
         houses, small houses, public houses. We have apartments and flats. We have public housing, private housing, dodgy housing,
         homeless. We wear our Northsider status like a badge of honour, and we trash the Southside for being overpriced and pompous
         on every available occasion.
     

      
      
      I got off at my stop, along with the two boys. Now they were on horseback, leading a cavalry attack, or ‘calvary attack’ as
         one of them put it. They raced around a corner after the enemy. The sky began to spit on me again. This was reaching the point
         of rudeness as far as I was concerned, particularly as I had neither an umbrella nor a hat.
     

      
      I made for a little estate of triangular houses. It is known locally as The Toblerone, and is set behind a complex of expensive
         new apartments. One of these was ‘To Let’ but some wag had added an ‘i’ between the two words on the sign, and now it advertised
         something completely different, and presumably cheaper to rent. I lived at number 11, The Villas. A lot of people think this
         is a splendid irony, given that I’m named after most of the city.
     

      
      The Villas was built as an estate for the working classes in the Fifties. The houses are two-or three-bedroomed, with a garden
         front and back. They are made of pure concrete, which means that damp is rarely a problem. It also reduces grown men from
         the gas company to tears if they have to drill an air-vent, because the walls are tougher than solid rock. It is also a major
         event to get a nail into one of them to hang a picture, or, bless the notion, a curtain rail. Barry, who lives with me, has
         long since abdicated any responsibility for DIY projects as a result. He also reasons that, as an artist, he’s above that sort of menial activity, and he’s also got to have all moving parts in working
         order. He can be a right lazy git.
     

      
      Property prices have gone bananas in Dublin, and even the most basic of houses can go for an unreal price, if it’s close to
         the city centre. The Villas is. As the houses on the estate change hands, we’re acquiring a colourful and disparate community.
         There are still some older couples, visited by their children and grandchildren on Sundays, birthdays and Christmas. There
         are young couples with children, gay couples with dogs, and one young blood with a Porsche moved in three doors up recently.
         Barry hates him. He seems fine to me, and I just love the car.
     

      
      A curtain twitched in the first house on my row. I couldn’t see past the vase of plastic flowers and through the patterned
         net, but I knew who was there. Marion Maloney, local busybody. She would probably prefer the term ‘historian’. She records
         all of our comings and goings, and I’m sure she would make an excellent detective. I couldn’t resist waving at her. She stayed
         hidden, no doubt furious that she’d been spotted. We had managed to get on speaking terms with her one day when Barry said,
         ‘Howaya,’ as we struggled up the street with the supermarket shopping. She was washing her windows – a clear pane of glass
         is essential for her hobby. She turned around and said, ‘Don’t call me “howaya”, my name is Marion.’
     

      
      The whole place was an obstacle course. It looked like Dublin Corporation might be digging up the road. Then again, it could
         be the gas company or the cable television lot. I bet Marion knew. A chunky man was threading strips of coloured, striped
         plastic around the various hazards, while a small group huddled around a stove drinking tea and exposing several kinds of
         arse-crack to the world. I hoped it was the Corpo doing something about the water pressure; I was sick and tired of spending
         half an hour filling the bath, only to have it tepid when I got in. I asked a man in one of the holes.
     

      
      ‘Ramps, love.’

      
      ‘Ramps?’

      
      ‘Yeah, to stop people speedin’, yeh know. Or joyriders.’

      
      Great, it would probably take weeks of noisy drilling and digging.

      
      ‘How long will ye be here, do you think?’

      
      ‘Hard to say, love. It’s a big job, yeh know. And we can’t be rushin’ it. It’ll be the three weeks anyway.’

      
      ‘And then some,’ I thought. It had taken them twice as long to do what we all assumed was a major new one-way system on one
         of the busier roads in the area. It turned out to be a flowerbed.
     

      




      
      
      TWO

      
      Maeve Kelly was standing on my doorstep. ‘You’re late,’ she said.

      
      ‘Yeah, the car’s in a coma, I’m thirty years old, it’s all downhill from here.’

      
      ‘Get used to it,’ she laughed. ‘It’s just a race against time now.’

      
      I went through my pockets looking for the key.

      
      ‘Soon,’ she continued, ‘thirty will be a distant memory and you’ll be worrying about forty, and all along you’ll only be nineteen
         or twenty inside. Take my advice, stay in your thirties for a very, very long time. I know that’s what I intend to do.’
     

      
      ‘Well, another thing,’ I said, putting the key into the lock. ‘My mother told me that once you’re over twenty-one you’re supposed to stop getting spots. Rubbish talk. I woke
         up this morning with the king of all shiners on my chin. Where’s the justice in that?’
     

      
      ‘Lovely flowers. Who are they from?’

      
      ‘Myself. Charity begins at home.’

      
      ‘Yep, help the aged.’

      
      Inside, it was clear that Noel had had a field-day with the new rug. It was piled in a pyramid in the kitchen, although I
         had earlier placed it neatly in front of the fireplace. Butter wouldn’t melt in his feline mouth. Bridie was missing, and
         Snubby was curled up in pole position on top of the armchair by the window. A fine tumbleweed of cat hair rolled by, daring
         me to do some hoovering. I detest housework.
     

      
      Maeve waved a bag in my face and announced, ‘Two bottles of finest New World Chardonnay, straight from the off-licence fridge.’
         Then she shed her simple-but-beautifully-cut navy linen coat, to reveal a slimline trouser-suit of effortless elegance.
     

      
      ‘That’s a bit gorgeous,’ I said.

      
      ‘Yeah, but if I put on any more weight, I won’t be able to wear it.’
     

      
      ‘Maeve, I’m not even going to dignify that remark with an answer. We’ve been through this before. You’re not putting on weight.’
     

      
      ‘That wasn’t an answer?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Fuck off, smart cow.’

      
      ‘Again, a dignified response. I can only hope that you’re not going to your mother’s in your uniform,’ she continued. ‘You know what mammies are like, they like their daughters dressed as girls.’
     

      
      My mother hates my habitual black jeans and jumper. So I keep an emergency frock handy for family occasions. Actually, I have
         a few, but I would never admit that to her.
     

      
      ‘I’ve given up explaining that a detective can’t go around dressed like a young Edna O’Brien all day, but she refuses to believe
         me,’ I said. ‘Impossible woman. You busy today?’
     

      
      ‘Yep. A sexy ad for sanitary towels.’

      
      Maeve is an actress who I met through my partner Barry about three years ago. Now she’s a better friend of mine than his.
         (I hate that word, partner, unless it’s a business term, but sometimes it covers a lot of ground.) She makes most of her money
         from radio and television voice-overs. It feeds her theatre habit, she says.
     

      
      ‘Deep tones, sultry saxophone, dry-weave top-sheet. It’s no job for an adult. And you should see the state of the fella I did it for. He’s got this unfeasibly long beard. Hopefully he’s growing it for charity, otherwise it’s a tragic fashion decision. His wife mustn’t know whether to shag him or shave him.’
     

      
      I poured two generous glasses of wine, and admired the buttery liquid. Then we knocked them back.

      
      ‘Yummy,’ I said. ‘The Australians may be the natural enemy of the friendly person, but they sure know how to put a wine together.’

      
      ‘Agreed,’ purred the contented Maeve Kelly.

      
      I’m not the easiest person to stay friends with. I don’t have a routine life. If I’m on surveillance I could be out on duty
         at any time of the day or night, so it’s hard to plan a social life very far ahead. As a result, I’ve lost touch with many
         of my school friends. Most of those who are still local are married and having families now, so they have preoccupations of
         their own. I also have a problem with telling people what I do; I don’t like to draw attention to it. And in general, a private
         detective does not attract people’s attention unless they have a grievance. Then they come looking for you.
     

      
      If I make a new friend, I find it difficult to put in the groundwork and to keep in touch. Maeve understands this, and oddly
         enough her life is not unlike mine. She only really gets to see the people she’s working with. As a result, ours is a very
         relaxed arrangement, and we pick up where we left off whenever we get together. There are never any recriminations about unreturned lunches or calls.
     

      
      ‘How is The Magnificent Michael?’

      
      Her sometimes boyfriend was a magician who rejoiced in the professional title ‘The Amazing Armand’.

      
      She shook her dark brown bob and sighed.

      
      ‘He hates doing kids’ birthday parties. Well, actually, he hates kids full stop. And the local cat got all of his doves during the week, so he’s in even more of a foul temper than usual over that.’
     

      
      ‘I’d better make my three mogs scarce when he comes round next.’

      
      We agreed that this would be wise.

      
      ‘The last kid’s birthday I remember being at was when I was eight. Mary Boyd from up the road hid a load of buns in her knickers
         when she was leaving. I could never understand why – she was allowed to have them, so why steal them?’
     

      
      ‘Women,’ exclaimed Maeve, reaching for the wine. ‘And how was your day at the office, dear?’

      
      ‘Well, I’m off on a paid weekend away to Kildare. Husband-and-wife jobby. She’s supposedly doing the dirty. It’ll be a nasty
         piece of work, I just know it. And I didn’t like him at all.’
     

      
      ‘He paid up front then.’

      
      ‘Oh yes.’

      
      
      Bridie sauntered into view. She stopped in front of Maeve and stared up at her.

      
      ‘Cat, you are not to jump up on me.’
     

      
      ‘You’re probably wasting your breath,’ I told her.

      
      ‘Why is it that they only ever leave white hairs on my dark clothes, and dark hairs on my light ones.’

      
      ‘It’s one of those ancient cat rules that you just have to roll with,’ I explained.

      
      She handed me a parcel. ‘A small, votive offering.’

      
      Inside was a red silk scarf. ‘Oh Maeve, it’s beautiful.’

      
      ‘I know, it kills me to part with it. I wouldn’t mind one myself, but I don’t suppose even the heaviest of hints to Magic Mickey will have any success. Has your hero coughed anything up yet?’
     

      
      ‘No, not yet. He’s gone to an audition for some new Irish play this afternoon, so he’s a bit preoccupied.’

      
      There was a pause.

      
      ‘That sounded awfully like an excuse, didn’t it,’ I said.

      
      Another pause.

      
      ‘Is he even paying you rent on this place yet?’

      
      I began to burble. ‘Well, it is my house, Maeve, I mean I’d be paying the mortgage anyway. And he’s not working at the moment.
         If I took some of his dole, he wouldn’t even be able to go out for a few pints.’
     

      
      ‘Look Leo, I’ve known Barry a long time, and I really like the guy. He’s great fun, he means well, but he’s careless with people. And most importantly, he’s lazy as sin. He’s never going to get up off his arse and do something
         if you don’t insist on it. In the end of all, you’re doing him no favours carrying on like this.’
     

      
      Where are her camp emphases when you need them?

      
      ‘I know you’re right,’ I said, ‘but I’m not even half drunk enough to think about it now. I just want to toast being over
         the hill.’
     

      
      She raised her glass. ‘Cheers, old crone. And don’t mind me, my own love life is a bit of a joke – without a punchline.’
     

      
      ‘But with a cast of thousands,’ I reminded her.

      
      ‘I suppose you could say that Barry is proof that there’s no such thing as free love any more. Men,’ she laughed, ‘fuck them.’

      
      I raised my glass. ‘If only.’

      
      Maeve began to fumble in her bag again.

      
      ‘Is it my imagination, or is that thing getting bigger all the time?’ I asked.

      
      ‘As the actress said to the bishop. I can bloody well find nothing in it, even though everything I own is probably in here.’
     

      
      ‘It’s more of a tardis than a bag,’ I pointed out.

      
      ‘Yeah. And Freud would have a field-day with some sort of anal retention theory, wouldn’t he?’ By now she had all but disappeared into the thing. ‘Where the hell is that yoke? Aha! Have a hairdo on me,’ she said, handing me a gift voucher.
     

      
      ‘Oh God,’ I groaned, ‘you’re turning into my mother. She’s forever at me about my hair. I wouldn’t mind, but it’s her fault
         I have this kink in it in the first place. If she’d married a man with straight hair I might have been spared.’
     

      
      ‘No, no, you only think you want straight hair. Look at mine. Every time I go to a hairdresser they lift up a section of it, with real pity, and
         say, “It’s very fine, isn’t it”, and I just want to scream, “Yeah well, that’s all I have, so just do something with it”.’
     

      
      ‘At least you have a choice – straight or curly, I just have kink.’

      
      ‘Leo, if you could just have seen some of the awful perms I’ve had over the years. I’ve had shaggy, frizzy, tight, screwball and shite. Not to mention the time I decided to go blonde as well, and my hair started to fall out. It was a nightmare. Not even your mother could have approved of it. So it was back to my own little offering of thin. If anyone wants anything else, they can get me a wig.’
     

      
      ‘The trials of being a woman. More fine wine my dear?’

      
      Maeve is all about the art of the possible. So when she stuck in a tape of music she’d found in her bag, it was only natural that we would start singing and dancing along. My neighbours are regularly treated to my lit-up front
         room bedecked with bouncing, laughing women, and a soundtrack of the latest hits. It’s the magic of Maeve. She’s encouraging
         and open and generous and unafraid. She embraces life.
     

      
      She’s also good at knowing what will pass muster with a mammy. So while I sluiced down in the shower, she ransacked my wardrobe
         for suitable birthday clothes. A lot of the trendy stuff that I’d bought recently had been while on shopping trips with Maeve.
         She’s a pro when it comes to retail therapy. Trousers and jeans are the only sensible option for me on a working day, and
         consequently Maeve has forbidden the buying of pants on our excursions, unless they are from a lingerie department. Now I
         have lots of skirts and occasion-wear. All that’s missing, usually, is an occasion.
     

      
      She’d laid out various combinations on the bed for us to argue over.

      
      ‘I don’t know why I’m pretending to give you a choice at all,’ she said, ‘because tonight you’re going to show off those gorgeous legs of yours, so that means the little jersey dress.’
     

      
      A short, civilised spat later, she was admiring me in the full-length mirror. I started to laugh.

      
      ‘Barry is usually the one to admire himself in this.’

      
      
      ‘Now why does that not surprise me,’ she grinned. ‘Oh, I shouldn’t slag him off, really, all actors are vain, in their own peculiar way. And at least he keeps himself in shape. You look fantastic, birthday girl.’
     

      
      Actually, the result wasn’t bad at all. The plain, long-sleeved dress came to just above the knee, and Maeve had inveigled
         me into a pair of high-heeled slingback sandals. I looked almost willowy, or tottering drunk, depending on your point of view.
         She made me scrape my hair back into a sort of low Spanish bun, and we matched this with some make-up.
     

      
      ‘If that doesn’t take the eye out of Barry Agnew’s head, then he’s certifiably dead,’ said Maeve.

      
      I draped her beautiful present around my shoulders. ‘Thank you Maeve, you’ve worked a miracle.’

      
      She looked at me quizzically. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Leo,’ she said. ‘Jesus, you need to get out more. If we don’t get you
         over this shy, modesty thing, it’ll just become plain annoying, rather than charming. We need to get you some self-confidence, woman. You need to get yourself some.’
     

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I find it nearly impossible to take a compliment, Maeve, that’s all. I’m not being ungrateful, and I’m thrilled
         with all of this. It’s just that I’m not used to taking that much interest in my appearance. I mean, the last thing you’d want to do in my line of work is draw attention to yourself.’
     

      
      ‘Point taken,’ she said. ‘Right, now that I’ve done my bit for the rehabilitation of the elderly, I really must go. So, one
         for the door, and then I’m off.’
     

      
      We also had one for the road.

      
      By the time Barry got home, Maeve had left and I was feeling nicely sozzled. Precisely the right state of mind for facing
         the Street mob with a boyfriend they didn’t approve of. They liked him well enough. Just didn’t approve of him – an apparently,
         and actually, out-of-work actor, living off their only daughter’s meagre earnings. But, as Maeve often pointed out, an actor
         is for life, not just for Christmas. I didn’t mind. If it had been the other way around they wouldn’t have batted an eyelid.
         Or so I reasoned. Not much of an argument, but it was the best I could muster at the time.
     

      
      A human whirlwind banged through the door. He shook some raindrops from his dark curls and swore.

      
      I posed by the fireplace so that he could admire my finery. ‘How did the audition go?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Ah Jesus, don’t talk to me. I’ve just spent an hour of my life wanking in front of a dozen strangers. With all my clothes
         on. We “improvised”, yaw?’ He had the rabbit’s ears fingers out on both hands and wiggled them. ‘I was a squashed grapefruit, a remould tyre, and a right prick if you ask me. It proved we have no
         inhibitions, yaw? I hope to fuck I don’t get that fucking job. C’mere till I give you a kiss.’
     

      
      I smiled and began to walk towards him. He reached out, grabbed Snubby, and planted a big one on her furry black head.

  



      
      
      
      THREE

      
      Peter Street was in something of a catch 22 situation.

      
      My brother was a taxi-man, and our dad’s latest gambit was to call him when he was ready to leave the pub and have Peter take
         him home. For this he would pay a nominal £3. But when Peter charged him he was a bollocks for charging his own father who’d
         reared him, and if he didn’t charge he was a bollocks because he has himself and a wife and child to support and can’t afford
         to be giving fares away.
     

      
      ‘He doesn’t even ask for me by name or taxi number any more,’ my brother explained. ‘He just phones the office and tells them
         to send the bollocks around.’
     

      
      
      ‘It’s even more worrying that the office know exactly who he means,’ I pointed out.

      
      ‘Isn’t it,’ he laughed.

      
      Take the money as well as the abuse was the general consensus.

      
      ‘Happy Birthday, Mammy,’ I said, presenting a hefty tome on Cézanne which I knew she’d been visiting in the National Gallery
         Bookshop for weeks now. My mother paints. My brothers found this an embarrassment when they were younger, because the walls
         of the house were festooned with nudes from her life-drawing class. It was a short-lived embarrassment, and in time they became
         positively interested in those naked women, as did their teenage friends. These days she was wrestling with landscape.
     

      
      ‘Arra Leo,’ she said, ‘this is far too much.’ She kissed me on the cheek. ‘Aren’t you just gorgeous when you get out of those
         awful trousers you’re always in. Isn’t she, Barry?’
     

      
      ‘Oh yes,’ he said, over his shoulder, as he hung up the coats.

      
      ‘I clean up good,’ I said.

      
      ‘Leo, Barry,’ acknowledged my father. ‘I see ye got a lift in the Special Branch car.’ Peter’s new taxi was indeed an ex-Branch
         motor. ‘Did the bollocks charge ye?’
     

      
      
      ‘No Dad, birthday present.’

      
      ‘It’ll be grand when he gets the bloodstains out of the back seat, I suppose.’

      
      ‘Daddy, there are no bloodstains on the seats, nor are there any used hypodermic needles waiting to prick your sorry old arse,’
         I explained.
     

      
      ‘Lovely. Lovely talk from a girl. I don’t know what the world is coming to. I suppose you’ll be drinking pints next.’

      
      ‘And voting,’ I said.

      
      ‘Where did we go wrong?’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t know, Dad, but personally I blame the parents.’

      
      ‘Howaya Leo, Barry.’ My sister-in-law, Anne, stood in the kitchen doorway. ‘You’re looking great, Leo, you’ve lovely legs,
         do you know that? The rest of the gang are in the dining room, so grab wine and in you go. I’d let you stir the gravy, but
         we’re trying to avoid that kind of disaster this evening.’
     

      
      ‘Anne,’ I explained, ‘it’s all part of my devilish and cunning plan to distance myself from the shackles of domestication,
         and thereby further the twin causes of feminism and equality, after centuries of oppression.’
     

      
      I gasped for breath.

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, and the Pope is a Protestant,’ she said.

      
      
      I caught sight of a large, white, hairy thing, with a bushy tail held high in the air. ‘Hiya Smokey Joe,’ I called. He didn’t
         even deign to pause. I didn’t take offence. I was used to being humiliated by him in front of people, we all were; it was
         a regular occurrence and he showed no mercy. Smokey Joe Street is the coolest cat alive. We have a fantasy that he spends
         his nights sitting cross-legged on the garden wall, drinking vodka-martinis and smoking whatever is on the go. He rules.
     

      
      Stephen Street was covered with his two children in the next room. As they bounced up and down on their father, Mary announced,
         ‘We are getting a new baby.’
     

      
      ‘Yes,’ agreed her brother, Dominick, ‘and he will be called Gordon or Toby or Edward or Percy.’

      
      Their pregnant mother, Angela, threw her eyes to heaven and explained, ‘They’re all train engines, friends of Thomas.’

      
      ‘Or Baby Bottom,’ said Mary. Not, as far as I’m aware, a friend of the famous tank-engine.

      
      ‘That’s a fantastic outfit, Leo, really suits you,’ said Angela. ‘God, what must it be like to be able to see most of your
         legs, and to fit into something that doesn’t have to have expanding elastic panels.’
     

      
      ‘Not too long to go now, Angela, and all that’ll come back to you, like riding a bicycle.’

      
      
      ‘Actually, riding a bicycle is one of the last things I’ll be contemplating,’ she said. ‘Sitting on a cushion will be more
         the order of the day, if memory serves.’
     

      
      ‘Dominick,’ said Stephen, ‘tell Aunty Leo what Daddy is.’

      
      ‘Daddy is the boss,’ said the four-year-old.

      
      ‘And what is Mummy?’

      
      ‘Mummy is a dictayto,’ came the reply.

      
      ‘Little traitor,’ said his mother. ‘Last week he told a neighbour that Daddy buys newspapers with Daddy’s money, and Mummy buys magazines with Daddy’s money. He’ll learn the word B.I.M.B.O. next and just cut straight to the chase.’
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