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      For Anna, the Lady of the Manor

      
   
      
      1

      
      

      
      For as long as Lorcan Wallace could remember, he had been angry. He had been angry as a boy, angry as teenager and now, at
         the ripe old age of twenty, he was an angry young man. He woke up angry and went to sleep angry. It didn’t seem to matter
         the circumstances, his temper was always there, bubbling and churning below the surface.
      

      
      When his mother had been alive, Lorcan had managed to keep a tighter rein on his volatile emotions. He knew his temper upset
         her terribly.
      

      
      ‘Why, Lorcan, why did you do this? Why can’t you behave yourself?’ she had asked him one afternoon, having been called to
         the school to remove him from the premises.
      

      
      Lorcan had explained as best he could. He had been minding his own business in class, carefully crafting a sheep from plasticine,
         when he had overheard Brian Flynn laughing at him. Brian, a big-mouthed doctor’s son, was a bullying thug, who dished out Chinese burns on unsuspecting girls and stole pencil sharpeners. He and Lorcan had never liked each other, so when
         Lorcan had heard him mock his work it was inevitable that the red mist would come down.
      

      
      And come down it had. One minute the class was busy creating creatures from Noah’s Ark, the next Múinteoir Fellim was trying
         to prevent Brian swallowing his tongue. Lorcan had explained all this, but his mother had only sighed and put another cigarette
         to her lips. In the hullabaloo that followed, the school management concluded two things. The first was that Lorcan could
         do with some therapy, and the second, that he might be better off in a different school.
      

      
      In an effort to comply with at least one of those conclusions and stave off the other, Lorcan’s mother had insisted he see
         a child psychiatrist – almost unheard of back in those days. Certainly Lorcan’s father Darren was against it, describing it
         as ‘the biggest bloody waste of everyone’s time and his money I’ve ever heard of’, but his mother had persisted. That was
         why Lorcan, aged six and a half, had found himself sitting at a tiny table in a cheery yellow and green office, drawing pictures
         and describing how he had felt when he had done what he had to Brian.
      

      
      After three sessions of picture-drawing and role play, the quack in question reported that Lorcan suffered from ‘paranoid
         fantasies and delusions of persecution’.
      

      
      On hearing this assessment of his only son, his old man had said, ‘So what? Everyone suffers from that.’ And that was the
         last time they had attended the quack’s cheery yellow and green office.
      

      
      Lorcan had carried on being angry, but for the most part managed to keep himself in check, and when he couldn’t, his father
         beat a little less rage into him. The status quo held for a few years and might have continued to do so had not his mother
         died.
      

      
      So he was angry. He was used to it.
      

      
      But it amazed him, utterly amazed him, that whenever he and Orie Kavlar were together he didn’t feel angry. He wasn’t even
         close to it. He was, he noted, feeling pretty damn good about himself.
      

      
      That was the effect Orie had on him. Hell, that was the effect Orie had on everybody. He was a twenty-two-year-old Polish
         lover boy, darkly handsome, with an easy smile and permanent calm manner that worked like a soothing balm on Lorcan’s troubled
         mind. Orie made Lorcan laugh. He made Lorcan feel clever. He made Lorcan think his shit didn’t stink. He made Lorcan think
         nothing mattered except whatever moment they existed in.
      

      
      Though he would never have admitted it, Lorcan thought Orie was the coolest person he’d ever met. They’d been friends for
         around eight months and, as far as Lorcan was concerned, they were soulmates.
      

      
      ‘Always she want to know what I am doing. Where I am going, who I am talk to. It is not good. You know?’

      
      Lorcan nodded. Orie was talking about his girlfriend again – the skank, as Lorcan thought of her. Orie and the skank fought
         a lot, and from what Lorcan could make out they’d had a real humdinger of a row before the trip. Orie had been upset about
         it. Lorcan had met the skank once and couldn’t understand what a man like Orie, so handsome and funny, saw in a spotty teenager
         who chewed gum with her mouth open.
      

      
      ‘So I take phone and I throw it, but stupid! It breaks against wall.’ Orie shook his head. ‘Stupid, uh? Now I have no phone.’

      
      ‘What did she say?’

      
      ‘Ah!’ Orie threw up his hands. ‘Nothing, but I am fool. Now I must buy new phone.’

      
      ‘Women.’

      
      ‘Women,’ Orie agreed, ‘always the same. They take you to the drink.’
      

      
      ‘They sure do,’ Lorcan said. He didn’t know the first thing about women other than that they existed. He’d met plenty of them
         in the casinos over the past few months, heavily made-up tarts in barely-there dresses. Ever since he and Orie had gone to
         work for Mink, the women had paid them special attention. Orie lapped it up, but Lorcan barely gave them the time of day.
         It wasn’t that he disliked women, just that he didn’t think of them much at all. He had a sister, but sisters didn’t count.
      

      
      ‘Yo, Lorc, there is garage. Pull in.’

      
      Lorcan did as he was asked unhesitatingly.

      
      ‘You want I get something for you?’

      
      ‘Nah, I’m good.’

      
      ‘You are baby!’ Orie shot him with imaginary pistols and jumped out.

      
      Lorcan watched him cross the forecourt and pull open the door into the shop, walking with that cocksure swagger. Orie, his
         black hair glistening under the lights, chatting up the cashier, a bored tubby girl with a nose piercing – Lorcan wouldn’t
         have looked at her twice. Orie was beaming at her, as if she was a beauty queen, acting like he hadn’t a care in the world,
         as though they didn’t have a delivery to make.
      

      
      To say Orie Kavlar was a bad man would be something of a lie. He wasn’t bad so much as operating in a morals-free zone. Whatever
         inbuilt system the average Joe on the street had to keep them on the straight and narrow, Orie seemed to lack. Lorcan understood
         that. He liked to listen to Orie as his friend explained human nature. Orie always said that there were two types of people
         in the world, the sheep and the wolves; he himself was a wolf. He said Lorcan was a wolf too.
      

      
      Lorcan loved that image, of him and Orie, two lone wolves. His father had been a wolf once – everybody said so – but age and so-called respectability had turned that once great man into a lamb. Now Darren Wallace was nothing but another slave
         to the clock.
      

      
      Lorcan frowned. He didn’t want to think of his father. They’d exchanged furious words the day before, and even now Lorcan
         felt the heat flare in his cheeks. What had the old man called him?
      

      
      A waste of space.

      
      Lorcan popped another cigarette into his mouth and lit it, clicking shut his Zippo by snapping it against his thigh. He’d
         show him.
      

      
      In the shop, Orie was paying for his things, shooting the breeze. The chubby girl smiled at something he said. She smiled
         the way women always smiled at Orie, whether they wanted to or not. Whatever Orie had ought to be bottled – they’d make a
         bloody fortune selling it, better than Viagra.
      

      
      Lorcan’s upper lip curled gently.

      
      Dumb bitch. As if.

      
      Orie came out and climbed into the truck’s cab. ‘Here, comrade, I bring you gift.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Orie grinned, tossed him a packet of Maltesers and opened a bar of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk. ‘Good, yes?’

      
      ‘You made us stop for chocolate? I thought you needed fags or something.’

      
      ‘You don’t want?’

      
      ‘Yeah, I’ll have them.’

      
      ‘What we talking about?’

      
      Your skank, Lorcan thought. ‘The club we’re gonna open once we have the bucks.’

      
      ‘Oh, baby!’ Orie said. It was their favourite topic of conversation.

      
      They drove on through the night, heading south, making good time along the almost-deserted M50. They were on their way to meet Jimmy McKellen, a sharp-eyed Northerner and Mink’s
         right-hand man. Jimmy made Lorcan anxious. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Jimmy was always laughing at him behind his
         back, not that he’d ever seen him crack a smile, let alone laugh. As far as Lorcan was concerned, the less time he spent around
         Jimmy McKellen the better.
      

      
      The vehicle Lorcan was driving was a 1998 Mitsubishi Camper, a squat boxy little number that belonged to Jimmy’s doddery boss,
         Ian Maguire. Jimmy’s own van, the one they normally used for this trip, was in the shop getting new shocks put in. It was
         a risk using the Camper, but riskier still to take a van that might break down, and riskiest of all not to go.
      

      
      ‘When I am rich man,’ Orie jerked his thumb at a Mercedes passing them on the right, ‘I am going to drive one of these.’

      
      ‘A Merc? Nah, my old lad drives one. They’re all right, but if I was rich I’d get a Lamborghini.’

      
      Orie laughed. ‘Too … in the face. Too many people see you.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t give a shit. I’d want people to see me. I’d get it in red too. What’s the point in having all that dough if you
         don’t show it off?’
      

      
      ‘To have is enough.’

      
      ‘No way, Orie. I’m gonna be living it up, flash car, flash pad, flash everything.’

      
      ‘Flash Lorcan!’

      
      ‘You know it.’

      
      ‘Are you going to game next week?’

      
      ‘The Chinks set up? Dunno – it’s a grand a hand, minimum.’

      
      ‘You must spend money to make money.’

      
      ‘Shit, I know that, but I’m pretty tapped out. I’m still paying off Slim, remember.’

      
      Orie nodded. ‘You win big, you free from him. Open club. Buy Lamborghini.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’ Lorcan took another drag of his cigarette. ‘I suppose there is that.’
      

      
      Lorcan didn’t want to think about Slim. Lately the loan shark had had a nasty habit of invading his thoughts on a regular
         basis.
      

      
      Orie sighed deeply.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Without money, I am thinking we are bits players.’

      
      ‘Bit players.’

      
      ‘Yes. We do this, we pay, we take risk, we pay, we do work, we pay.’

      
      ‘I know.’ Lorcan cleared his throat. ‘Not for long, though, yeah? You’re known now. You speak the lingo. We can start making
         our own forays.’
      

      
      ‘Forez?’

      
      ‘Trips. Soon as I sell the car we can get a van. Or a truck.’

      
      ‘And Mink?’

      
      ‘Fuck Mink. We won’t need him.’

      
      ‘Then,’ Orie slapped his hands together, ‘we will make the big money.’

      
      ‘Yeah, we will. Then we can open our club. You think any more about a name? Got to be something classy, like … like … Pizzazz!’

      
      Orie snorted a laugh but Lorcan didn’t care: he knew Orie wasn’t laughing at him. Orie never laughed at him.

      
      Jimmy McKellen stood in the dark just inside the warehouse doors and smoked. The boys – as Mink called them – were late. Boys.
         Jimmy didn’t consider them boys, he considered them idiots. At least Lorcan was, dumb as a box of hair, and that was being
         generous. How in hell Darren Wallace had produced such a son was a mystery to him. He knew Darren from back in the day, and
         the last thing he could be called was stupid. That was the only reason Mink had taken Lorcan on. But, as Jimmy never tired of pointing out, the kid was a Wallace in name only.
      

      
      Jimmy glared at the car parked in front of a warehouse, Lorcan’s black and silver Honda Civic, complete with spoiler, alloy
         wheels and body kit. Dumb.
      

      
      At twenty past ten the Camper pulled into the yard. Jimmy immediately rolled back the warehouse door. Lorcan drove straight
         inside and Jimmy closed it behind him.
      

      
      Lorcan switched off the lights and engine and jumped down from the cab. ‘Hey, Jimmy.’

      
      ‘You’re late,’ Jimmy said. ‘What did I tell you about that car? Why didn’t you park it round the back?’

      
      ‘Give it a rest, Jimmy.’

      
      ‘Jimmy.’ Orie jerked his head in greeting and continued on to the back of the van.

      
      ‘Stow that car round back and let’s get a move on.’

      
      ‘What difference does it make?’

      
      Jimmy was smaller than Lorcan, but he was a tough and wiry man who didn’t like his authority challenged. ‘It matters, you
         fucking eejit, because people remember cars. They especially remember fancy-arsed cars. I’ve told you about it before, but
         for some reason you don’t seem to understand what I’m tellin’ you. So maybe you’ll understand this. If you can’t work within
         the rules then you don’t work this gig. I’m not doing a spell inside because you can’t follow simple fucking instructions.
         We do not attract attention. You got that, kid?’
      

      
      ‘Hey, Jimmy, you don’t need to talk to me like that. I’m not fucking stupid, you know?’

      
      ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

      
      Muscles bunched in Lorcan’s jaw. ‘You don’t need to speak to me like that. I’m not stupid.’

      
      ‘Yeah, OK, keep your shit together. I’m just asking you to move the car.’

      
      Lorcan stalked off.
      

      
      A minute later, Jimmy heard the Honda rev and tear round the back of the warehouse. Stupid little shit. He couldn’t even do
         that quietly.
      

      
      Jimmy jammed an unlit cigarette into his mouth and walked to the back of the van where Orie was waiting. He climbed up, unsnapped
         the locks and threw the bolt. The double doors opened, revealing a selection of wardrobes and assorted piles of junk. ‘Let’s
         go.’
      

      
      Orie climbed up, and together they unloaded the secondhand furniture in silence, removing two massive mattresses last.

      
      ‘All right, ladies.’ Jimmy clapped his hands. ‘Look lively.’

      
      A group of women were huddled to the rear of the cab. They blinked and got to their feet. They were dazed and exhausted after
         their journey.
      

      
      Jimmy waved at them impatiently. ‘Come on, ladies, we haven’t got all night.’

      
      They began to emerge, but two hung back. One was stretched out full-length on the floor, the other girl kneeling by her head,
         patting her face.
      

      
      ‘Hey, move it there.’

      
      The kneeling girl looked up. She was pretty, with long dark hair and huge luminous eyes. She said something to Jimmy in a
         language he couldn’t understand. ‘What’s she saying, Orie?’
      

      
      Orie spoke to her.

      
      The girl looked at him and began to babble, her words tumbling over each other as she clung to the prone girl.

      
      ‘What the fuck’s she saying?’

      
      ‘She say girl is sick.’ Orie glanced at Jimmy and shrugged. ‘She say there was no air. She say she have epilepsy. The man,
         the first man, he take bags, she has medicine there, she—’
      

      
      ‘Tell her to calm down. She’s freaking the others out.’

      
      ‘She says she fell down. With fit.’

      
      Jimmy walked towards them and squatted down. He patted the supine girl on the face. ‘Hey, sweetie, rise and shine there.’
      

      
      There was no response. She looked pretty out of it.

      
      Lorcan jumped up onto the trailer. ‘What’s wrong?’

      
      ‘Fucked if I know. This one’s out cold.’

      
      ‘Did she take something?’

      
      ‘Don’t think so.’ Jimmy grabbed the collapsed girl by the arm. He began to drag her towards the doors to take a better look,
         but as he did so the other girl screamed and beat at him.
      

      
      Jimmy raised his arm to ward off the blows. ‘What the fuck—’

      
      ‘Is her sister,’ Orie said.

      
      ‘Tell her to fucking relax, tell her—’

      
      Lorcan stepped forward and backhanded the girl across the face. She fell heavily enough to make Jimmy wince. Some of the girls
         who had climbed down from the truck were crying now.
      

      
      ‘What the fuck did you do that for?’

      
      ‘She was screaming.’

      
      ‘You bloody gobshite. You don’t hit them in the face,’ Jimmy said. ‘There’d better not be a mark on her.’

      
      ‘She’s fine.’

      
      ‘Go and keep an eye on the rest of them,’ Jimmy said. ‘Orie, get her up. Tell her it’ll be all right. Tell her we’ll look
         after her sister. What’s her name?’
      

      
      Orie helped the dazed girl to her feet. He wiped the blood from her split lip with his thumb and spoke softly to her. ‘She
         say her name is Nadia.’
      

      
      ‘Right. Well, you tell Nadia not to worry, we’ll get her sister some help, and she’ll be on her feet in no time, and then
         she can join the others.’
      

      
      Orie repeated this. Nadia shook her head and muttered to him. ‘She want to stay with her sister.’

      
      ‘Well, she fucking can’t. Tell her to go on ahead,’ Jimmy said. ‘Once this one gets better she can catch up.’
      

      
      Orie again repeated everything. Nadia tried to pull away but Orie held her hand. Her huge eyes searched Jimmy’s face, seeking
         any sign of humanity, anything to prove he was telling the truth.
      

      
      ‘Lorcan, take her and the others to the storage room at the back. The camera’s set up.’

      
      Lorcan grasped the girl by her arm. ‘Come on.’

      
      She started to keen, dropped to her knees and grabbed her sister’s hands. Lorcan dragged her along the floor of the van. Before
         he managed to get her down, she cast one long, anguished look at the unconscious girl and began to weep. Jimmy knew she had
         already worked out there would be no Hallmark reunion.
      

      
      Lorcan herded the women out of view, half-carrying the crying woman under his arm, as if she was a handbag. Eventually her
         cries died away.
      

      
      ‘Is bad?’ Orie said.

      
      Jimmy lifted the girl and carried her outside. He gestured to Orie to close the doors as he lowered her to the floor. He tilted
         her head back. There was dried foam and blood around her mouth. When he lifted the lids, only the whites of her eyes were
         in evidence. She couldn’t have been much more than fourteen or fifteen, with long glossy hair and the kind of pale, clear
         complexion he knew would have fetched plenty of offers. ‘Where did this one come from?’
      

      
      ‘Balkans.’

      
      ‘She’s fucked, too far gone.’ Jimmy glared at the unconscious girl as though she had personally offended him by slipping into
         a coma. ‘This is fucked up, Orie.’
      

      
      ‘We can bring to hospital.’

      
      ‘We can’t bring her to a bloody hospital.’

      
      Orie stared at him. ‘She will die without doctor.’
      

      
      Jimmy felt the girl’s pulse. It was weak and unsteady. ‘It can’t be helped. We weren’t to know she was sick. Listen to me.
         We’ve got to get rid of her.’
      

      
      Orie blessed himself.

      
      Jimmy stared at him, incredulous. ‘You’re fucking with me, right, Orie?’

      
      ‘Jimmy—’

      
      ‘Jesus fucking Christ. Look, I’ll take care of her, but you get rid of her.’

      
      ‘What?’ Orie looked sick.

      
      ‘Look, you stupid Polack, we can’t have her here. I need to get these girls ready. Poppy’s going to be here any second. Now,
         snap out of it. Shit happens. I’m not asking you to do anything except take her out of here.’
      

      
      Orie put his hands into his pockets. ‘OK, I take.’

      
      Jimmy checked the girl’s pockets for anything that might identify her, but there was nothing. He put his hand over her mouth
         and pinched her nostrils closed.
      

      
      She never stirred. She died on the dirty floor of a warehouse in Ballyfermot, far away from home.

      
      Jimmy checked her for a pulse. ‘Right, she’s done. Let’s stick her in the back of the van. Now, listen to me, Orie. Drive
         under the speed limit, right? Don’t go no faster than that and don’t break no red lights. You get stopped, you stole this
         truck.’
      

      
      ‘Shit.’ Orie stuck a cigarette into his mouth. His hands were trembling.

      
      ‘Yeah, shit – we’re in it. Now, grab her legs and let’s get her the fuck out of here.’
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      Sarah Kenny lay with one arm folded behind her head. Though the night was cold, she had kicked the covers to the bottom of
         the bed and now she felt chilled.
      

      
      She made no move to cover herself as she watched the light from the cars on the streets below track across the ceiling of
         her bedroom. She didn’t mind the cold. She hadn’t slept properly in days, but although she was tired and midnight was approaching,
         she knew she wouldn’t fall asleep any time soon.
      

      
      Another car went past. Who were all these night travellers? Where were they going?

      
      How often, she wondered, had she lain here as a child, watching the same shadows, listening to the same sounds? It had been
         countless times and yet, somehow, oddly, it all felt so alien to her. She felt unanchored, free-falling, as though she and
         the room had sprung out of another dimension.
      

      
      She needed to go to the bathroom, but she ignored it. As long as she lay there she could almost avoid the dread that seemed
         to accompany her through every step of the day. She didn’t want to get up. She didn’t want to pull on her dressing gown. She
         didn’t want to see her face in the mirror, to have to endure another day of pretending everything was normal.
      

      
      She wanted to be still, to lie in the dark and watch the light play on the ceiling. She wanted to be in the same bed she had
         slept in as a child, when life was simple, when she was safe.
      

      
      It had been three weeks since her deranged ex-boyfriend Victor had attacked her, three weeks since she had fought the omnipresent
         threat of his dark menace. Three weeks since her past had caught up with her and her future had been vaporised in a single
         deadly blow. She had plunged a kitchen knife deep into Victor’s chest and sent his body out to sea. She had sat and watched
         as he bobbed in the inky blackness before the undertow caught him and spirited him away. It had been three weeks of guilt
         and fear, of sleeplessness and nightmares.
      

      
      Three weeks.

      
      It felt like a lifetime.

      
      Why did he have to come back into her life? Everything she had worked so hard to rebuild was ruined – her private detective
         agency, her home, her family – he had infected it all. A solitary tear rolled down her cheek onto her pillow. Disgusted, she
         swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up.
      

      
      She crossed the landing to the old-fashioned bathroom, pausing at her mother’s bedroom door. She did not need to switch on
         any lights: she knew the house like the back of her hand, every creak and draught, every shadow, every scent. She opened the
         door and stepped into her mother’s room.
      

      
      Deirdre Kenny was not there. She was staying with Helen, Sarah’s older sister. Helen had offered to look after her for a few
         weeks until Sarah had recovered from her ‘mugging’. Hah. It had been the only excuse she could come up with to explain the
         injuries Vic had inflicted on her.
      

      
      The bed was neatly made up and her mother’s dressing table bare. The air still reeked of Clinique Happy. Sarah remembered
         how her mother had flung the bottle at her all those weeks before, lashing out in frustration and confusion. Alzheimer’s was
         a cruel disease, and it pained Sarah that her mother was slipping further and further into its foggy grasp every day.
      

      
      She would have to come home soon, Sarah supposed. Helen had said she was fine at the house, that everything was going well.
         Belinda, their mother’s nurse, had no problem going the extra distance to Helen’s home. Helen had even claimed that the latest
         round of tablets their mother was on seemed to be having the desired effect. Certainly they seemed to keep Deirdre calmer.
         Some days, Helen said, it was almost possible to think of her and not the disease that was ravaging her brain.
      

      
      Sarah knew Helen was lying.

      
      She closed her mother’s door and stepped into the bathroom. She used the toilet and then washed her hands in the old ceramic
         sink. She pulled the cord and waited for the fluorescent bar over the mirror to hum into life.
      

      
      It never failed to startle her how awful she looked, these days. The bruises were fading, and her eyes were no longer swollen,
         but she was gaunt, yellowed, frail somehow.
      

      
      Victor had really done a number on her, no doubt about that. She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the cabinet.

      
      And she had really done a number on him.

      
      It didn’t matter how many times she played the scenario in her head. It didn’t matter how many times she washed her hands.
         It didn’t matter that she had burned her clothes. It didn’t matter that he was gone. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered.
      

      
      He was dead, yet he was haunting her.

      
      When she closed her eyes, she saw him outlined against the light from the distant shore, felt the splash of his hot blood
         on her hand, heard the sound he’d made as he fell to his knees, saw his fingers as he reached for her. In moments of stillness she imagined the sound as he fought to breathe while his lungs
         filled with blood.
      

      
      Victor.

      
      She washed her hands again.

      
      She thought she saw him sometimes. She knew it was impossible, but in those moments she was convinced that maybe somehow he’d
         survived. Well, was that so crazy? He had stalked and haunted her in life, why not in death? She owed him, didn’t she? She
         had taken his life. She had plunged a knife into his body and pushed it into the sea.
      

      
      She opened her eyes and stared at her reflection.

      
      She wouldn’t think of it from his perspective. Vic had been a monster. Killing him had been an act of self-defence, pure and
         simple. Victor had run her sister Jackie off the road, destroyed her office, attacked Rodney Mitchell – the solicitor who
         worked on the floor below her – and threatened her family. He had beaten her and mocked her as he had done it. Why did he
         deserve anything other than death? He had been a dangerous animal and she had put him down. Why was she questioning herself
         now?
      

      
      Her hands shook. She tried to steady them. She opened the cabinet and took out a packet of painkillers. She swallowed two
         tablets with some water and ran her wrists under the cold tap until her heart slowed and her breathing calmed. She took a
         last look at herself in the mirror. She would wait in the shadows and think about Victor until it was time to face another
         grey, sleepless dawn.
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      Lorcan and Jimmy drove into town in silence. They were on their way to meet Orie on Ormond Quay. It was twenty past one and
         the streets were filling with late-night revellers. As they pulled in, a gang of girls stumbled off the Ha’penny Bridge, screeching
         and catcalling, tumbling out of their heels and boob tubes.
      

      
      Orie climbed into the back seat. He handed Jimmy the keys to the Camper. He was pale and dishevelled. ‘The van is there.’
         He pointed across the road.
      

      
      ‘Where did you put her?’

      
      ‘Up in mountains.’

      
      ‘Is she well hidden?’

      
      ‘I think so.’

      
      ‘You think? You think?’

      
      ‘I put in woods.’

      
      Lorcan scowled as one of the girls collided with his car.

      
      ‘Off the road at least?’ Jimmy said.

      
      Orie nodded.
      

      
      Jimmy passed him a brown envelope. Orie took it and flicked through the banknotes it contained.

      
      ‘Don’t do that here.’

      
      ‘Fuck it,’ Lorcan said. ‘Let him count his money if he wants.’

      
      Jimmy glanced at him, about to say something, but Lorcan’s face was tight and furious. He turned back to Orie. ‘I’ve spoken
         to Mink. You guys are off this gig for a few weeks.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘No more trips.’

      
      Orie’s eyes met Lorcan’s.

      
      ‘Don’t look at him, look at me,’ Jimmy said. ‘You’re going to hang low, at least until we’re sure this shit has blown over.’

      
      ‘I already told you’ – Lorcan glowered at Jimmy – ‘that we can’t afford not to work.’

      
      ‘Too bad. It’s not your decision.’

      
      ‘Yeah, but I need the money, Jimmy. I owe Slim. How am I supposed to pay him if you’re cutting us out?’

      
      ‘Not my problem.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t our fault.’

      
      ‘Are you deaf? It’s Mink’s contact, and he says you’re out for a few weeks. Get it into your thick skulls.’

      
      ‘I want to talk to Mink.’

      
      Jimmy moved fast. He grabbed Lorcan by the front of his shirt and dragged him across the handbrake. ‘Listen, dipshit, I speak
         for Mink. And trust me, boyo, you don’t want to be talking to Mink right now.’
      

      
      ‘All right, all right. I’m just saying this is shit, man, what you’re doing to us.’

      
      ‘To us?’ Jimmy shoved Lorcan away. ‘What are you on about? This isn’t about you! That girl’s dead, you fucked up.’

      
      ‘But what about our money?’

      
      ‘What about it?’ Jimmy snapped. ‘If you’re that stuck why don’t you ask your old man for a hand-out? It’s not like he’s short of a few bob.’
      

      
      Lorcan’s upper lip curled. ‘I’m not asking him for anything.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s your business. I’ll be in touch when we need you again.’ Jimmy got out of the car and hurried across the road
         to where Orie had parked the van.
      

      
      He climbed in and sat there for a moment. He knew the two younger men were hurting, that they’d be scheming and plotting.
         They were degenerate gamblers, the pair of them.
      

      
      Never work with morons. He ought to have that tattooed on his body somewhere.

      
      He took out his mobile and called Mink.

      
      ‘They ain’t happy.’ Jimmy watched Lorcan drive away. ‘Let me get rid of this truck first.’

      
      Lorcan drove down the Quays, smarting about Jimmy handling him like that in front of Orie.

      
      ‘You are OK?’ Orie was riding shotgun again.

      
      ‘He’s a bastard, that McKellen.’

      
      ‘He is,’ Orie agreed glumly. ‘Mink too.’

      
      ‘I don’t give a shit what he says. He can’t tell us what to do. I need that money. I owe Slim and he won’t wait. I’ve got
         to have money for him next week.’
      

      
      ‘You will ask your father?’

      
      ‘Nah, Orie, you know he won’t help. He’d lose his rag if he knew I owed someone like Slim that much.’ Lorcan drummed his fingers
         on the steering wheel, trying to think. He could probably steal another cheque out of the old man’s book. He’d done that a
         few times, never for more than two grand a pop. The old man didn’t use his personal account and, as far as Lorcan knew, he
         hadn’t noticed the extra stubs.
      

      
      Maybe he could hit up his sister Caoimhe for some funds. She’d help him out, he was sure.

      
      But that would still only buy him time. Maybe it was time to branch out. That way they wouldn’t be at the mercy of freaks
         like Mink and Jimmy McKellen. They’d been talking about it for long enough. Why not now? This could be a golden opportunity
         to step up.
      

      
      ‘Orie, listen.’ He glanced at his friend. ‘Them guys we get the girls from. They don’t give a shit who picks them up, right?’

      
      Orie shrugged his shoulders. ‘They are Russian. You pay, they are happy.’

      
      ‘Right, that’s what I’m saying, and it would be easy to arrange a buyer for them over here, or even just get them into a few
         places ourselves. Look, it’s like what we were talking about. We do the work and we get the shit end of the money. You know,
         my old lad’s always saying, “In business when one door closes another opens.”’
      

      
      ‘He says this?’

      
      ‘All the bloody time. McKellen and Mink just shut our door tonight. I think it’s time we opened another.’

      
      ‘Mink will be—’

      
      ‘Fuck him. He was happy enough to take our money in the casino, wasn’t he? We need to be our own bosses, Orie. That way no
         one talks to us the way McKellen did tonight. We get to decide what we do and when we do it.’
      

      
      Orie stuck a cigarette into his mouth. ‘Is a risk.’

      
      ‘So? We’re taking risks as it is, aren’t we? Least this way we’re taking the risk for ourselves.’

      
      ‘We can make good money,’ Orie conceded.

      
      ‘Yeah, exactly! Imagine what you and me could do together! We’d be rolling in it. We could open the club sooner, make serious
         money. Shit, we could be high rollers, you know what I mean?’
      

      
      Orie’s eyes were gleaming. ‘We could have women, all women.’

      
      ‘Yeah, well, whatever, we could have serious action. Orie, come on, we’ve been talking about it for months, right? Well, now’s
         our chance. You in?’
      

      
      Orie was grinning now. ‘I’m in.’

      
      ‘Say it with me, bro! I’m in!’

      
      ‘I’m in!’

      
      They knocked knuckles.

      
      ‘All right,’ Lorcan said. ‘Now we just need to raise the initial outlay and we’re in business.’

      
      ‘Ah,’ Orie said.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, we’ll think of something,’ Lorcan said.
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      For as long as he could remember, Anthony Dunlop had been called Mink. Never Tony or Anto or any other abbreviation of his
         Christian name, just Mink. By the time he was old enough to question this peculiarity, the name had stuck, and its origins
         were lost in the mists of time (although his older sister had once informed him it was because he was a rat bastard, only
         sneakier).
      

      
      And, like dogs that came to resemble their owners, eventually Mink grew to fit his moniker. At barely five foot four, he was
         hardly a remarkable specimen of raw masculinity. He was slight and dainty, prone to giggling, which did nothing to defuse
         the rumours that he was as bent as a six-pound note. Mink, of course, knew about the rumours but cared little for what other
         people thought. Gay, straight, into barnyard animals, it was all the same to Mink. The truth was he was straight by design
         but asexual by choice. Frankly, he found the whole idea of sex messy and slightly distasteful.
      

      
      Everything about Mink was sleek. He had a delicate face with sharply pointed features. He had a thin pencil moustache, and
         his hair, which he wore greased back, was jet black (Noir Nights) and shone like polished ebony. His skin, unblemished by
         the sun – he claimed he was allergic to it – was alabaster white.
      

      
      His floor manager and assistant, Poppy, sometimes referred to him as Gomez, but only when she was absolutely positive he was
         nowhere within earshot. He would not have found it amusing. And he was not a man to irk.
      

      
      Mink was the youngest of a big working-class family from the East Wall. His father, Charlie, had worked in a factory out at
         Bray and only returned to the family home at weekends, when he would spend his time coughing, drinking and generally whiling
         away the hours until he could escape his family again. Bray was not far away, but it was obvious to everyone that Charlie
         liked this arrangement, living in relative peace, away from his sprawling brood and domineering wife.
      

      
      Mink’s abiding memory of his father was of a slight, ineffectual man, who liked to pretend he was asleep when approached by
         members of his immediate family. He had died from lung cancer when Mink was fifteen. After his funeral, he was quickly and
         quietly forgotten about, almost as though he had never existed.
      

      
      Celia Dunlop, Mink’s mother, was something else entirely. Big and loud, with arms like a sailor and a shock of wiry black
         hair, she ruled her roost with an iron fist and a tongue that could scrape the skin off a child at twenty paces. She had borne
         Charlie ten children – which had amazed Mink when it dawned on him the effort Charlie must have had to make in impregnating
         his mother – of whom seven had survived, Mink being the youngest.
      

      
      Celia or Cece as her few friends called her, was a flighty woman who had been backed into life’s yoke and fought against it with every fibre of her being. Poor, yet well read and prone to fits of unbelievable temper, she could be sweet as treacle
         one minute and cold as ice the next. She kept the home together through sheer force of will and insisted that all of her children
         remained at school and got an education so that they might live better lives than the one she had been forced to endure. And
         they had followed her wishes to a T.
      

      
      According to anyone who knew her, Cece was a holy terror. But, like Mink, she cared little for what others thought. She was
         ambitious, pushy and cavalier in attitude, though not ignorant of the hurt she caused in others. On the contrary, she was
         a master manipulator of emotion. She didn’t need to threaten her children physically: her words were enough to inflict the
         deepest pain. Her tongue was as vicious as a bull-whip. She ridiculed her brood regularly, finding soft spots and, like a
         blowfly to a corpse, zoning in with uncanny accuracy. If they got poor marks, she belittled them; she played off one against
         another, praising one to the heavens while sneering at the rest. It had made the Dunlop children ultra-competitive and disdainful
         of weakness.
      

      
      By the time he was seventeen, Mink hated her more than anyone in the world. And when his older brother Charles had killed
         himself rather than come home and tell his mother he had been let go from his job with the Bank of Ireland – the first white-collar
         Dunlop, as Cece had called him – Mink had decided there and then to have nothing more to do with her. He also decided that
         ‘white-collar’ was a load of his ever-loving hoop and only a mug would aspire to it.
      

      
      He had left home the day after Charles’s funeral, and never returned.

      
      At first, life had not been easy for Mink, but at eighteen he travelled to London where a whole new world had opened up to
         him. It was the early eighties and, compared to recession-squeezed Ireland, England’s capital was awash with money and young people eager to spend it. Mink, ever the pragmatist, followed the money trail, which led him unsurprisingly to the East
         End, where working-class men like himself toiled hard and played harder still. He landed his first casino gig aged nineteen,
         and by twenty-two had become one of the best-known faces in the business.
      

      
      In the casinos, Mink had learned some valuable life lessons. Regardless of outside forces, the economic or personal situation,
         men and women liked to gamble, and a potent mix of alcohol, sex and food encouraged them to part with their money. The surroundings
         were important: plush was good, over-the-top was better, and no-expense-spared was best. He found that the personal touch
         was everything: knowing a client by name, offering a complimentary drink here, a meal there, an introduction to a glamorous
         woman, it all helped.
      

      
      But money was everything, the bottom line. And you could make it through girls, food, everything and anything. He had seen
         several fortunes won and lost – mostly lost – over the years and understood that wealth could be fleeting. When you were down,
         you stayed down: friends drifted away from losers for fear of contamination. He was determined never to find himself in that
         position.
      

      
      Mink missed no opportunity to learn, and by the time he returned to Ireland in 1992, just as the Celtic Tiger was sharpening
         its claws, he was a formidable businessman, but an even more formidable crook. He had little compunction and few weaknesses.
         He concerned himself with only one thing: money – how to get it, how to keep it, how to make more of it.
      

      
      He now had two casinos, in Galway and in Dublin. The Dublin one was called the Mariposa, Spanish for ‘butterfly’, housed in
         a white Edwardian building just off Ely Place. When asked about the name, Mink liked to say that anyone could come in as a
         caterpillar with a few quid in their pocket, but if Lady Luck smiled on them they could leave as a butterfly. He also owned Cherries, a ‘high-end’ lap-dancing club on Fitzwilliam Street,
         and it was from the floor above it that he managed his empire.
      

      
      Behind the glamorous façade of the casinos he also ran a string of high-class escort agencies dotted across the country. They
         were a useful and highly lucrative tie-in with his legitimate interests. Men liked a beautiful hostess. They gambled more
         money with greater abandon when they had a lady on their arm. If they lost, the lady smiled and told them whatever they needed
         to hear to make them feel like winners again. The men felt like kings and the ladies didn’t do shabbily either. To Mink it
         seemed an ideal arrangement.
      

      
      Of course he didn’t want to be associated with the escort side. Even the manager of the main agency in Dublin didn’t know
         that Mink’s money had founded the penthouse. Mink’s assistant, Poppy, had convinced her it was an associate’s. And that was
         the way Mink wanted it kept. He felt no need to advertise his acumen. He did not like publicity, never felt the need to be
         photographed or appear in the society pages of a newspaper. No, Mink liked the life, the trappings and the money. Publicity
         left him cold.
      

      
      And he disliked problems as much as he disliked publicity.

      
      It seemed to him, as he listened to Jimmy McKellen recount the evening’s tale of woe, that Lorcan Wallace and his pal Orie
         had become a major problem.
      

      
      ‘I told you Lorcan was a loose cannon. I warned you about him from the start,’ Jimmy ranted.

      
      ‘He can be unreasonable, but he spends a lot of money. I like people who spend a lot of money at my tables.’

      
      Jimmy grunted. ‘Unreasonable? He’s as thick as bottled shite. You can’t talk to him, Mink – he flies off the handle if you
         so much as look crooked at him. I’m telling you, he’s not right in the head.’
      

      
      ‘His old man used to be one of the best safe men in the business, did you know that?’
      

      
      ‘Brains must skip a generation.’

      
      ‘And the Polack?’

      
      ‘I don’t trust him at all. He’s smarter for one thing.’ Jimmy shifted in his seat. ‘Look, Mink, you’re asking me and I’m telling
         you, we can’t trust them. If that girl surfaces, we need a fall guy.’
      

      
      ‘We can’t touch Lorcan,’ Mink said, his eyes drifting to the monitor on his desk. The cameras were fixed over the private
         booths in the club downstairs, and Sofia, one of his girls, was gyrating slowly before a man who was pink-faced with hooch
         and lust.
      

      
      ‘I’d rather be rid of him than the Polack. At least the Polack’s useful on the other side.’

      
      ‘I know, but Lorcan’s connected. Darren might be retired, but you can be sure he still knows people. We don’t need that kind
         of trouble, Jimmy.’
      

      
      ‘So, because his old man’s an ex-con we’re stuck with him.’

      
      ‘Thems the breaks.’

      
      ‘Yeah, I know, but I’m telling you, I don’t like him.’

      
      Mink got up and strode to the window. He lifted the shade and gazed down on the late-night traffic as it moved along Fitzwilliam
         Street. ‘Without the Polack Lorcan will soon fall into line.’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ Jimmy said. ‘You didn’t see the little fuck tonight. He’s frothing because he owes money to Slim.’

      
      ‘Ah.’

      
      Somebody knocked at Mink’s office door.

      
      ‘Come in.’

      
      ‘I got confirmation on all the tables for big games. The charity poker night’s gonna be knockout and I mean knock-bloomin’-out.’
         Poppy strode in as she spoke, a file open in her hands. She nodded briefly to Jimmy. Mink turned and watched her as she crossed
         the floor.
      

      
      Poppy was a London girl, born and raised. She spoke like an EastEnders reject. She was a small, busty, platinum blonde with a pixie cut, who owned a king’s ransom in high heels. People underestimated
         her because of her size and her accent, which he knew she hammed up. Beneath the dolly-bird front she was as sharp as a tack.
         Mink had head hunted her from another casino after watching her work the room three nights in a row. She was his right-hand
         woman, and sometimes he thought she knew him better than he knew himself.
      

      
      ‘What we need is a few names to liven it up. I’m talking about models, rugby players, anyone media-related. There’s a PR firm
         we can hire and we need …’ She stopped and glanced from Jimmy to Mink. ‘Everything all right, boss? You look like you just
         found a toe in your yoghurt.’
      

      
      ‘No digits in my dairy.’

      
      ‘I’ve got the preliminary guest list here if you want to look over it.’

      
      ‘Leave it there. I’ll take a look at it in a while. And tell Magda the photos for last night’s new IDs are slightly blurred.
         What’s the point in having photo ID if you can’t tell who a person is from their card? They can be cleaned up, but it’s not
         to happen again.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘I’m not happy about last night’s girls, Poppy. That tall redhead was wearing flats in the Mariposa. I won’t have that. It
         looks ugly.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘I mean, whatever next? They’ll be coming in wearing tracksuits and those camel-coloured sheepskin boots.’

      
      ‘Uggs.’

      
      Mink pulled a face. ‘If I see anyone wearing flats that girl is out on her ear.’

      
      ‘I’ll take care of it.’

      
      ‘Standards, Poppy, we have to keep them up.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘That’s all.’ Mink clasped his hands behind his back.

      
      Jimmy watched Poppy go. ‘So what do you want to do?’

      
      ‘Get rid of the Polack. That’ll soften Lorcan’s cough.’

      
      ‘When?’

      
      ‘No time like the present.’
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      Lorcan dropped Orie off on O’Connell Bridge and headed back across Westmoreland Street. He parked in an empty loading bay
         on Drury Street and crossed the road. He turned left onto Fade Street and walked briskly along until he had passed the entrance
         to the Market Bar. Two doors down he paused and glanced around. Satisfied that no one was watching, he rang a discreet bell.
      

      
      Seconds later, the door was opened by a behemoth known only to him as Ga-Ga.

      
      ‘Hey, Ga-Ga. He here?’

      
      The behemoth jerked his head towards a narrow set of stairs. ‘Go on up.’

      
      Lorcan slipped past the big man and took the stairs three at a time. He stopped outside a reinforced metal door and knocked.
         He had made the mistake of barging in without knocking only once: the blow he had received to the back of the head had almost
         put out his lights permanently.
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