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I swear by Apollo Physician and Asclepius and Hygieia and Panaceia and all the gods, and goddesses, making them my witnesses, that I will fulfil according to my ability and judgement this oath and this covenant:

To hold him who has taught me this art as equal to my parents and to live my life in partnership with him, and if he is in need of money to give him a share of mine, and to regard his offspring as equal to my brothers in male lineage and to teach them this art – if they desire to learn it – without fee and covenant; to give a share of precepts and oral instruction and all the other learning to my sons and to the sons of him who has instructed me and to pupils who have signed the covenant and have taken the oath according to medical law, but to no one else.

I will apply dietetic measures for the benefit of the sick according to my ability and judgement; I will keep them from harm and injustice.

I will neither give a deadly drug to anybody if asked for it, nor will I make a suggestion to this effect. Similarly I will not give to a woman an abortive remedy. In purity and holiness I will guard my life and my art.

I will not use the knife, not even on sufferers from stone, but will withdraw in favour of such men as are engaged in this work.

Whatever houses I may visit, I will come for the benefit of the sick, remaining free of all intentional injustice, of all mischief and in particular of sexual relations with both female and male persons, be they free or slaves.

What I may see or hear in the course of treatment or even outside of the treatment in regard to the life of men, which on no account one must spread abroad, I will keep myself holding such things shameful to be spoken about.

If I fulfil this oath and do not violate it, may it be granted to me to enjoy life and art, being honoured with fame among all men for all time to come; if I transgress it and swear falsely, may the opposite of all this be my lot.

Hippocratic Oath
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When the buzzer sounded and the doors rolled back Pavel Sunic stepped from the cell he shared with three others and moved down the walkway towards the metal stairs at the end of the level. He knew as he descended to the floor below that his every step was being tracked by Minsk’s number-one lookout, Amor. Pavel did not glance up. He would not give Amor the satisfaction of seeing his searching eyes. This was the day they would attempt to take him out. He had heard it the night before from the snitch, Dabic.

He glanced at the guards, standing with their rifles held across their massive chests. They sensed something too. There was a definite vibe in the air, that invisible scent of trouble. They could feel it but were powerless to prevent what was coming.

It amused Pavel to see them so nervous. Every single guard in Zenica looked like a steroid-filled gym bunny. They were loud and abrasive and liked to throw their weight about. What fools they were. Pavel despised them. He had learned long before that muscle did not equal might, certainly not in this place, filled as it was with thieves, murderers and psychotic madmen. Or outside on the streets where crooks and men made inhumane by the war would slit your throat for making the wrong kind of eye contact. Pavel Sunic had long ago learned that all eye contact was the wrong kind.

Pavel should have been frightened but instead he was strangely calm. What did fear offer a man like him – or any man for that matter? What was the point of it? He had tasted fear, had choked on it and been paralysed by it. He had smelt it on his father during the early days of the war, when neighbour had turned on neighbour and people had disappeared from their homes never to be seen again. He would not forget how useless fear had made people. Now he understood that fear was a weakness: it sucked the strength from a person and left them shaking and vulnerable, like a child. It did not prevent anything.

He would fear no man. He would fear no one.

Pavel entered the mess hall, falling into line near the kitchen. Zenica was the largest of the Bosnian prisons and could house 464 inmates. Because of a fire in another prison, it was currently holding 620. Overcrowding caused tempers to flare and emotions to run high as rival factions snapped and snarled over space and rations like junkyard dogs over a spilled bin. The week before, two Muslim hustlers had beaten a Croat thief into a coma. There was no telling where a fuse waited to be lit.

Pavel collected his food and turned to find a seat. He immediately caught sight of Minsk and his crew sitting at a table to the right of the hall. No one looked directly at him, but he knew they had noted his presence. Their studious refusal to glance his way was a clear indication of their interest. Stupid though they were, they were also cunning. There were five of them, a tight-knit group originally from Sarajevo, and they had been transferred to Zenica from the city a month before. Within the first week, Minsk, their leader, had found Pavel in the exercise yard and thrown a friendly arm around his shoulders. He had ordered Pavel either to cease trading cigarettes and weed or to cough up a percentage. Pavel had declined to take his ‘advice’, offering instead to cut off Minsk’s head and rip out his spine if he laid a hand on him again. The resulting fight had seen both Minsk and Pavel spend twenty days in solitary.

It had been a mistake. Pavel had let his emotions rule his head. He was a hard man. At twenty-eight he had spent almost a decade living on the fringe of society – a drifter, a freelance criminal, cold, hungry and beholden to no one but a younger sister to whom he sent money every week. But ever since that fight he had felt the eyes of the wolves watching him in the mess hall and the yard. His days were numbered. As a lone operator, what little support he might have garnered had trickled away while he had been holed up in isolation. Minsk’s men had taken over his trade by force. Now Pavel had nothing left to offer, no free pass to call on. His card was well and truly marked.

After breakfast they went to the showers. Two men started a fight just beyond the toilets. As the guards went to break them up, Pavel found himself surrounded by Minsk’s crew. He put up a good fight but, outnumbered as he was, it did not take them long to overpower him. Once he went down he was savagely beaten, shanked and left for dead. He crawled along the tiles to the main drying area and watched as his blood streamed across the wet tiles like pink ribbons. The inmates ignored him or drifted away, like steam. He was unconscious when the guards found him and raced him to the infirmary.

He lived. The doctor stitched him up, dressed his wounds and left him in the ward for two weeks. The pain medication confused him and left him irritable and frightened. He had hallucinations. His sister Ana was contacted and came to see him. He thought he remembered her being there, but it might have been a dream. He thought he remembered her crying, begging him to hold on, that she would have him released. Pavel lay shivering on his bed and watched the shadows move across the walls as day turned to night and night to day again. His fever broke, but he barely slept and could hardly bring himself to eat. He thought of the man who had put him inside, a corrupt policeman called Ademi; he thought of the stash Ademi had confiscated. He thought of the beatings he had received before, during and after his incarceration. He thought of death.

It was hard not to think about death when he had seen so much of it already. He felt as though he knew Death personally, recognised him as part of his life. In his half-sleep he dreamed that Death was a black-eyed spectre, tall and emaciated with hands like talons and hooves for feet. Death whispered to him in his dreams. He tried not to listen, to turn his head away, but Death would not be ignored. Death knew him. Death waited for him. His father had met Death, his mother too. Only his sister remained, and it was because of her that Pavel did not tie his sheets into a noose and rid himself of his agony. He had practically raised her and she needed him. He would not abandon her, would not leave her alone in the world.

There would be no suicide.

To occupy himself, he thought instead of Ademi. He thought of the cop’s greasy face. He thought of his smell, the way the man had beaten him with a two-pound sap, making sure not to break his skin, to leave the bruises hidden and evenly spread.

Pavel thought of Ademi and vowed to stay alive.

Four days after he was released from the infirmary Pavel was summoned to the warder’s office. He limped there between two smartly dressed guards. The one on his right with the pockmarked face was called Kruskey. Pavel had learned that he had found him lying, bleeding, on the floor. Pavel thought to thank him, but the older man’s jaw was set in such a way that he did not bother. The guards did their jobs, but they did not care for people like him. He was Roma, worthless to them, but less trouble and paperwork if he remained alive.

Stolvat, the warder, was seated behind his desk when Pavel and the guards arrived. He was an impressive hulk of a man with a handlebar moustache and a five o’clock shadow twenty-four hours a day. Stolvat was old school. He ran the prison with a steel fist. It was said that the highly polished wooden baton he carried on his customised belt had dented the head of many a rabble-rouser. It was said that more than one crushed head was buried behind the sandpits to the rear of the prison. It was said that as a young man he had worked within the shadows of the ruling party. It was said that he was untouchable. Stolvat would neither confirm nor deny any rumour.

‘Sit.’

Before Pavel had a chance to comply Kruskey’s hand clamped on his shoulder and he was shoved into a chair. He winced. His stitches had only been out a few days.

Stolvat leaned on his desk and linked his hands together. ‘I thought you were an orphan.’

Pavel tried to work up some saliva. It dawned on him that he had not spoken in many days. ‘Yes, I have only my sister.’

Stolvat looked at him as though Pavel was something unpleasant he had stepped in.

‘You must have great friends, then. Important friends.’

‘I have no friends.’

Stolvat and Kruskey exchanged a look that Pavel did not like.

‘Your sister is married?’

‘A widow.’

‘What does she do?’

‘She cuts hair.’

‘Where?’

‘All over.’

‘Your father, what was his occupation?’

‘He repaired cars.’

‘Did he work “all over” too?’

‘No,’ Pavel said, narrowing his eyes. ‘He had a shop.’

‘A Roma with an occupation,’ Stolvat sneered. ‘What happened to it?’

‘During the war the landlord sold it to another man. He had put up the rent and my father could no longer afford it.’

‘So he decided to become a criminal instead.’

‘My father was no criminal.’

‘Just you, huh?’

Pavel shrugged. ‘I did what I had to do to support my sister and my mother when she was alive.’

‘I think you are a troublemaker.’

‘You are free to think what you like.’

‘I know that,’ Stolvat said, more forcefully. ‘I think you have many irons in the fire.’

Pavel did not reply.

Stolvat stared at him for a long time. He gave a half-smile when he noticed Pavel’s hands were bunched tight on his lap. Finally he reached for a piece of paper on his desk and slid it across to Pavel. ‘Can you read?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then read that.’

Pavel picked up the page and scanned it quickly. He read it once more and put it back on the desk. The charges against him had been withdrawn: new evidence had come to light exonerating him of owning the drugs found in his car. Ademi had signed it. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Neither do I. But I know Ademi. He is not a man who admits many mistakes.’

‘I don’t know why he has changed his mind.’

Stolvat narrowed his eyes. ‘Perhaps it’s because someone put the squeeze on him.’

‘I have no one to do such things,’ Pavel said, genuinely bewildered.

‘Well, someone convinced him to issue a retraction,’ Stolvat said, his gaze never wavering. ‘Something persuaded him.’

Pavel thought of his sister and, for the first time in many years, he tasted fear.
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‘Dad!’

‘Just a minute, I’ll be right with you.’ Tom Cooper grabbed a dishcloth from the sink and lifted a pan of boiling potatoes onto a different ring.

‘Dad! Sean’s picking his nose at the table! Tell him to stop.’

‘I am not!’

‘You were, and that’s gross.’

‘I wasn’t!’

‘I saw you.’

Tom took a smaller saucepan from the rack and emptied a tin of baked beans into it. He glanced at the kitchen clock and wondered when his wife would get home from work. Alison spent more and more time at the hospital, these days. ‘Sean, what did we say about nose-picking at the table?’

‘But, Dad, I wasn’t—’

‘You were so. Don’t lie, Sean, you’ll only make things worser.’

‘Worse,’ Tom corrected automatically, rolling his eyes at Maggie’s tone of outrage. If there was one thing Maggie couldn’t abide it was to be challenged. He bent down and checked that the fish fingers in the oven hadn’t burst into flames.

He swirled the beans, opened the press over the sink, grabbed the ketchup and the malt vinegar, then carried them next door into the dinner nook. ‘Maggie, I asked you to stop feeding Toby from the table.’

‘I’m not.’

Tom lifted the flap of the oil-cloth table cover. The spaniel was sitting between the children’s legs. His tail thumped on the ground twice. He was still chewing the crusty bread that Maggie had lovingly smeared with about an inch of butter. Tom wondered if dogs ever suffered from high cholesterol. ‘Now who’s telling fibs?’

‘But, Daddy—’

‘He’ll have his food after dinner. Come on, Toby, out of there.’

Toby slunk out and climbed into his bed.

‘Do you think it’ll be very scary?’ Sean asked his older sister.

‘It might be, but I won’t be scared,’ Maggie said, raising her chin in defiance.

‘Me neither. I was only asking.’

Tom ruffled Sean’s hair. ‘Don’t worry – Harry Potter’s not scary.’

‘He’s not, but Voldemort is,’ Maggie said. ‘Daddy, did you not see his head on the posters?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘Then how can you say it’s not scary? Think about his face. If you met him on the road, wouldn’t you be scared?’

Tom retreated to the kitchen. There was no use arguing with that sort of logic.

At twelve Maggie was already a mini Alison. She had his wife’s dark curly hair, her pale skin and her luminous grey eyes. She had also inherited her preference for the last word.

‘Dad, I can smell burning,’ Maggie called.

‘Shit – the fish fingers!’

‘Dad!’

‘Oops, sorry. You didn’t hear that.’

‘We did,’ Maggie said.

‘We did,’ Sean agreed.

Tom was scraping the fish fingers from the tinfoil onto the chopping board when the kitchen phone rang. He grabbed it and shoved it under his chin. ‘Hello?’

‘You sound frazzled – is everything okay?’

‘Fine. All under control,’ Tom replied, wondering how Alison could tell he was frazzled from one word. Maybe it was a doctor thing; maybe they just sensed when things were off kilter. ‘I’m about to dish up. Are you nearly home? Did you remember to pick up the popcorn?’

‘I’m sorry, Tom, I won’t be able make it. I’ve been asked to hang on for a few hours.’

Tom noticed Maggie was watching him. He winked at her and moved deeper into the kitchen until he was out of view. ‘Hold on, Alison, we’re watching Harry Potter, remember? The kids are expecting you home.’

‘Tom, please,’ Alison said. ‘You know we’re short-staffed with that bloody virus doing the rounds. There’s no need for you to take that tone with me.’

‘Jesus,’ Tom kicked a cupboard door shut with his heel, ‘we’ve hardly seen you this week and the kids were really looking forward to seeing that damn film with both of us.’

‘You can still go ahead with dvd night.’

‘Can’t you get someone else to do it?’

‘Like who? Edward is sick and Maura is still on maternity leave. Beth and I are both pulling extra shifts. It’s not like I can be selective about when I work.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means the hospital is running on a skeleton crew and we’re swamped. There are people blocking up the corridors in A and E.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t want to fight with you.’

‘I don’t want to fight with you either.’

‘I’ll be home as soon as I can. Tell the kids I’m sorry.’ She hung up.

Tom dropped the phone onto the counter, drained the water and tumbled the potatoes into a large bowl. Next he scraped the beans – the ones that weren’t stuck to the bottom of the saucepan – onto the plates with the fish fingers. He put everything on a tray and took it to the dining area.

‘Who was on the phone?’ Maggie asked immediately.

‘Mammy – she got held up in work and she can’t make it in time for the film.’

Maggie pulled a disapproving face in a disturbingly adult fashion. It was as though she had predicted it. Sean, however, looked crushed. ‘Will we see her later?’

‘I don’t know, kiddo. She said to give you a big kiss and a hug in case you fall asleep before she gets home.’

Maggie lifted the lid of the bowl and wrinkled her nose. ‘These are not mashed.’

‘They’re new potatoes. You’re not supposed to mash them.’

‘I like them mashed.’

‘You’ll like these too.’

‘I won’t.’

‘I’m going to stay awake until Mammy gets home,’ Sean said.

‘There’s skin on them!’ Maggie said.

‘It’s just potato.’ Tom could feel a headache building behind his eyes. ‘It peels off.’

‘But—’

‘Maggie! Don’t start – please.’

She puckered her mouth, but jabbed a potato with her fork and lifted it onto her plate. ‘How many do you want, Sean?’

‘One, please.’

‘Daddy, will you get me the milk?’

‘There’s water in the jug, Maggie.’

‘Please, I’d prefer milk.’ She glanced at him slyly. ‘And you always say calcium is good for bones.’

Tom sighed, went back into the kitchen and got the milk from the fridge. He returned and placed it on the table. ‘Okay, now – hey! Where’s your potato gone?’

‘I ate it.’ Maggie pointed to her stomach.

Tom glanced down. There was the tiniest piece of skin on her plate but nothing else. He glanced at Sean, but his son was suddenly engrossed in his own dinner. He checked the bowl, then tilted and looked under the table.

Toby was finishing off his daughter’s potato.

Tom straightened. He said nothing, but got another from the bowl – a bigger one this time – and dropped it onto her plate. ‘Eat.’

‘But, Daddy—’

‘But nothing. If you don’t eat it, you can forget about the film.’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘Your choice, potato or Harry Potter.’

Maggie’s pupils seemed to darken, as if a sudden squall had raced across the iris of each eye.

‘The choice is yours, Maggie,’ Tom said softly.

In sullen silence she began to hack pieces of skin from her potato. She smothered it in ketchup and began to eat.

Sean picked at his food listlessly. ‘I don’t like them like this either,’ he said, more to himself than to Tom. ‘I like Mammy’s ones.’

‘Well, I like them too, but Mammy’s not here so eat up.’ They shared a silent dinner before both children asked to be excused and slipped off into the sitting room.

By the time the film was over and he had harried and harassed them into their pyjamas, Tom Cooper was exhausted and cross. He opened a bottle of red wine and headed to the living room. He drank, listened to Bowie’s Diamond Dogs and tried not to think of how trapped he felt in his marriage.
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John Quigley signalled to the barman for another two drinks. He fumbled some money onto the counter and watched somewhat blearily as the little man free-poured at least a double into his glass.

‘How’s business, John?’ he asked.

‘Ticketyboo,’ John said in his head, but it came out as ‘isytiboo’.

The barman laughed and hopped off to chat up two kids who looked as if they ought to be at home studying for the Leaving Cert.

John was in Solas, only a few doors from his office. It was Friday evening so the place was packed with people who hadn’t been home yet and others on their way out. He was among the former and beginning to feel it. He glanced up the bar. The DJ, his trilby pulled low over his eyes, blended one tune seamlessly into the next. Or did they all sound the same? Maybe it was just one long tune. He thought he might be a bit drunk. In fact, there was no denying it.

John took up his change, and dropped it into his shirt pocket. He tipped his head to his right and tried to concentrate on what Michelle, his date, was saying. That turned out to be easier said than done. Had she noticed he was a bit tipsy? She was glaring at him. Had she said something? Had she? Shit, she must have. She was looking at him in the irritated way people did when they were expecting him to reply.

‘It’s very loud in here,’ he shouted, spraying her face with saliva. ‘Sorry ’bout that. Don’t you think it’s very loud?’

Michelle Parks was twenty-six and gorgeous. She worked as a receptionist for Vantage Advertising, which had hired John to do a spot of work. He had asked her out on the day he was finishing and she had surprised him by saying yes. Perhaps she had thought a private investigator would be more interesting than one of the tedious dweebs from accounts or sales. She had been wrong. By now she’d be sorry she’d even asked him about his business, he thought, especially since he’d made it obvious to her that he was pining for someone else.

QuicK, the detective agency he owned, had been a two-man show, he had explained twice to the uninterested Michelle, until Sarah Kenny, his former partner, had hightailed it four months before, leaving him to run things alone. It had been, he kept repeating, something of a surprise.

‘She never even had the balls to say it to my face. Left me a note. Not even a call since. Howdja like them apples?’

‘I think I might go.’

‘That’s what women do,’ John told his drink. ‘They go. They come and they go. And we’re supposed to just sit there, waiting, like dogs.’

Michelle said something. John missed it. He turned on his stool and squinted at her. ‘Huh?’

Her lipstick was shiny, he noticed. He squinted some more. Her lips reminded him of wet tyres. He blinked and drained his rum. It burned its way down the back of this throat. He shook his head and picked up his fresh drink. He peered at Michelle. ‘I can’t really hear you.’

‘I think,’ Michelle Parks picked up her handbag and leaned in close, ‘you’re a complete fucking tool. Don’t ever call me again.’

While John was thinking of a response, his date stalked out of the bar without a backward glance. He consulted his watch – twenty past ten. He’d met Michelle at nine. One hour and twenty minutes. Surely this was a new record. His friend Stevie would laugh when he heard about this one.

He signalled to the barman for another rum.

‘Just one?’ the grinning Lothario said, when he managed to drag himself away from the young ones at the end of the bar.

‘Yep, just the one.’

‘Where’d she go?’

‘Beats me.’ John shrugged. ‘She’s evampur … evampue … vanished.’

A short while later, he decided he might as well call it a night. He said his goodbyes and ambled up towards Zaytoon, on Camden Street, where he ordered a kebab and chips and sat at one of the square wooden tables to eat it.

A tool. A complete fucking tool, no less. Well, so what? What did that have to do with the price of tomatoes? Tools were useful: what was wrong with being useful?

He chewed his food mechanically, turned his head and caught a glimpse of his reflection in the window. Hello there, Tramp Face. He saw a slouched sandy-haired man, grouchy and hostile-looking, with grease smeared on his chin and sauce on his fingers.

A complete fucking tool. Maybe that was why Sarah had left. Maybe that was why he was sitting alone on a Friday evening with grease on his chin feeling sorry for himself.

He set down the last of his food and left.

He walked the mile and half to the two-bedroomed cottage he owned off the main drag in Ranelagh. He had bought it with money his parents had left him before the property boom and bust, and it was his oasis of calm. He gazed at the dark windows and realised he had sobered up enough to feel totally down in the dumps.

Dating – why did he even bother with the pretence? Who was he trying to kid? He wasn’t interested in any of the women who might be interested in him. He didn’t want to sit around making small-talk. He didn’t want to discuss films or books or preferred holiday destinations. It was all a load of old bollocks. He was a thirty-eight-year-old private detective, with bugger-all money, few prospects and no real will to alter either.

He let himself into the house, walked to the back door, unlocked it and was almost mown down by Sumo, his wolfhound-German shepherd cross, who came bounding up to greet him. ‘Whoa – whoa there, big fella!’ He scratched the top of Sumo’s wiry head affectionately.

Sumo gave him the customary half-wag of his fanned tail. For Sumo this was a greeting and a half.

‘Who loves ya baby?’

When John had rescued Sumo – then a small, growling, flea-ridden mutt pup with plate-sized paws – he hadn’t realised it would turn out to be one of the best decisions he was ever likely to make. Life was like that: anything he planned turned to crap, anything he didn’t was hunky-dory. Maybe he should be more ‘random’, as the kids seemed to say.

He shucked off his jacket and draped it over a chair in the kitchen. He checked his answering machine and poured himself another drink – Jameson this time. He knew his head wouldn’t thank him in the morning.

He carried his drink into the sitting room, put on a lamp and collapsed onto the cord sofa. He switched on the television, but muted the sound when he saw it was House: he couldn’t cope with Hugh Laurie’s ridiculous mid-Atlantic grumble as he played the eponymous doctor. John didn’t understand the appeal of House: the man was a pig-ignorant rude junkie who played with people’s lives to amuse himself. Yet even his sister Carrie – usually a smart cookie – went into spasms of delight whenever it was on.

‘Now that’s a complete fucking tool,’ he said to Sumo.

Sumo cocked his head.

John took another sip of his drink and set it on the floor next to him. He crawled across the floor and flicked through his CDs. He found a Soulsavers album and put it on. As Mark Lanegan’s deep voice rumbled from the speakers, he sat back in the sofa, removed his wallet from his jeans and opened it. His thumb traced the piece of folded paper that peeped out from behind his credit card.

It was Sarah’s note. He didn’t need to read it. He knew by heart the message she had left for him when she had walked out of his life without so much as a by-your-leave.

Gone.

He wondered where she was and what she was doing right at that moment. Was she listening to music? Was she sleeping? Was she reading? Was she thinking of him? Was she with someone else? Was she watching House?

He thumbed the paper, and watched as House made snarky faces at the good-looking black doctor. He wondered how come none of House’s colleagues punched him in the face. He would if he could.

When Sarah had left he had been worried, frantically making calls and chasing down people he thought might have some idea of where she was. But no one had offered him any clue, and as the weeks had passed and she still hadn’t called he had grown angry. He was still angry.

God, he missed her.

There had been no contact now for nearly four months. Her flat on Patrick Street had just been sold through an agent arranged by Sarah’s eldest sister, Helen. What little money the sale had generated after the mortgage had been paid was forwarded to an account in the UK. It had been emptied and closed two days later and that was the last anyone had heard of Sarah Kenny.

Or so they said. Maybe it wasn’t. What the hell did he know? Helen had never liked him and had been vehemently against Sarah working with him from the outset. She blamed him for Sarah leaving to work in England all those years before. Sarah and John had been childhood sweethearts until John had betrayed her – a stupid drunken fumble with a barmaid. Sarah had decided he was a cheating dog and gone to England where she had lived for years. But that had been another lifetime.

When she had come back and sought him out, he had assumed she had forgiven him, that one day they might get back together again. She had wanted them to be business partners and that was okay with him too. John took a sip of his drink and scowled at the television. When he thought about it, everything had always been on Sarah’s terms. She had wandered back into his life just as he was thinking of setting up a detective agency and he had offered her a job immediately. It had been serendipitous timing, fate, even – if you believed in that sort of thing.

Now she was gone again. And he was supposed to – what? Sit around and be okay with it? Be grateful she had left a note this time?

What had he done wrong?

Even if Helen knew something she might keep it from him. But Jackie, the middle sister, knew how much John was hurting – she would let him know if Sarah got in contact.

Wouldn’t she?

He couldn’t understand Sarah leaving the way she had. Couldn’t understand why or how she could just cut him out of her life. He hated that he needed her. That he had made himself vulnerable to her.

Despite her initial coolness there had been an unmistakable spark between them. They had shared a kiss just before John had gone to England in October to work on a missing-person case, but when he had returned a few days later Sarah had changed. It was as if someone had thrown a switch. The sardonic good-hearted woman he loved had been replaced by someone who balked at shadows and looked hunted when she thought no one was watching.

And then there had been the bruises on her face. She had been mugged, she claimed. She had been walking Sumo and someone had jumped her.

He had never bought that story. It had made no sense to him then and it made none now.

Someone had done a number on her – that had been his interpretation of it – but when he had pressed her she had refused to talk. And now she was gone.

He threw his wallet onto the coffee table and picked up his drink. On screen Dr Gregory House was throwing a ball into the air, his leg on his desk. In the background Mark Lanegan sang a pleading refrain to Jesus, asking Him not to let him die alone.

A complete fucking tool,’ John said, and drained his glass.
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As soon as he was released Pavel had one driving thought and one alone. He had to find his sister. From the moment he had seen Ademi’s signature on his release form he had known she had been behind it and now he needed to know how.

The car he had been using at the time of his arrest had been stolen and was impounded so he caught a bus into the city centre, his few belongings in a grey holdall slung over his shoulder. From there, he took two more buses and eventually reached the village of Susanj, west of Zenica, and from there made his way to the run-down bullet-strafed tenements where Ana shared a two-room flat with her friend, Julia.

But Julia had no idea where Ana was – she had not seen her for almost a fortnight. She told Pavel she was worried for her friend. Ana had been upset after she had gone to see Pavel in the infirmary and had told Julia she would do everything in her power to secure her brother’s release. She had gone to see the policeman, and then a lawyer. Julia thought the latter must have said something useful because Ana had come back excited, sure that she could persuade Ademi to make the retraction. She had said she would be away for a few days and that had been the last Julia had heard from her. ‘She must have said something more,’ Pavel said.

‘Only that she would get you out – and here you are.’

Pavel sat forward on the threadbare sofa. ‘Give me the name of the lawyer.’

Julia wrote it down and passed it to him with a shaking hand. She did not ask what he was going to do. She wished he would leave the apartment. She knew many stories about Pavel, about his exploits. She loved Ana, but Pavel terrified her.

Pavel thanked her and folded the address into his pocket. When he stood, she remained seated until he had closed the apartment door behind him.

Later that afternoon Pavel stood across the street from the building in Zenica that housed the lawyer’s office. He was smoking and eating an apple at the same time. The block was old, standing ugly and squat between two newer commercial developments. This had been a residential area in his younger days, but now it had gained a reputation as a professional area. Around him men and women strode along in sensible shoes and mid-priced suits. He watched them, pitying them, the lives they thought they lived. Rats on a treadmill.

They made no eye contact with Pavel, as he knew they would not. He had long been invisible to the world of legitimacy.

Pavel finished his apple, tossed the core over his shoulder and crossed the street. He read the plaques outside the main door. The lawyer’s office was on the fifth floor. He pretended to read the many notices stuck to the wall until someone came out. Then he slipped inside before the door could close behind them.

The building was poorly maintained. The foyer was grubby and dated and the metal lift did not work. Pavel climbed the stairs quickly and, on the fifth landing, found himself facing two massive mahogany doors. The lawyer’s office was on the right.

He bent forward to listen, and heard typing from inside. He tapped and the typing stopped. The door buzzed and he pushed it open.

The office consisted of one large room with a single window. It was divided into two by a partition of wood and frosted glass. The woman who now regarded him with bored detachment was obviously a secretary. She was thin and brittle-looking, with glasses dangling from her wrinkled neck on a gold chain.

‘Yes?’

‘I’m here to speak with Igor Travnic.’

‘Do you have an appointment?’

‘No.’

‘You need an appointment.’

Pavel waited. The woman frowned at him.

‘I must see him.’

‘What is it in connection with?’

Pavel could see the shape of another person seated at a desk behind the frosted glass. ‘I was given his name. My business with him is for his ears only.’

‘As I told you, Mr Travnic is busy. You must make an appointment if you wish to see him.’

‘Tell him I’m looking for my sister. Her name is Ana Sunic.’

The woman opened a large ledger on her desk. ‘I can give you an appointment for …’ she ran a finger down the page ‘… next Tuesday, the nineteenth.’

Pavel shook his head. ‘No. I must speak with him now.’

She locked eyes with him. ‘Must I ring the police?’

Behind the frosted glass the figure pushed back a chair and stood up. Igor Travnic appeared from behind the partition. ‘It’s all right, Vana.’ He was a small man, birdlike, wearing an ill-fitting blue suit that looked twenty years out of date. His hair was a dirty grey and thin. There was dandruff on his shoulders. ‘Please, how can I help you?’ he asked.

‘I am looking for my sister.’

‘I heard. But why are you here?’

Pavel tilted his head. ‘I was told she came here to talk to you two weeks ago.’

‘What was her name again?’

‘Ana Sunic.’

‘I don’t recognise it.’

Pavel could tell Travnic was lying to him. He described his sister, but he knew he was wasting his time.

‘I’m sorry.’ Travnic spread his hands. ‘I cannot help you.’

‘Maybe I have the wrong information.’

‘It would seem so,’ Travnic said. ‘I wish you luck with your search.’

Pavel left and closed the door. He walked down the stairs and stood outside in the sunshine. Travnic had lied, which meant he had something to hide. The lawyer would soon learn that luck had very little to do with the way in which Pavel operated.
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On Monday morning a grumpy and mildly dishevelled John Quigley let himself into a ramshackle Victorian building on Wexford Street. He collected his mail and climbed the rickety stairs to the fourth flour, where his office nestled under the eaves. It was a small room, with two desks, a cupboard, a filing cabinet, two wicker chairs for clients and two sash windows that let in the cold air during winter.

He put on the kettle and sat at his desk to open his mail.

The first envelope contained the cheque from Vantage Advertising. For some reason the money did little to cheer him – it was great and he needed it, but it reminded him of their receptionist’s summation of his character. ‘A complete fucking tool,’ he muttered.

The contents of the second envelope sent him from grumpy to foul-tempered. The vulture-run management committee that owned the building, and numerous others in the area, was demanding that he and the other tenants paid an additional sum to improve the ‘distressing state of the communal area’.

John read the letter again, balled it up and tossed it into the bin. They could bloody well sing for it. He doubted any of the motley crew who shared the building would think any differently. Rodney Mitchell, an alcoholic solicitor who kept an office on the floor below John, was permanently broke. Freak FM, a pirate radio station owned by John’s pal Mike Brannigan, was in crisis because Mike was on enforced R&R in Mountjoy Prison: he had been caught driving across the city one night with sixty thousand black-market cigarettes in the boot of his car. Upon being presented with the evidence he had expressed surprise, claiming he had loaned the vehicle to a number of people the day before and hadn’t checked it thoroughly when he’d got it back. Because this was blameless Mike’s third such ‘surprise’, Justice Carmel Healy decided she’d soften his cough by sticking him inside for a few months.

John had learned this from DJ Clique, one of the more amenable youths who worked at Freak. Clique was a multi-pierced, softly spoken, intelligent Gothy-emo kid, who did a daily show. He often did odd jobs for John, and everyone was fond of the young man, even the vicious-tongued harpy who ran the dusty grocery shop on the ground floor.

Bloody gentrification, John thought, flicking through the rest of his post. That was one thing the recession had going for it: it was killing off the boho bollocks. At one point you couldn’t swing a cat in Dublin without bouncing it off high-end boutique coffee shops and overpriced wholefood outlets. It had been downright tiresome.

John was reading the Sun when the office phone rang. ‘’Lo?’

No one spoke but he could hear a television or radio in the background.

‘Speak now or forever hold your peace,’ John said, and turned a page. Kerry Katona was on another diet and gurning for the camera. How was that news?

‘Am I through to the detective agency?’

It was an older woman’s voice, high and uncertain.

‘You sure are.’

‘I need … I need you to help me.’

‘Why don’t you fill me in and I’ll see what I can do?’

‘My name is Rose Butler. My daughter Alison is … She was a doctor at Mercy Hospital. She died on Friday. ’

John sat up straighter. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss.’

‘I’ve read about you and your agency in the papers. Can I come and see you? I just need to talk to someone.’

‘Of course. I’m free this morning.’

Shortly before noon John Quigley made a cup of tea and handed it to Rose Butler, a smartly dressed lady in her late sixties. She wore a grey woollen skirt, matching jacket, brown tights and sturdy shoes. She was holding her emotions in check as best as she could, but her eyes were red-rimmed and she looked washed out under her face powder. She reminded John a little of his own mother, old-school Dublin: there would be no nonsense and no dramatics.

‘So, your daughter was a doctor at the Mercy,’ John said, handing her the cup and saucer, then taking a seat behind his desk.

‘Yes, she was always a clever girl, Mr Quigley. When she was little she was reading books I couldn’t make head or tail of. Her father – may the Lord have mercy on him – used to say she was a walking encyclopedia.’

John smiled.

‘I don’t know what to think,’ Rose said, and for a moment her resolve threatened to break. Alison was a gentle, kind person. She wouldn’t have done this to us, or to her children.’

‘Can you tell me what happened the day she died?’ John wished he had a box of tissues to offer her, but it had been Sarah who had thought of such simple touches.

‘She went to work on Friday as normal. She was in work and, as far as anyone knows, she was fine. Then she went out for lunch and when she came back she said she had to go. The next time she was seen was when a maid found her in a room at the Hill Crest Hotel early on Saturday morning.’

‘Where’s that? Out near Stillorgan?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was she alone?’

‘She was when they found her.’

‘Do you know who hired the room?’

‘She did. At least, they think she did. The receptionist says it was a woman.’

‘Was this an unusual thing for your daughter to have done? Take a hotel room like that?’

‘Yes, I believe so.’ Her voice was shaking now. ‘Although she might have done it before.’

‘Mrs Butler, I’m so sorry but I have to ask this. Was there any sign that Alison had been with somebody?’

‘Not that I know of.’ Tears glistened in Rose Butler’s eyes. ‘She was just there in the bath, with her poor wrists torn to ribbons.’

‘I know how hard this is for you.’

‘Of course, he has them convinced she was suicidal.’
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