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NADINE


MY MOBILE PHONE RINGS. I note the time on the wall clock, 10.55 a.m. The call is from an unidentified number. I pick up. ‘Hello.’


The next voice I hear is my eighteen-year-old daughter Becca’s.


‘Mum, it’s me,’ she says, her words high-pitched.


An instant panic takes hold. ‘What’s wrong?’


The prolonged silence at the end of the line worries me. I repeat her name, softening my tone, conscious I need to keep her onside – aware we haven’t spoken in weeks. ‘What is it? Please, honey, tell me.’


‘I …’ She stalls.


‘It’s okay,’ I say, reassuring her, even though I can’t know this for sure.


‘I did something terrible.’


I hear her suck in air. The clock reads 10.57 a.m. I’m so scared about what’s coming next. I think of the nights Becca didn’t come home, the terrible people she’s been hanging out with, and how much she’s changed over the last six months, shutting me out. The last time we fought, we said such awful things to one another, and that dark, sinking feeling, the one that’s been there for weeks, unravels snakelike inside me.


‘Mum …’ she says, her voice sounding far younger than her years – vulnerable, lost.


‘Whatever it is, Becca, you can tell me.’


‘I can’t.’


She is sobbing now, large breathless sobs. ‘Please, Becca,’ I beg, my voice shaky, no longer able to hide my fear, ‘what have you done?’


‘I …’ She stalls again.


‘What is it?’


‘I … killed someone.’


I grip the kitchen counter. She’s not talking sense. I try to say something, but the words won’t come out. I think about that guy she’s been with – he’s capable of leading a young girl astray, but surely not this.


‘Becca, you can’t have. You’re wrong. You’re making a mistake.’


‘Mum,’ she cries, even more desperate than before. ‘I didn’t mean to.’


Another silence follows.


I fear she’s going to cut me off.


‘Becca, don’t hang up.’ The mobile phone feels sweaty in my hand. A neighbour’s lawn mower goes quiet. The odd car turning the corner can no longer be heard. All outside sounds dissipate, but inside, the noise from the refrigerator grows louder, the ticking of the wall clock becomes deafening, and the internal buzzing in my eardrums fights hard to send her words away, for them not to have been said, for them not to be true.


My mind goes into lockdown, but finally, I ask, ‘Who did you kill?’


The words hang in the air, strangely distant, as if they belong to someone else, to a person I’m unfamiliar with, a woman with a daughter who did something terrible.


‘I can’t tell you.’ She is crying louder now.


‘Please, Becca, I want to help. You need to believe me.’ My voice is sharp, affirmative, parental.


‘I’m too scared.’


‘You have to go to the police.’


‘I can’t. We can’t.’


I stare out the window. I see the leaves rise off the ground, carried by a soft autumn breeze. I’ve an almighty pain in my chest. This is my worst fear, every parent’s nightmare.


‘Mum, listen to me.’ She sounds now like she’s the mother, and I’m the daughter, not the other way around. ‘Are you listening?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then do exactly as I say, or we could both end up dead.’


The last sentence hovers, my brain refusing to accept it. I tell myself she’s panicking. I hear her muttering to herself, fast, hysterical, terrified words that I can’t make out.


‘Becca!’ I roar into the phone, fearing she might still hang up. ‘Tell me where you are. I will come and get you. I will make you safe.’


She doesn’t answer. I hear her crying again, deep, gut-wrenching sobs, the same way she used to cry as a child, so loud and hard it would take her hours to stop.


‘Mum, do you love me?’


‘Of course I do, but—’


‘There’s a man here. He’s locked me in a room. I can’t escape. There’s no way out.’


‘I’m going to the police. They’ll be able to trace the call. They’ll help me find you. I’ll bring you home where you belong.’


‘You can’t go to the police.’ Fresh panic enters her voice.


‘But—’


‘Didn’t you hear me, Mum? I killed someone, and if you don’t do as this man asks, he will kill us both.’


‘Becca—’


‘Mum, I need you to write something down. Get a pen and paper now.’


‘Okay.’


I search the countertop, frantically looking for the notebook I use to write down grocery lists.


‘Do you have the pen and paper?’


‘Yes.’ Inside, my inner voice is screaming: Don’t let any of this be happening. Maybe she’s taken some sort of hallucinating drug and is coming down from a bad trip. That can happen to people. Oh, God, please let that be what’s happening. But Becca said she killed someone. No one makes up something like that.


‘Mum, are you still there?’


I need to pay attention. I need to do as she asks. ‘Yes.’


‘There can’t be any mistakes.’ Her voice is lower than before, as if she doesn’t want anyone else to hear.


‘What do you want me to write down?’


‘A man’s name and address.’


‘Who?’


‘John Simons.’ She’s speaking so low now I can barely hear her. I can’t be sure I’ve got the name right. I repeat it back to her.


‘Yes, that’s it,’ she says. I hear the shuffle of paper as if she’s reading from a note. ‘He lives at thirty-two Serpent Parade, Harold’s Cross.’


A blob of water drops onto the name and address, smudging it. It’s a teardrop, even though right up to this second I didn’t even know I was crying.


‘Becca,’ I beg, ‘please tell me what’s going on. I promise I’ll fix it.’


‘You can’t, Mum, not unless you do exactly as they want.’


She is so scared. My daughter is scared.


‘What do they need me to do?’


‘Go to the address. You will find a large brown envelope in a plastic bag under a bush in the front garden. If for whatever reason the envelope isn’t there, you need to wait for John Simons. He will give it to you.’


‘And then?’


‘On the envelope there will be more instructions. You have to follow them exactly. There can be no mistakes.’


‘But—’


‘I’ll ring you tomorrow.’


‘I’m going to tell Gavin. He’ll help. I know he will.’


‘Don’t tell Uncle Gavin. Don’t tell anyone anything. Mum, I have to go. I can hear them coming back.’


The phone goes dead. I stare at the name and address on the notebook. My hands are shaking.


I look at the wall clock: 10.59 a.m.


It has been only four minutes since the phone rang. I try to send back time to the moment before any of this happened, when everything was okay, when Becca wasn’t in danger, but deep in my gut, from the second I picked up the phone, I knew something was wrong, as if I was expecting it all along.


I stare once more at the name and address, asking aloud, ‘Who are you, John Simons, and what the hell do you want?’
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WREN


THE MUSIC CENTRE IN THE CORNER OF the living room, a retro pine unit, bellows out David Gray’s ‘Dead in the Water’. The sound system, complete with record deck, was given to me by my dad before he became ill, mainly because he knew I liked old and quirky things. I’m in no rush this morning. I’ve earned the break after yesterday’s early-morning raids – four homes, all located in south Dublin, each targeted for a dawn hit.


They were brought down simultaneously by the squad, along with teams from the Armed Response Unit. Mine was the only one requiring the front door to be kicked in. We couldn’t take the chance that someone inside wanted to get rid of evidence.


Instead, it turned out to be a grandmother with bad hearing, and a nineteen-year-old grandson, who looked terrified. A teenage baby with a burner phone, his means of taking orders for his punter’s drug of choice, confiscated along with the rest of the shit we found.


I flick on the kettle. The music shifts to Adele’s ‘Daydreamer’, slow and pensive, and suddenly I’m back to the last call from yesterday: a suicide attempt, and another sledgehammer job at the front door.


They usually start with a phone call, and this time it was no different. Friends of the young girl couldn’t reach her, and they were worried because earlier they’d seen fresh cuts on her arm.


Speeding through traffic, I felt sick.


‘Gardaí, open up!’ I bellowed, as we banged on the flat door. I called again, and when there was no answer, the sledgehammer came into play, bludgeoning the lock.


Suddenly my apartment is filled with the sights and sounds from the night before. Our fast movement entering the girl’s small flat, the air charged with danger, all of us hoping she’s alive, and not another desperate statistic.


‘Gardaí entering the premises,’ I shouted, but still we got no response. Soon, we concentrated on the closed bathroom door, knocking at it hard.


This time we didn’t wait for a reply, kicking it in. Within seconds I saw her, keeled over by the bath, the room in darkness with pools of blood beneath her on the floor and splatters on the walls.


‘Put down the knife,’ I said, edging closer.


We made eye contact.


‘Good girl,’ I whispered. ‘Now drop the knife.’ I knelt beside her. ‘Show me your hands and arms.’


She uncurled her tightened fists. Even in the dark, the fresh lacerations were clearly visible. I turned to my partner, Mike. ‘Let’s lift her.’


As we guided her from the floor, I kept telling her she was doing well, reassuring her, telling her she was a good girl. I wanted to pull her back from the edge. ‘It’s going to be all right,’ I said. ‘We’re here to help.’


Afterwards, I stared at the knife, redundant on the bathroom floor, as tiny red rivers streamed down the side of the bath. I swore aloud. No kid deserved this.


Not so long ago, she was probably thinking about how exciting it would be to be all grown-up, until some smart guy on the street told her it might be fun to try something and loosen up a little. I’ve little sympathy for the likes of the pushers, the dealers, the ones who decide to play the targets, instead of being one. I see them every day, with their plush designer runners and Canada Goose jackets worth far more than my last mortgage payment.


In some ways, they deserve what they get, but not her. Victim versus dealer: on the sympathy stakes, for me victim always wins out.


Later in the night, when the girl’s condition stabilised, we held her under the Mental Health Act, which empowers us to detain anyone at risk of harming themselves or others.


Soon after that, a female doctor arrived. It was her role, after examining the girl, to play God, deciding whether she would be involuntarily admitted to a psychiatric unit, or sent off with a letter to return to the hospital voluntarily the next day. Luckily, the doctor decided on the former, the latter not always working out so well.


I turn off the music in the living room, switching over to RTÉ Radio 1. In the kitchen, I drop a teabag into a chipped Disney mug, circa twenty years young, with an image of Ariel from The Little Mermaid. I pour in hot water, realising my mind is simply doing the usual debrief that mostly happens at two in the morning when I can’t sleep.


The news is playing on the radio.


‘A man in his early twenties is in a critical condition in hospital after he was shot and seriously injured in west Dublin last night. He was hit three times in the chest, and once in the back of the head. The current focus of the investigation, according to garda sources, is to establish a motive for the attack, and to find out who is responsible.’


I switch the radio off. It’s not my district and, for now, not my concern.


I catch a glimpse of myself in the living-room mirror. My dark hair, now shoulder-length, curls at the ends. At work, I usually tie it back, making it harder for idiots to grab. As I’m fixing the top of my shirt, a recent find in the local vintage shop, my mobile phone rings. It’s Mike.


Mike is fifteen years my senior, but junior in ranking. It doesn’t bother him. He told me once, ambition sucks away too much real life.


‘Someone’s decided to do a DIY job on the ATM in Rathfarnham shopping centre,’ he says, ‘so you and I have the gig.’


‘Why us?’


‘Luck,’ he replies, sounding a bit too cheery for my mood.


Mike likes to play the fatherly role with me, and at times, I wonder if he views me in the same light as he does his teenage children. Right now, I’m tempted to replace the l in luck, with an f, but instead I say, ‘I’ll see you there in ten.’
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NADINE


ACCORDING TO GOOGLE MAPS, it’s 6.25 kilometres from my house to the address on the piece of paper, but other than Becca’s sparse instructions, I’ve no idea why I’m going there.


For about five seconds, I consider phoning my brother. He’d drop everything in a heartbeat to help Becca. But I know Gavin. He’d want to take over, to be the one in charge, control things. I can’t let him do that, not yet, not until I know more.


I tell myself, Becca isn’t a killer. It had to have been self-defence, but then a doubting voice takes hold, questioning everything, remembering our last argument when I totally lost it with her. I shake my head, pushing away all the negative thoughts, forcing myself to believe that if Becca did kill someone, it wasn’t intentional, not unless she was pushed. I understand that. I recognise the point when survival dictates everything.


I’m now 3.5 kilometres from the address. The radio is playing my favourite Sunday midday show, talking about the week’s newspapers. The main topics are house prices, gender quotas, and monetary overruns in the health budget. I can’t listen to it, so I switch it off.


Driving over Templeogue bridge, I pass the spot where Becca was knocked off her bike at eight years of age. She had been hit by a truck, which gained in size the closer I got to it. I still remember turning the corner after that phone call, the one telling me she’d been in an accident. The caller had said everything was okay. I didn’t know he was lying, believing it best not to panic me, not until I’d got there safely.


Becca had been visiting a school friend. They were supposed to use their bikes only in the back garden. She shouldn’t have been on a main road, but she was. She had dashed out without looking moments before her body flew through the air. When my car drove around the corner, I saw the ambulance and fire brigade, the crowds of people gathered around, the truck that had hit her, and there, in the middle of everything, on the cold concrete ground, I saw Becca lying like a tiny rag doll. I abandoned my car on the footpath. I told myself to be strong, to hold back tears, as in the ambulance the emergency crew did what they could, and later, the rush of nurses and doctors at the hospital, the frightened look on Becca’s face when they cut off her clothes, covering her with aluminium foil to keep her temperature steady as machines bleeped. They did one scan after another, taking X-rays, hooking her up with oxygen, all with one focus in mind, saving her. Thankfully, somehow, she survived.


And now, I’m one kilometre to my destination.


My satellite navigation tells me to turn right in 200 metres. I will reach my destination in less than four minutes. I slow the car as I turn the bend, the same way I did all those years before when my little girl lay broken in the midst of strangers, and I take in everything I can.


The houses on Serpent Parade are small, red-brick and terraced, with tiny front gardens. They look as if they were built in the sixties, which most likely means there are large gardens out back. My car cruises to the top of the cul-de-sac, passing number thirty-two on my right. I glance towards it. I take in the panelled front door, painted black. At the top of the road, I turn the car in the opposite direction and park. I have a full view of the row of houses. I can clearly see number thirty-two from here. I note the small camera positioned above the front door and the others beneath the gutters. CCTV. Shit, Becca, what have you got involved with?


I watch an elderly gentleman pull a large black bin inside his gate, placing it in the small front garden. I swallow hard, searching the road again. What if I see this John Simons? What do I do then? My heart races. I don’t even know what he looks like. What if I end up doing something that puts Becca’s life in even more danger?


I reach for my handbag, taking out my phone, realising for the first time that I’m shaking. I attempt to key in my PIN code, getting it wrong at first, but finally opening a Google search with the name John Simons. There are 1,677 hits. The first is a politician in the UK, the second a gardener in Cork, the third a Facebook link. I double click it. The profile picture is a character from PlayStation, Kratos, the god of war. I know it, because one of the junior clerks at work used to play it at lunchtime.


On the Facebook page, the individual posts are images of hunted animals, deer, rabbits, and pheasants with their legs tied together. Is this the John Simons I’m looking for? A hunter? I go to his ‘About’ section, but it’s blank.


I try a few more links, seeing other John Simons from outside Ireland. Three live in Australia, and a few more in different parts of Europe. I desperately want to phone someone, to ask advice, to seek help, only Becca was very clear on that front. I can’t tell anyone.


I heard once that most people can’t keep a secret for more than two days. After that, they have to share it with someone – a friend, a partner, a stranger – but what if they can’t? What if the worst thing in the world would happen if they did? That changes everything.


The windows in the car fog up. What am I waiting for? Go to the house, get that damn envelope, then do as Becca asked.


I roll the driver’s window halfway down, hoping to clear the fog and get a better view of the street as I lock the car doors for extra safety. Then I see him, the man opening the black panelled door of number thirty-two. He looks in his mid to late thirties, my age. He’s wearing a dark peaked baseball cap hiding his face but, still, there’s something familiar about him. It’s the way he walks and holds himself, as if he’s attempting to make himself look taller, stronger.


When he steps out, he stares up and down the street. I try to see more of his face, but it’s still half covered with the cap. He appears super careful, double-checking everything. If he notices me, or the car, he doesn’t appear to pay me any heed. I keep my eyes fixed on him, taking in his clothing, a grey sweat top and dark jeans. He’s wearing runners that are brilliant white, squeaky clean, as if they’re straight out of the box. I wonder again why he seems so familiar. I think of the question I’ve been afraid to ask ever since I answered that phone call from Becca, only now it won’t stay silent. Is this nightmare connected to my past?


The man turns back towards the opened door, calling out. I consider taking a photograph of him with my phone, the way they do in movies, but stop myself.


A little girl, aged about five, with a ponytail and a My Little Pony backpack comes out, as the man tries to light a cigarette with his lighter. His first attempt fails in the breeze. He repeats the action, successful this time, before he takes the child’s hand. My eyes watch the two of them step out from the garden. Is the envelope already there, hidden, waiting?


The little girl is dressed in a pink jumpsuit. I think about Becca at that age, and wince. I wait until the man and the child are completely out of sight before I get out of the car.


Nearer the house, I’m aware I’m being picked up by the CCTV cameras. Will someone watch the footage later and study me? I walk right past number thirty-two, trying not to arouse suspicion. I slip into the small supermarket at the top of the street, and pick up a takeaway coffee, as if this small task is my real errand.


Outside the supermarket is a good vantage point to study the rear of the houses on Serpent Parade. I was right. They have large gardens. Sixty to seventy feet at least. My eyes count ten houses until they reach the rear of number thirty-two.


There are cameras there too. After a couple of sips of coffee, I walk towards it. The only thing I care about is Becca. I’ll pick up that envelope, do as I was instructed, but not before I try to find out what I’m dealing with. Everything I do matters now, especially if I want to get Becca home safe.


With each step I take, my daughter’s words repeat in my mind: Mum, I killed someone – I killed someone – I killed. The enormity of it hits home hard now, as if my mind hadn’t quite caught up with this horrible new reality. It feels too big, too scary.


I keep walking, slowing as I near the house, not wanting to get too close, or be picked up by the cameras again. I take in the mature trees in the garden, and the barbed wire along the garden wall. The blinds on each of the windows are pulled down. I listen hard, hearing cooing and the fluttering of wings, as if a bird is caught within a small space. It’s a pigeon loft. My uncle kept pigeons. I’d recognise that sound anywhere. As kids, he’d let Gavin and me hold them to stroke their feathered backs. Sometimes, Gavin would raise a bird up high, caught tight in his grasp, pretending it was an eagle. When he released it, I would think how beautiful it looked flying free, and how small a space the loft was, when all the birds were trapped inside.


I lean against the wall, hidden in the shadows, as my mind jerks back again to the phone call. Becca said a man had locked her in a room. She also used the word ‘they’, meaning he wasn’t operating alone.


I consider stepping out onto the road, but if I do, the cameras will pick me up, so instead, I keep in tight until I’m at the garage gate of number thirty-two. The sounds of the pigeons are louder now, the cooing and flapping, and without knowing why, I stare up at the sky, imagining the birds the way I used to as a child, magnificent and free, before settling down to the task in hand, examining the rear of the house.


There are tiny slits either side of the garage gate. I peek inside, seeing three cars parked, all this year’s models, top of the range, a BMW, a Lexus, and a Mercedes. They alone would buy a decent-sized house. I consider the CCTV cameras again, the expensive cars, the way the man, whoever he is, looked up and down the street, nervous, making sure it was safe. Everything points in one direction – gangland, organised crime, people prepared to do whatever it takes to get what they want.


I step away from number thirty-two. I tell myself I need to keep focused on the only thing that matters, the phone call from Becca, telling me she killed someone, and if I didn’t follow her instructions, both of us could end up dead.


As I walk back towards the front gate, it starts to rain. Lightly at first, then larger, heavier drops. Within seconds, the sky is a blackened grey, as a torrent falls, unexpected, beating down, bouncing off the concrete.


I speed up, cursing myself for leaving my coat in the car, and immediately wonder why I’m thinking about stupid things like this when my daughter’s life is in danger. A young man turns the corner at the end of the road and runs towards the shelter of the trees. I run too, but not because of the rain: I need to do this next thing fast. I have to get that envelope.


At the gate of number thirty-two, I pause for a millisecond before opening it, searching below the bushes for the envelope. I see it wrapped in what looks like a clear refuse bag. I grab it. The thick laurel bushes have kept it dry. It’s about the size of a telephone directory. I don’t stop to think about anything other than getting the envelope into the car, aware I’m being recorded on the CCTV cameras, a soaked, desperate woman grabbing what looks like a piece of rubbish instead of an envelope that could save her daughter’s life.


In the car, I flip the windscreen wipers on at full speed, firing the package onto the passenger seat. I’m not going to check it here. I’ll find some place where I won’t be noticed. I wipe the water off my face and put the car into first gear, not bothering to indicate as I pull out. I can’t help but look at number thirty-two again. The man is back. He’s alone now, standing inside the gate, studying me. Is he John Simons? His baseball cap is still low on his face, but it doesn’t hide his snigger, unmissable even in the pouring rain, as if he’s enjoying making me, Nadine Fitzmaurice, his victim, afraid all over again. I already hate him for it.


I keep driving until I reach the shopping centre in Rathfarnham, only ten minutes from my old family home. I haven’t been there since shortly after my mother died six months ago. The place constantly reminds me of sadness and anger, along with the brick wall my mother placed between us, unwilling, until near the end, to accept help from anyone, least of all me.


When I arrive at the shopping centre car park, the place is jammed. The package on the front seat feels like a ticking time bomb despite its innocuous appearance. I pull into a spot near the recycling area. I watch people drop bottles and unwanted clothes in the bins, easing my breathing as I check the car doors are still locked. My fingernails rip open the plastic and there, just as Becca had said, I see the instructions on the envelope. I tell myself I don’t want to know what’s inside. I just need to do as they’ve asked, and hopefully, soon, speak to my daughter. But then I pick up the package, fingering its shape. It could be a gun. It’s bulky enough.


I memorise the instructions, putting the envelope back on the passenger seat with the instructions turned down.


I key the location into Google Maps. I’m only twenty minutes away from the next address. Soon, the nightmare that began this morning will be over – but Google Maps takes me out a different exit from the shopping centre car park, and as I approach the local Bank of Ireland, I see the police squad car with its flashing blue lights double-parked at the front. The wall of the bank is badly damaged. An ATM hangs out, like a broken jack-in-the-box, and two plain-clothes detectives, a man and a woman, are stopping random cars.


What if they stop me? I’ve never liked police cars. They put me on edge, even if Gavin used to be a cop. I wish now I’d put the envelope in the boot, instead of leaving it in plain sight.


Sooner than expected, I’m nearing the squad car. My car’s engine splutters, but thankfully keeps going. I put my foot on the accelerator, then brake. It splutters again before cutting out. When I re-start it, applying more pressure, I jerk forward. One of the police officers, the woman, turns and stares at me. I try to avoid eye contact, but I can tell she’s viewing me suspiciously. She stops the car two ahead, leaning in to talk to the male driver.


Minutes tick by. I wait.


I tell myself again that soon all of this will be over, but then another thought takes hold. What if I’m wrong? What if I’m fooling myself?


With people like this, you can’t be sure of anything. It might not be over until someone is dead.
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WREN


THE LINE OF CARS IN THE SHOPPING CENTRE stretches out, but still Mike and I go through the motions. We wave a couple of cars on, trying to speed things up.


‘Some crooks are awfully stupid,’ Mike says, looking back at the damaged wall with the ATM hanging out.


I’m only half listening to him, because I’m staring at a woman whose car has cut out a couple of vehicles back. She’s giving that engine some whammy. She looks agitated, too, as if she needs to be somewhere in a hurry.


‘What do you think, Wren?’


‘About what?’


‘The level of intelligence crooks are displaying these days.’


‘I imagine, for some, being out of their heads on coke has quite a debilitating effect.’


I wave the next car on, before I spot Dwayne Moran in a silver Golf. I put up my hand, indicating he should stop. He rolls down the driver’s window.


‘Doing a bit of shopping, are you, Dwayne?’


‘No law against it.’


I lean in, giving the inside of the car a quick visual. ‘Any chance you might have done a bit of DIY on that ATM last night?’ Dwayne’s MO is mainly breaking and entering, petty stuff. He isn’t part of the drug scene, but that doesn’t mean he survives on his communion money.


‘I was in my bed all night,’ he smirks, ‘sleeping like a baby.’


I doubt Dwayne was ever a baby. ‘You packing a firearm?’


‘Nah, totally clean.’


‘So, you don’t mind if Mike here has a look in your boot.’


‘What for?’


‘Just doing our job, that’s all.’


‘Police harassment, that’s what this is.’


‘I’ll take that as a yes. Pop it open there, Dwayne, like a good man.’


He releases the boot from inside the car. I don’t take my eyes off him. If you stop a car driven by a known criminal, chances are you’ll find a firearm. There’s no point in being stupid.


Mike beckons me over. I eye the contents of the boot, before picking up with Dwayne where I left off. ‘Any reason you’ve a mallet back there?’


Some cars further back, those who can’t see the squad car, beep their horns, annoyed at the delay.


‘I was doing some work for me ma, you know, helping her out, like.’


‘You weren’t involved in any tit-for-tat stuff, were you, Dwayne? Attempting to put some manners on people?’


‘Nah, nothing like that, just helping me ma.’


‘And that ATM over there. It looks the worse for wear, doesn’t it?’


‘I know nothing about that.’


The woman’s engine cuts out again. I glance back at her. There’s something else about her that’s bothering me, only right now I can’t put my finger on it.


I lean in closer to Dwayne. ‘Here’s a bit of free advice. Get rid of the mallet, because next time I stop you, I’ll be charging you with possession of offensive weapons.’


‘You’re fecking joking me.’


‘Couldn’t be more serious. Now get out of here before I change my mind.’


I wave the next car on, and stop the one with the nervous female driver. Have I seen her somewhere before?


She rolls down her window. ‘Doing some shopping?’ I ask, keeping my tone soft, professional.


‘No, no, I was dropping things off at the recycling area.’ She sounds as nervous as she looks.


I note the bulky envelope on the front seat.


She catches my glance. ‘I’m delivering a parcel to a friend,’ she says, a little too fast and defensive.


Normally I’d send her on her way, a well-dressed woman from suburbia, where probably the worst crime she ever committed was not paying her TV licence, but instead I ask, ‘Do you mind if I see your driver’s licence?’


She reaches for the glove compartment. ‘Is something wrong?’ she asks, still anxious.


‘No, just routine.’ I smile to reassure her.


I take in the details, her address, the date of birth, and her full name, Nadine Fitzmaurice. Then it hits me, a flash of memory coming back. I was out with Gavin, my ex, and he’d made a brief stop to give something to his sister. At the time, she’d been some distance away, and Gavin had no intention of introducing us, but now, as I study Nadine Fitzmaurice more closely, I see the family resemblance.


I return her driver’s licence. ‘There was an attempted ATM robbery last night,’ I say, ‘and we’re just canvassing the area.’


‘Oh?’


‘You didn’t happen to see anything, did you?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘Okay, then. Thanks for your time.’


She drives forward.


I look at the enormous tailback of cars in the car park. ‘Let’s leave this, Mike,’ I say. ‘I doubt any of these people were here in the dead of night.’


‘That last woman seemed a bit tetchy.’


‘Yeah, she did, didn’t she?’


Aborting the car-to-car interviews, we go back to the scene of the crime.


‘They could have organised a bigger digger to get that damn thing out,’ I say to Mike.


‘No argument there.’ He takes a step closer to the ATM. ‘Do you ever watch those true-crime documentaries?’


‘Sometimes,’ I say, my eyes still studying Nadine Fitzmaurice, her car stopped at the lights at Butterfield Avenue.


‘I hate the way they make it so easy for the cops, leaving clues in the trash bin, and not cleaning up the bloodstains properly.’


Nadine is moving her head from side to side, as if checking each pedestrian as they cross the road. Why is she so anxious?


Mike is still talking. ‘If it weren’t for all those ad breaks, they could have the whole thing wrapped up in less than a quarter of an hour.’


‘It wouldn’t be very entertaining then, would it?’ I reply, as Nadine pulls away at the lights.


‘I guess not.’


‘Do we have the CCTV footage from the bank?’ I ask.


‘We’ve a week of it, in case those bright sparks did some early reconnaissance.’


‘Get the fingerprint team to do a full job on the machine too, although even if our guys weren’t wearing gloves, most of Rathfarnham would have touched it by now. That keyboard will be a complete waste of time.’


‘Needle in a haystack, Wren, but you know what they say. We’ve three hundred and sixty-five days of the year to do our job. We only need one to get lucky. The bad boys, they need all of them.’


‘Or girls,’ I add, as Nadine Fitzmaurice’s car goes completely out of view.
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NADINE


THE FEMALE DETECTIVE KEEPS HER EYES on me right up until I turn off Butterfield Avenue. I hold my breath until I’m out of her line of vision, but I’m still angry at myself for not putting the envelope in the boot. She could have asked me to turn it over, and then she’d have seen the details of the next pick-up point. That would have alerted her to something dodgy going down. I could have blown everything. It was a narrow escape. I need to be more careful.


On the N81, Google Maps reroutes the destination path, warning me there’s a crash further up. ‘Shit,’ I say aloud, as the car moves forward at a snail’s pace, then comes to a complete stop. Right now, I feel as if I’m in some kind of bubble, trapped, as the car edges forward once more, and my mind drifts to another time when I did something I couldn’t share with anyone. For so long I’ve tried to convince myself it was in the past. But that’s the thing about secrets and lies: they never go away, not fully.


I repeat the mantra I’ve been saying for the last fifteen minutes. Follow the instructions, await Becca’s phone call, then somehow get her home safe.


The detour brings me to Killininny Road. I see mothers with buggies pushing children, and neighbours chatting over garden walls. There’s a couple of joggers out too, and an elderly woman with a stooped back walking her small black dog. The dog looks energetic, unlike its owner. I think about my mother again, and how sick she was before she died. I shut that thought down and instead, keep driving until I reach the Old Mill pub, and take a left turn.


All the way towards the mountain road, my mind is in planning mode. Becca said she would contact me tomorrow, which means I can’t go to work, not considering the emotional state I’m in. Others are bound to suspect something isn’t right, plus I’ll most likely find it hard to concentrate. I might not be able to take in the information from Becca’s phone call or ask questions. No, it’s best to ring in sick. A bug, something contagious, a way of giving the impression I still care about work, not wanting to make anyone else unwell by spreading germs. Hell, why am I worrying about what other people think of me? My daughter is in danger and I’m micro-managing my bloody career.


No, as soon as I get home, I’ll ring my boss. She’ll wonder why I’m phoning in over the weekend, but she’ll be understanding. I never go out sick – I didn’t even after my mother died. Every day I turn up on time. I get the work done, often staying late when others have long gone home. You have to do that kind of thing if you want to maintain a position at the top, constantly looking for fresh avenues to increase profit, or more intricate ways of protecting data from hackers, especially after that recent attack. False insurance claims are big business these days, and criminals know it. There are lots of ex-cops working for the firm. I think about approaching one after I’ve done what’s been asked of me, but immediately I push that idea away. I can’t risk it, not if I want Becca home.


My mind is racing so fast I wonder if I should take a sedative – I’ve plenty in my bag. I decide against it. Recently Gavin warned me that if I keep going at the same hectic pace, I’ll burn myself out. He wanted to know what I was trying to prove. Becca used to ask me the same thing. Even as a child, she could see right through me.


‘Why can’t you be more like other mums,’ she’d ask, ‘those who don’t stress about everything?’


But I have to. It’s the only way I’ve been able to cope thus far. How did Becca think I managed to keep a roof over our heads all these years as a single mother? I’ve had to work harder and smarter than anyone else, moving up the ranks because up was the only direction I could go to earn enough money. Sure, money doesn’t buy you happiness, but it pays the darn bills.


There was a time I thought Gavin might join the company too. Fraud prevention is such a lucrative number for ex-cops, but he preferred the corporate security side of things, safe, undemanding.


Neither of them understands what I’ve been through. There are things they don’t know, especially Becca. All her life I’ve tried to protect her, and as I’m thinking this, I’m also wondering if my desire to keep her safe is partly why I’ve driven a wedge between us, weeks going by without any contact from her.


I moved away from home at her age, but that was for a whole different set of reasons. I remember how furious I was when Becca decided against going to college, accusing me of trying to live my life through her. And when she got that part-time job in the deli, saying she didn’t want to turn out like me, overly stressed, anxious, unable to see the wood for the trees, it hurt.


I take the turn onto the mountain road. Driving upwards, I revise the instructions on the envelope in my mind. The next parcel I’ve to pick up will contain money. The pickup area is a few kilometres short of Military Road. The marker will be a pair of grubby runners tied to the entrance of Fettercairn forest. I’ll find the parcel beside a rusty container. I’ve to walk in ten steps and then, on my left, I’ll see a miniature conifer, a tiny Christmas tree. Beside it will be the container, and behind that, nestled in the undergrowth, there’ll be a large granite rock holding the package in place. I repeat the instructions to myself again, because I can’t afford to make any mistakes.


The further up the road I go, a mist is forming. Soon it’s hard to see where it ends and the clouds begin. I’ve barely passed another car on the road, and the last house I saw was about two kilometres down the mountain. There are various markings on the road, instructing me to drive DEAD SLOW, signs for hill walkers, and graffiti-style notices erected by farmers, warning that dogs bothering sheep will be shot on the spot.


I park and get out of the car, then pause for a few seconds. I hear birdsong, the swaying of branches and the rustling of leaves. I see and hear sheep grazing on land nearby, and in the distance, there’s the trickling of water from a mountain stream. On another day, I might feel good about all of this. I might reflect on the wonder of nature, and how there’s so much beauty in this place, barely a twenty-minute drive from the Dublin suburbs. But today, I can’t waste time on reflection: the sooner I get this over with, the better.


It doesn’t take me long to find the parcel. Again, it’s covered with plastic, protecting it from the weather. I clutch it to my chest as if I’m holding a child. I stare briefly at the miniature Christmas tree. It looks sad and abandoned. I think about my daughter, and again, the dividing wall she put up between us, while I stood on the other side, waiting.


As I head back to the car, the wind gains pace, savage now I’m beyond the protection of the city. Spits of rain wash across my face. I find myself sprinting, and feel better for it, as if I’m telling myself I can still do this, and reach a prize that might not even exist, aware that neither Becca nor I may survive this.


I place the parcel on top of the envelope I collected earlier, the one I’m sure contains a gun. I think about putting them in the boot, but I don’t want to get out of the car again, my desire to keep moving being a form of assurance that I’m doing the right thing. I put the car into gear, casting my eyes on the packages once more. The second is so bulky – it must contain a massive amount of money. I think about the people holding Becca: why do they need someone like me to do their dirty work? Surely they have a queue of people willing to do their bidding. There’s only one answer that makes sense. They want to implicate me, because if they do, they’ll have more power over me, which also means this nightmare is unlikely to end here.


I check the clock on the car dashboard. The drop-off isn’t due for another hour, but the traffic into the city can be a gamble in the afternoons, and the destination, a public house on the quays, means I risk getting stuck in tailbacks along the Liffey. Returning down the mountain road, I decide to go straight to the destination point. I’ll park the car near Christ Church and walk the rest of the way. I’ve a large shoulder bag in the boot that I can use for the packages, ensuring they don’t draw any unwanted attention.


Nearing Tallaght village, my ears pop with the change in altitude. I feel as if I’m physically and mentally spiralling downwards, fast. I slow the car on the bends: most of the mountain road is barely wide enough for one car, let alone two. More questions jump into my mind. When will Becca call tomorrow? And what if she doesn’t? How can I be sure she’s still alive? For all I know, she could have done something else to anger them. She has a temper. She might not realise, when it comes to certain people, you have to play along to survive, at least until you find another means of escape.


I switch on the radio, hoping it might calm me down, but then I start to think about the man in Harold’s Cross, the one with the little girl, and the My Little Pony backpack. Was he John Simons? And why did he look so familiar?


I jam on the brakes having taken a bend too fast: I almost hit an oncoming car, a red Fiesta, driven by a boy with a tight haircut. He doesn’t look old enough to drive a car. I reverse backwards into the ditch, letting the red car drive by, all the time telling myself to stop panicking. If I don’t get it together, I’ll make mistakes. I stare at my face in the rear-view mirror. My eyes reflect what I’m feeling inside, pure terror, and it’s not just because of what’s happening right now, it’s because of the past. That’s the thing about guilty secrets: you can never be sure who else knows about them, or the lies you told, because, irrespective of the intervening years, or the safety net you’ve placed between you and them, the things you wanted to stay hidden could rise up at any moment and slap you in the face.
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NADINE


REACHING THE CITY CENTRE, I pull the car into the underground car park near Christ Church Cathedral. I place the packages inside the shoulder bag from the boot and use crumpled tissue from the back seat to conceal the opening at the top.


Out on the street, I walk like a woman in a hurry, and in the immediate distance, I see the high steeples of the cathedral.


There are lots of people on the footpaths. I have to navigate past them, and at times the way through is tight. A male tourist knocks against my shoulder bag. My heart beats a little faster. I say, ‘Sorry,’ to the man, even though it wasn’t my fault. I walk on, gripping the handle of the bag ever tighter.


At Burdocks chipper, a popular attraction, tourists are waiting for their takeaways. Some smile at the prospect of their salt-and-vinegar treat. Under normal circumstances, I might smile too, but not today.


I start counting in my head to shut out other thoughts because my mind keeps going back to the possibility that Becca might already be dead. I shake my head, the idea too horrible to hold onto for long. For the rest of the walk, my brain functions on autopilot, and by the time I finally reach the public house on the quays, I’ve already counted to a hundred twenty times.


The pub door squeaks as I open it. Faces, mainly men’s, turn. I see a woman in the corner seated at a table, checking messages on her mobile phone. It’s dark inside too, as if I’ve entered some kind of cave. The worn floral carpet in the bar has the smell of stale booze oozing out of it. Cardboard beer mats, with Guinness harps, are scattered across each of the small round wooden tables, held up by ornate black iron legs. All the beer mats look used and dirty, like the rest of the place.


There’s a television above the bar with a group of men sitting on stools underneath it. The barman is staring at me. He knows why I’m here. I can see it in his lined and roughened face.


I walk towards him.


‘Wait there,’ he instructs, as he points to a free stool a couple of feet from the crowd of men beneath the television. A breaking news story comes on the TV. A male reporter is talking about another gangland shooting in Dublin, and how the police are asking people who may have been in the area at the time to come forward, especially if they saw a car fleeing the scene. I feel relief when I hear the victim is male. It’s not Becca. A photograph of a young man appears on the screen. He is smiling. I see a Happy Birthday banner in the background. The victim most likely had a mother, and now that woman may no longer have a son.


I recall Becca’s phone call.


Mum, I killed someone.


I’m so distracted that at first I don’t notice the barman walking towards me, until he is standing right beside me. He seems taller and broader close up. He looks angry, as if I’m some kind of hideous inconvenience. He tells me to go to the Ladies and place the packages behind the cistern in the cubicle with the upside-down brass woman on the door. I nod and slip off the bar stool.


Nervous, I grip the shoulder bag tight again, walking towards the Ladies as instructed. Inside, I see the upside-down brass woman almost immediately. The place smells of urine, potent, strong. Through the music system, Judy Garland is singing the chorus of ‘The Trolley Song’, filled with clanging and dinging and falling in love.


I head for the cubicle and lock myself inside. The smell isn’t as bad in here. I force myself to breathe deeply in an effort to be calm, staring at the graffiti on the cubicle door, still clutching the shoulder bag. What am I waiting for?


Leave the packages where you were instructed and get the hell out of here.


Only I can’t, because now I’m staring even more closely at the graffiti. Near the bottom of the door there’s a heart shape with Becca’s name inside. Of course, it could be another Becca, except that there’s a second name in the heart. Henrietta, or Henri, as Becca used to call her best friend. The girl died last year after taking some dodgy tablet at a music festival. Becca had sworn she hadn’t been doing drugs and that it was Henri’s first time too. The death hit Becca badly, and immediately afterwards, she cried in my arms, only, the following day, she refused to talk about it again.


Henri’s death gave her another reason to shut me out, even if I told myself all she needed was time. I was wrong about that too. She needed a mother. I should have been able to find a way through.


I hear footsteps entering the Ladies. Seconds later someone bangs lightly on the door. Sweat runs down my neck. I drop the packages behind the cistern and brace myself to open the cubicle door. I expect to see the barman looking annoyed because he’s been kept waiting, but instead I see an Asian girl. She’s slight in stature, and I’m drawn to her beautiful blemish-free skin. She turns her eyes downwards, avoiding mine, shyly. She’s holding a bucket and a mop – she’s there to clean the cubicle. She steps out of my way, putting down the bucket and mop, before taking out a damp cloth. She walks towards the washbasins and starts to wipe one. I go to another basin to wash my hands. I stare at my reflection in the mirror, shocked to see myself in this place, as if somehow I’d convinced myself this was a bad dream, something I imagined.


The Asian girl walks towards the cubicle with the upside-down brass woman on the front. She sticks an ‘Out of Order’ sign on the door, before pulling it closed. I don’t bother drying my hands. I need to get out of there.


In the bar everything looks exactly as before, except the woman on her mobile phone is gone. I want to be her. I want to be able to walk out without a care in the world.


The barman is no longer behind the bar. I visualise him in the cubicle picking up the packages, and as I’m thinking about this, heading towards the exit, I freeze. To my right, I see someone I haven’t seen in years. He has his back to me, but I’m sure it’s him. I tell myself it’s not possible. I must be mistaken.


Perhaps the strain of worrying about Becca is jumbling things in my head. For a second, I consider walking over to him. A part of me wants to, but my feet are stuck to the floor. They’re warning me to keep my distance, to stay away, to remain safe. The voices in the bar grow louder. In the corner, the television is showing a shampoo advertisement: an actress with dark wavy hair flicks curls off her shoulders. I need to leave. He could turn around at any second and recognise me. Time stops, but somehow I recompose myself. I tell myself the only thing that matters is getting away from him.


I reach the front door. Again, it squeaks loudly as I open it. Will he turn? Will he see me? Will he call out my name? The thought of hearing his voice fills me with so much dread that I almost fling myself through the opened door onto the street. Outside I gasp for air, unaware, until now, that I’ve been holding my breath.


I take a step away from the doorway, checking my mobile phone for any new messages from Becca, but then I lose my balance on the cobblestones. The phone falls to the ground, and when I pick it up, the top of the screen is smashed into tiny pieces. Narrow spider lines move outwards, like a complicated web, and instead of seeing the phone, I see a cracked mirror. In it, blood is streaming from my forehead, like tiny red tears.


I move further down the footpath, putting one foot in front of the other, slow and careful, concentrating on keeping my balance. I pass a beggar in a doorway with a green tartan blanket wrapped around him. His face is lined and puffy, with a mix of purple blotches and protruding veins. His skin seems hardened by the elements, unshaven, dishevelled, beaten down. He has a tiny terrier in his arms. He shakes an empty plastic cup in front of me. I want to help him, but right now I have to keep on moving.


‘I don’t have any change,’ I lie, but even after he is well out of sight, I’m thinking about him, how he wasn’t born that way. Once he was a boy with his whole life ahead of him, unknowing. A child cannot see their future. I certainly didn’t. How could I have known that one day, someone would beat me to within an inch of my life.


Finally, I’m on the road heading towards the car park. My breathing is more settled now, but then my mobile phone vibrates in my bag. I stop and take it out. Another unidentified number. I desperately hope it’s Becca again.


I look behind me, checking for the umpteenth time that no one has followed me from the bar.


‘Hello,’ I say.


‘I hear you delivered the package,’ the male voice says, the sound muffled as if something’s covering the mouthpiece, disguising his voice.


‘I want to talk to my daughter.’


’You can’t. She’s switching location.’


‘Where?’


A silence follows.


‘Where is she?’ I ask again, the anger that has been building inside me since that first phone call bubbling to the surface.


He lets out a snort.


‘I’m going to the police,’ I insist, sounding more adamant than I feel. ‘I swear,’ I repeat, ‘I will go to the cops.’


‘You’re not going to do that, Nadine.’ His words are slow and emphatic.


‘What makes you so sure?’ There’s a false bravado in my voice.


‘Apart from the bullets that will end up in your head?’


I hear another snort.


My right hand, the one holding the phone, starts to tremble.


‘Nadine,’ the voice taunts, ‘are you still there?’


I can’t afford to show this man any weakness. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I’m still here.’


I slip down a side-lane, wanting to get as far away from the people walking up and down the street as I can. The lane is empty, apart from garbage bins. The closer I get to them, the more vile the smell of rubbish becomes. I spot used syringes littering the gutter. I look up and down once more, making sure no one is close enough to hear me, then say, steady and determined, ‘I want my daughter back.’


The man doesn’t answer me. I wonder if he has hung up.


‘I want her back,’ I repeat. ‘I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me. I don’t care how many bullets you put inside my head. If I don’t get to talk to Becca, I will go to the police.’


‘No – you – won’t – Nadine.’ His tone is colder now, harsher too, as if I’ve really pissed him off.


‘I just want to talk to her.’ I hear the tremor in my voice. He must hear it too.


‘Truth – or – Dare, Nadine,’ he says.


I can’t breathe.


‘Truth or Dare,’ he repeats.


My head is whirling. I think I’m going to throw up. And then, the line goes dead.


I stare at the spider-web phone screen, the enormity of his words hitting home. How can he know about the Truth or Dare game? How can this stranger know?


The fear that has gripped me since this morning takes hold all over again. What if he isn’t a stranger?


I step out of the laneway. The road to the car park seems busier now, filled with far too many people and cars. There must have been a heavy downpour while I was in the bar, because now, with a break in the clouds and the sunshine shooting through, rainwater sweats from the ground. More tourists clutch street maps. Others talk on mobile phones. Everyone is moving fast, with lots of people walking in the opposite direction to me. I clamber my way through, and somehow I reach the car park.


Walking towards the car, I remember my reflection in the mirror from years before, blood streaming down my face and it’s as if his hands are on me again. They’re wrapped tight around my throat. He’s pinning me against the wall, my body aching from the kicks he’s given me. I feel trapped. A victim. Unable to get away.


‘Stupid bitch,’ he’s roaring, pulling me further back in time. He tightens his fist, the knuckles white. They grow larger the closer they get to my face. He stinks of alcohol too. I’d thought it was him earlier in the bar, my ex-husband, Cian. I’d thought he’d come back into my life to make it hell all over again. But I must have been mistaken. This nightmare can’t have anything to do with him. I think about the last phone call – Truth or Dare – as I play out all possible scenarios in my mind, not wanting to believe any of them.


Finally, I see my car. I press the buzzer to turn off the alarm even though it’s still some distance away. It makes me feel better that some things are still within my control.


When I reach it, the words from the last phone call replay in my mind. Opening the driver’s door, I struggle to get inside, as if the need to be safe makes my movements awkward. I turn the key and put the car in gear. It moves forward. This can’t be happening. The past is in the past. I don’t live that life any more. I can’t and won’t be a victim again.


I keep driving towards the exit, unwilling to accept, even now, that my past is in any way connected to Becca being in danger. I won’t allow it to be true.


The sunlight, as I drive out of the car park, is blinding. I can barely see in front of me, but still I push forward. A horn honks as I cut across a car, ignoring the yield sign, but I don’t care. I need to keep going. I need to put as much distance as I can between me and the sinking feeling inside, telling me the past is never over. That it will always exist, in the same way that the body in the garden still exists, and that all the terrible things I’ve done will never go away.
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