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      May

      
      Gavin Lott whistled until his cheeks ached. He was crying with frustration, and the sudden east wind dried each salty drop
         on his cheeks. He tramped across the rocky ground, shouting until his voice cracked.
      

      
      He had been doing this for over an hour, and yet there was still no sign of Flash, his father’s prize dog. He had searched
         high and low all over the Wicklow mountainside. He had climbed craggy outcrops, searched through thick clumps of bracken,
         hopped across loose shale and lichen-covered walls: nothing.
      

      
      Gavin dashed at his eyes with his hand, furious with himself. He stopped walking to catch his breath and scanned the heather
         for miles, desperately hoping to catch a glimpse of the basset hound’s white-tipped tail.
      

      
      Nothing.

      
      He should never have let the stubborn beast off the lead in the first place. He should have known Flash would never follow
         him. Sometimes he wondered if the bloody dog even liked him.
      

      
      ‘Flash! Here, boy!’ Gavin cupped his hand to his mouth. ‘Here, Flash.’

      
      Although the day had been warm, at this altitude the temperature was dropping, and the shadows down in the valley were growing
         deeper. He wondered if he had to call off the search. Could the old dog make it through a cold night up here? It wasn’t like
         Flash was used to hardship; he was more accustomed to sleeping flat out in front of the fire or sprawled on one of Gavin’s
         father’s many hair-covered, hound-pungent sofas.
      

      
      ‘Flash! Here, Flash!’

      
      Damn Sadie, anyway. It had been his wife’s idea to take the dog up here. Give him a good run, she had said; exercise those
         old bones. Hah! Flash would have been just as happy taking a quick trip around the block. And now look: Gavin had lost him.
         How would he tell his father when the old man got home from hospital? ‘Hi, Dad, you’re looking well; by the way, I lost your
         beloved dog, friend and companion of ten years…’ Christ, his father would have another stroke. And it would be his fault.
      

      
      An icy chill spread through Gavin’s stomach. What if Flash had fallen and was lying somewhere, whining, with a broken leg
         or something? Gavin moaned aloud. The thought of Flash suffering sickened him. He spun and half ran, half stumbled towards
         yet another gorse-filled ditch. He would not give in. He had to find that dog.
      

      
      ‘Flash!’ He took another deep breath and bawled at the top of his lungs, ‘Flash! God damn it, where are you?’

      
      This time he was rewarded with a deep, mournful cry. Gavin tilted his head and was about to call when Flash yowled again.
         There was no mistaking the sound of a basset in full cry. It was coming from a copse roughly a quarter of a kilometre back
         down the hill.
      

      
      ‘Oh, thank you, God – thank you!’ Gavin praised the Lord some more and took off in an ungainly run. He leaped over a wall
         and pelted as fast as he could down the slope, terrified that the dog would move on.
      

      
      He cleared the first line of wind-whipped scrub grass and plunged into the gloom of the copse. His footfalls were cushioned
         by the pine needles scattered across the rocky ground, and the sudden, eerie silence troubled him. No birds called here; not
         even the wind penetrated through the dense hedges and brambles.
      

      
      Gavin stopped, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. The air here was different, too – cooler, with a moist hint
         of something fetid and tangy. Gavin shivered. Then he saw the white-tipped tail waving furiously from a thick bank of undergrowth,
         twenty feet away.
      

      
      ‘There you are! You total… fucker!’ Gavin allowed himself to break his self-imposed ban on swearing. Breathlessly he marched
         towards the tail. ‘You total and absolute fucker of a dog.’
      

      
      Gavin closed in on the dog, grabbed him by the rump and pulled.

      
      ‘Come on out of that. What are you looking for, eh? Come out of there, you fucker.’

      
      Flash growled deep in his massive chest and dead-weighted him, throwing all his considerable bulk forwards onto his crooked
         front legs. Thorns scratched the back of Gavin’s hands, and thin points of blood appeared.
      

      
      ‘Come out of it!’

      
      Flash ignored him. Gavin shook his head, exasperated.

      
      ‘Right!’ He reached into his coat pocket and took out the lead. God, but his father had this dog spoiled rotten.

      
      He felt along the dog’s back and up towards his neck, searching for the ring on the collar. Flash deliberately hampered him
         by pushing further into the ditch. He began to dig faster, whimpering and growling at the same time.
      

      
      Gavin flattened down the thorns and nettles with his hiking boots and searched for the ring. His stomach flipped as the cloying
         stench of decomposition rose from the undergrowth. Gavin pulled a face: probably a dead fox or a sheep or something. No wonder
         the bloody dog was so interested… Even as the thought went through his mind, Gavin noticed for the first time that much of the vegetation was dead; many of the branches and plants had merely been thrown
         into place. Flash unearthed more loose rock and yellow soil.
      

      
      ‘Flash, here, leave it – leave it!’

      
      Gavin reached for Flash again but, as he did, Flash lifted his head to growl, and Gavin saw what the dog was so intent on
         unearthing. He jerked back quickly and stared, his face wrinkling in shock and disbelief.
      

      
      The hand was small and clenched tightly.

      
      ‘Oh, Jesus!’

      
      The basset hound was whining harder; his paws flung soil and pebbles backwards, sprinkling Gavin’s walking boots like rain.
         Flash changed position and renewed his frantic digging. In seconds he had uncovered a hank of hair, dark and almost indistinguishable
         from the surrounding clay. Flash’s black nose moved this way and that, snorting and blowing. He moved again and pawed some
         more. The hair was long, matted and, as Gavin was beginning to see, firmly attached to a head.
      

      
      Flash threw back another mound of soil, and Gavin saw the top half of a face. It was clearly a woman, but the eyes were closed
         and sunken, and the skin was mottled and torn in places. Dull pieces of bone showed through a massive gash over the left eye.
      

      
      More soil slid away and Gavin could tell, despite her state, that the woman had been young. Her mouth was open; a blackened
         tongue protruded from bloodless lips. The skin around her mouth was stretched and taut, poised in a silent scream; her neck
         was thrown back as though she had struggled to the surface of this shallow grave and had failed inches from the top.
      

      
      Before Gavin could react, Flash clamped his teeth around the top of the head and pulled. The head lifted clear from the soil
         for a second, but pieces of the skin ripped and a small cavalcade of earwigs and other insects charged out from the nose cavity
         and scurried across the cheek, racing towards the deeper soil.
      

      
      Gavin’s stomach flipped again, but he did not panic. He very calmly leaned in, clipped the lead onto Flash’s collar and, with all his might, yanked the hound out of the ditch. He turned on his
         heel and marched out of the copse, dragging the reluctant and slightly surprised Flash behind him.
      

      
      When he reached the clearing, Gavin pulled a brand-new mobile phone from his leather-look bum-bag. Sadie had bought it for
         his birthday and insisted he brought it with him whenever he hiked, in case he fell or had an accident. He dialled the emergency
         services and asked to be connected to the gardaí. He reported exactly who he was, where he was and what he had found. After
         assuring the garda on the line that he would wait for them to get there, he hung up and sat down on a flat piece of moss-covered
         slate.
      

      
      He scratched gently under the dog’s chin. ‘Well, Flash, this is another fine mess you’ve got us into,’ he said in his best
         Oliver Hardy voice, the one Sadie laughed at. Flash whined and began to pant. There were several strands of hair snagged in
         his teeth.
      

      
      Gavin calmly and quietly leaned to the side and vomited until his stomach was empty. It was several minutes before his dry
         heaves subsided.
      

      
      *

      
      Later that night, as the State Pathologist pulled off her gloves and signalled for the gurney to be brought over, Detective
         Inspector Willy Lynch, who had been assigned to the case, raised an eyebrow.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ he said, careful not to sound too optimistic.

      
      The pathologist slipped her mask up onto her head as she approached him. ‘I don’t know yet. The tears to the skin appear postmortem
         – probably a fox; some may have been caused by the dog that found her.’
      

      
      ‘Jesus. Well, I shouldn’t say it, but thank God for that. I hope it was a quick, merciful death.’

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know about that, Inspector.’ She began to unzip her white overalls. ‘The tears might be post-mortem, but the big laceration over her eye is not – and, judging from her hands,
         I’d say that poor girl fought for her life. Her left index finger and thumb are broken, and so is her right wrist. No; I’d
         say, whatever happened to that poor creature, it wasn’t quick and it sure as hell wasn’t merciful.’
      

   
      
      2

      
      June Bank Holiday Weekend

      
      The reception on the small portable television was getting steadily worse. Pat Kenny’s face morphed and flickered. Static
         filled the screen, punctuated by thick green and yellow bands of interference.
      

      
      JJ leaned out of his seat and banged the side of the television with the heel of his hand. Gradually the picture returned
         to its feeble, snowy best. Only now the sound was gone.
      

      
      Triona snorted loudly. She crumpled her empty can of Carlsberg Export and flung it down on the stained carpet.

      
      ‘Oh, way to go, fuckface. It’s totally banjaxed now!’

      
      JJ heard the hostility in her voice. She had been bitching at him all evening, as if it was his fault they had no money to
         go out. He figured he was two cans away from another row. He curled his left foot up underneath him, while his right tapped
         against the floor in quick bursts. Unbeknownst to him, he did this every time he was nervous. He’d been doing it a lot lately.
      

      
      ‘Lookit!’ Triona jabbed his ribs with her bare foot. ‘It’s bleedin’ worse now.’

      
      ‘Yeah, I see it.’ JJ edged further along the sofa. Her toenails needed to be cut and the soles of her feet were filthy.

      
      ‘I told you not to get this heap of shite!’ She jabbed him again, harder. ‘Why didn’t you get the Panasonic like I told you?’

      
      JJ took a drag of his spliff. He pulled the sweet smoke deep into his lungs and held it there. Maybe if he ignored her, she’d
         cool down. Certainly, answering back never seemed to be the right thing to do.
      

      
      ‘Hey, fuckface! I’m talking to you, you spa!’

      
      Triona kicked him in the arm hard enough to knock the joint out of his hand. It flipped from his fingers in a perfect arc,
         dropped down between his legs, rolled under the cushions and disappeared from view in a roll of sparks.
      

      
      ‘Shit!’ JJ leaped up and searched frantically for it. He flicked his dirty blond dreads over his shoulder, pulled the cushions
         off the sofa and tossed them into the middle of the floor. ‘What you have to go and do that for?’
      

      
      ‘Piece of shit, this telly. I told you it was when you got it.’

      
      The spliff lay undamaged between an empty plastic sandwich carton and various chocolate and crisp wrappers. It had burned
         a small dark ring into the once-lemon fabric of the sofa. It wasn’t the first such burn to the couch. There was hardly a table
         or shelf left in the apartment that didn’t have the shape of a joint burned into it where JJ had put one down and forgotten
         about it. JJ didn’t care. It wasn’t like any of the furniture was his anyway.
      

      
      He picked the joint up, blew the crap off it and moistened the paper with the tip of his tongue, making sure the fall hadn’t
         loosened it. It hadn’t; the joint had gone out, but remained intact. JJ smiled proudly: he knew how to roll a tight spliff.
         It was his trademark. People always said no one could roll one tighter.
      

      
      Triona watched him with mean eyes. JJ could feel them burning into the side of his face, but he refused to make eye contact.
         Here he was, twenty-two and saddled with a bitch like Triona. Man, talk about your fucked-up karma. How had he ever thought she was good-looking? She was dressed, as always, in a grimy fleece top and the mint-green
         pyjama bottoms that she wore as trousers. She was – he noticed with a jolt of surprise – sort of fat, and getting more so
         every day. Her bleached-blonde hair was stuck to her head with grease, and it needed a cut desperately. Her face was puffy
         and she had clusters of spots on her chin and forehead. She hadn’t shaved her legs or under her arms in fuck knows how long.
         She disgusted him. Christ, she was eighteen. What the hell would she be like in another few years?
      

      
      ‘What you breathin’ like that for?’ Triona demanded. ‘You gettin’ mad or somethin’? Why are you gettin’ mad? Don’t get mad
         at me; I’m the one should be mad. I told you not to get this telly, didn’t I? But oh, no, you wouldn’t listen to me, Mister
         fuckin’ Know-it-all.’
      

      
      JJ forced himself to relax. The first and only time he’d hit her, she had nearly put him in the hospital. She had at least
         twenty-five pounds on him and she fought dirty – really, really dirty. She would think nothing of gouging his eyes out or
         kicking him in the gonads again. Christ, he had vomited half the night, and even now, when he thought about it, he was sure
         he could detect pain deep in his balls.
      

      
      ‘I’m going to head to the shop.’ JJ stood up and felt his vision wobble a little. He was stoned off his face. He tucked the
         spliff behind his ear. ‘Do you want anything?’
      

      
      ‘Get us some beers and a package of crisps. Salt an’ vinegar, and make sure they’re King, not Tayto.’

      
      JJ glanced at the collection of empty cans scattered around the sofa and clucked his tongue. ‘Shit, Tri, you’d better stall
         it with that stuff. It’s only eleven and—’
      

      
      Triona heaved her body off the sofa so fast that JJ almost tripped trying to move backwards. She jammed her hands on her hips
         and stepped close to him.
      

      
      ‘Here, you asked me what I bleedin’ wanted, didn’t you?’ She jutted her spotty chin out. ‘And I told you, didn’t I? What else
         is there to do in this fuckin’ dump? I can hardly even hear the fuckin’ telly. Don’t you start tellin’ me to watch nothin’.’
      

      
      Triona’s head weaved from side to side as she yelled, imitating the trailer trash from shows like Jerry Springer and Ricki Lake or whoever the hell she watched. JJ hated the way she did that. Recently, she had begun peppering her speech with words like
         ‘dissing’ and ‘fly’, like she was some rap queen or something.
      

      
      JJ grabbed his hoodie from the back of a chair, ducked around Triona and headed for the door. And the music: 24/7, he had
         to listen to Li’l Kim and Missy Elliot screaming out their shit on his stereo. When he’d complained, Triona had called him
         an arsehole and yelled that dance music was ‘over’, only she’d pronounced it ‘ovah’. JJ hated her most for that. Dance wasn’t
         over. It was… evolving.
      

      
      Behind him, Triona muttered under her breath and threw herself back onto the sofa. ‘Can’t even see the telly… Useless fucker,
         tellin’ me what to be doin’…’
      

      
      JJ slipped out into the peaceful night.

      
      He trotted down the main stairs of the apartment building and out into the community car park. The five-building complex was
         almost twenty years old and starting to look its age. At one point, it had housed a wide variety of professional people and
         families; but over the years, as the Celtic Tiger roared, spluttered and meowed, the original people had made money and moved
         to houses with gardens in the suburbs. And with them had gone the sense of pride. Now the paintwork was peeling; the gardens
         went months without anyone bothering to mow the lawns. The collection of year-tenants, welfare recipients and immigrants living
         in Kilmainham Heights didn’t give a shit if the place fell down about their ears.
      

      
      JJ flipped his hood up on his head and tried to regain his composure. The moon was brand-new and the sky carried few clouds.
         JJ fancied he could detect the subtle shift in temperature that brought with it the promise of better weather. And with the
         better weather came more chances to make some decent money, maybe blow Dublin for a while. Last year, he’d set up on Grafton Street and plaited
         the hair of southside teenagers and spoiled Europeans until his fingers were numb. This year, he planned to expand the business
         and provide henna tattoos. If the cops stayed off his back long enough, he might make enough money to check out Amsterdam.
         He’d heard many cool things about Amsterdam and felt it was high time to pay a visit to what was clearly his spiritual home.
      

      
      JJ moved off towards the pedestrian gate. God, it felt good to be outside. Maybe he’d sit under the new bridge for a while,
         relax and have a smoke in peace for a change.
      

      
      The one-bedroom apartment was a dump. If only he could make Triona get up off her arse and clean it now and then. The week
         before, he had looked under the sink for something to throw down the toilet and discovered there wasn’t a single cleaning
         product in the flat. He wasn’t sure, but he suspected she hadn’t changed the sheets on their bed in over two months. They
         felt grimy and they definitely smelled funny. And the fridge had something growing along the bottom of the door. God knew
         what she spent her dole on. Christ, why had he ever shacked up with her? He should have known she was no good. That was why
         her own folks had tossed her out on her ear. They were probably laughing their asses off at him for taking their piece-of-shit
         daughter off their hands.
      

      
      Working up a good head of steam, JJ made his way down onto the overgrown towpath that ran beside the canal, slipping further
         from the streetlight into the shadows.
      

      
      Who was she to talk to him the way she did – insulting him, giving him grief, making him avoid his own home? The stupid bitch
         was always on his case about getting a different job, too. As if he had time for a nine-to-five. And when he’d tried to explain
         to her the need to be around, to be on the scene, she’d laughed in his face and called him a ‘dozy prick’.
      

      
      JJ kicked an empty Scrumpy Jack can into the canal with a ferocity he wished he could use on Triona. He crossed over the tramline
         and down the bank on the opposite side, away from anyone’s prying eyes.
      

      
      He wished he could get Triona to leave him – then he could go back to being a single man – but as much as she liked to call
         him names, she never said anything about dumping him. If he had any balls he’d throw her out on her ear, but the truth was
         he was half… no, he was fully afraid of the crazy bitch.
      

      
      If only the record companies had given his demo a chance. If only he could get that one break. He could be the next Tall Paul
         or Seb Fontaine, maybe even a Fat Boy Slim – not that he wanted to be so mainstream. He’d move. Let Triona keep the place;
         see how long she kept it together without him. He’d rent a loft, a big empty space with bare walls and no neighbours. He’d
         buy proper decks. He’d hold dance parties – maybe charge a small admission fee, strictly to cover costs. And the girls… well,
         he wouldn’t make the same mistakes again.
      

      
      JJ sat down under the bridge and rested his back against a cold cement pylon. He relit his spliff, closed his eyes and smoked
         in peace and quiet.
      

      
      A car screeched to a halt on the road above. He heard a door open, then another, although the engine stayed running.

      
      Fuck – cops, maybe. JJ pinched out his spliff and flicked it into the dark water. He got up slowly and moved deeper into the
         shadows, his feet scraping the filthy cement that ran under the bridge, where the junkies shot up and the pissheads fought
         over cheap hooch. It stank of urine and faeces, both human and animal. He cocked his head and held his breath, preparing to
         duck if he saw a beam of light.
      

      
      There was nothing. He was about to exhale when he heard an angry, slurred voice say, ‘Stay away from me.’

      
      ‘Get back in the fucking car.’

      
      ‘Fuck you!’

      
      He heard a door slam. Then a voice said, ‘Hey! Get your hands off—’

      
      JJ Hutton was not the sharpest knife in the drawer, but years of street life had imbued him with an uncanny ability to recognise
         danger when it presented itself. At those few words, he pressed his body tight against the wall and remained motionless. He
         heard a curse, and then what sounded like a fight.
      

      
      Curiosity won out over fear. JJ crept to the edge of the pillar and peered around it.

      
      He could just make out two shapes on the other side of the bank. He squinted: two men, grunting and grappling with each other.
         The taller man threw a wild fist, and then the smaller one was scrabbling desperately to get his feet under him. As JJ watched,
         they both fell over the grass verge and rolled down the bank towards the lip of the canal.
      

      
      ‘Get off me!’

      
      JJ winced at the sound of flesh on flesh. They were knocking seven shades of shit out of each other. Suddenly the smaller
         one fell, and even from where JJ stood he could hear the sound his skull made as it cracked against the concrete.
      

      
      ‘Get up,’ the taller man said. ‘Stop fucking around.’

      
      But the man on the ground was stunned. He raised his hand to his head and groaned.

      
      The other man stood up and grabbed him. He was panting as he half dragged, half carried him down the bank, forcing him to
         the lip of the canal.
      

      
      JJ stayed perfectly still. He watched as the moaning man tried to resist. What was wrong with him? Was he off his face? Pissed?
         The moaning man stumbled and fell to his knees. The taller man shoved him; he struggled, but he was too weak or too confused
         to fight back. After a brief struggle, he slipped over the edge and down into the icy water of the canal.
      

      
      As soon as he hit the freezing water, the man really began to fight. He cried out and lurched for the bank, almost making it before he was shoved back down.

      
      ‘Help…’ He disappeared under the water. The taller man grabbed a handful of hair and forced his head under the water. He was
         panting with exertion, hanging on grimly.
      

      
      The small man fought violently. Despite the grip on him, he surfaced twice more, thrashing furiously, rising inches over the
         fetid water, gasping and gurgling for air. But each time the other man pushed him under again. Gradually, he stopped struggling,
         and within minutes he was still. JJ swallowed hard and closed his eyes, feeling his legs tremble and his bladder ache.
      

      
      The man on the bank fell backwards. JJ thought he heard him say, ‘Jesus Christ,’ but before his slightly stoned brain could
         be sure, the man got to his feet, staggered over to the bridge support and vomited copiously into the water. After a few moments,
         he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and reeled away, away from the lip of the canal. He climbed the bank – and, as
         he did, a car swept past on the road. JJ got one good look at his face before he turned and disappeared from view.
      

      
      JJ heard his footsteps as he walked over the bridge, not quite running but walking fast, getting as far away from the floating
         man as he possibly could. A door slammed and the car drove off.
      

      
      JJ stepped away from the wall and stared into the dark water. In the dim light, he could just make out the man. He had drifted
         across to JJ’s side of the canal, into the tall reeds, and appeared to be snagged there. He bobbed gently, face down.
      

      
      JJ dithered, hopping from one foot to the other. What should he do? Was that guy really dead? He should get help; maybe he
         wasn’t dead at all. Maybe he should pull him out. On telly, if you did mouth-to-mouth the person sometimes coughed up water
         and then they were okay.
      

      
      On the other hand, the water was freezing and it was almost pitch-black down there. And what if the guy was dead and his eyes
         were open? What if he put his mouth to a dead guy’s mouth?
      

      
      JJ looked at the man doubtfully and pulled a face. He definitely didn’t want to do any gross shit. And if he called the cops,
         there would be all sorts of questions. Nah, man, no way. That was not for him. He was definitely not going anywhere near that
         gig.
      

      
      He turned and began to climb the bank towards the road.

      
      Suddenly an idea formed in the wasteland of JJ Hutton’s brain. Stunned by this unusual event, JJ clung to one of the stone
         pillars and held his breath, lest the idea desert him and float away. It didn’t.
      

      
      He trotted back to the lip of the canal and sized up the distance. If he lay on his stomach, he could probably reach the guy’s
         ankles. He dropped down and wiggled out on the bank as far as he could, but no matter how hard he stretched or what angle
         he attempted, he was a foot or two short. He’d have to get down into the water.
      

      
      JJ had second thoughts. But he braced himself, pulled off his hoodie, pants and runners and gritted his teeth. He sat down
         and lowered his legs into the freezing, dark water, making sure to grip the cement ledge firmly in his shaking fingers.
      

      
      Almost immediately, his teeth began to chatter. The cold was far worse than he’d thought it could be – almost unbearable.
         JJ hesitated. The water stank, and it had a terrible slimy feel that terrified him.
      

      
      Something splashed, off to his left, and JJ faltered again. There were sure to be rats in here. He forced himself to stay
         calm and sank up to his shoulders.
      

      
      It’s only a couple of feet, he chastised himself. You’re already wet, so stop fucking about.

      
      He took a deep breath, reluctantly let go of the cement and pushed off, holding his head as high as he could. He could not
         allow his head to go under that murky surface, not even for a second. Not even if two imaginary naked girls were cheering
         him on from the banks of the canal. He doggy-paddled to the floating man, grabbed an ankle and towed him backwards towards
         his clothes.
      

      
      Teeth chattering uncontrollably, JJ boosted himself out of the water and redressed rapidly. He hunkered down on the lip of the canal and rolled the man face up. His eyes and mouth were open.
         JJ ignored that and patted him down, his shaking fingers swiftly picking the pockets clean. He snagged a wallet from inside
         the jacket; in the front pocket of the man’s chinos he found a set of car keys and, weirdly, pieces of a mobile phone.
      

      
      Satisfied he had retrieved everything of value, JJ released the man and watched as he slid silently back into the water and
         bobbed away, back towards the reeds. He rolled once, his sightless eyes turning in JJ’s direction as though in admonishment,
         before slipping under the surface again.
      

      
      Unnerved by the dead man’s glance, JJ bolted from the canal. He’d gone three streets before he stopped under a street lamp
         and opened the wallet.
      

      
      ‘Holy fuck!’

      
      Jackpot. There were a couple of credit cards and some serious money. JJ skimmed through it quickly: there had to be the guts
         of a grand in there. Okay, the cash was wet, but it would dry out. He found a car park ticket tucked behind the cash, and
         his grin got a whole lot wider when he recognised the name of the car park. He opened his palm and looked at the set of keys;
         there was an Audi logo on the keyring and, beside that, a small silver chain with a silver ball on it. He could dry this ticket
         out easily and get it.
      

      
      An Audi. Sweet.

      
      JJ thought about the man’s open, staring eyes, his body drifting in the cold water of the canal. Then he shrugged and shoved
         the wallet into the pocket of his hoodie. No point beating himself up about that. It wasn’t like the guy was going to need
         money or a car now, anyway. No point in letting it go to waste.
      

      
      Whistling softly under his breath, JJ bounced away, his humour much improved by his unexpected windfall.

   
      
      3

      
      The shopping centre car park was huge. For the second time that hot and humid bank holiday weekend, John Quigley, co-owner
         of QuicK Investigations, lost sight of his quarry. A black and much-dented Nissan Micra with blinking hazard lights blocked
         his path. In his attempt to hang back, John had inadvertently allowed the worst driver in the world to scupper his tail.
      

      
      ‘C’mon, for Christ’s sake. It’s not a bus! You’ve plenty of room there! Lock hard! Lock hard!’ John shouted, and tapped the
         horn.
      

      
      The red-faced woman craned her neck around to glare at him. This was no mean feat: she must have weighed in at twenty stone,
         and she was crammed fast in the driver’s seat. Her hair was damp and stuck to the back of her neck in ringlets. She gave John
         the evil eye.
      

      
      John spread his hands, exasperated. She was trying to park the little car as if it were a Boeing 747.

      
      He tapped the horn again. The Micra jerked and stalled. John slapped his forehead and clenched his jaw.

      
      Finally, the Micra pulled in far enough for John to pass around it. He drove up and down the lanes, narrowly avoiding groups
         of people pushing trolley after trolley loaded with red and pink geraniums and terracotta-look plastic pots. With a sinking
         feeling, John pulled his Manta into a handicapped space and climbed out, ignoring the dirty look some old man in a pink-and-green
         plaid shirt was throwing at him.
      

      
      ‘That space’s reserved for people with difficulties.’

      
      ‘I am having difficulties.’

      
      ‘You’re taking advantage of folks with disabilities.’

      
      John ignored him.

      
      The old man clucked loudly. John ignored him some more, scanned the car park and scowled. Where the hell had they gone? The
         old man shook his head and stalked away, disgusted.
      

      
      John wiped the sweat off his forehead and cursed under his breath. He blamed the good weather for this sad state of affairs.
         If every single wannabe gardener weren’t out trying to buy bedding plants and bags of topsoil, John might have some chance
         of tailing Martin Conway and his probable mistress. He shook his head. What sort of a bloke took his mistress to a garden
         centre, anyway? Men took their wives to garden centres, not their mistresses. What kind of a sicko was this guy?
      

      
      John grabbed his digital camera off the passenger seat, locked his door and trotted up the outside line of parked cars. Conway
         drove a distinctive silver and blue Toyota Carina, 03 reg, and John prayed he hadn’t left it yet. If he had, John would never
         find him in the massive shopping-happy crowds. The centre held four different DIY and garden superstores. Conway could be
         heading for any one of them. There were two furniture shops, too, but so far Conway had always picked the garden places.
      

      
      Three lanes in, John found the Toyota. It was empty.

      
      ‘Shit.’

      
      John glanced around hopefully, but there was no sign of either of the lovebirds. Growing steadily crosser, he snapped a few
         photos of the car, then pulled out his mobile and rang his partner.
      

      
      Sarah Kenny answered on the second ring. ‘QuicK Investigations, how may I help?’

      
      ‘Have you got a crystal ball?’

      
      ‘Hi, John, what’s up?’

      
      ‘I’ve lost him.’

      
      ‘How?’

      
      ‘Because some stupid woman got in my way.’

      
      ‘Where are you?’

      
      John heard the impatience in Sarah’s voice and it irked him. ‘The big DIY-centre place on the Naas Road.’

      
      ‘He took her there? My, how romantic.’

      
      ‘Yeah, not exactly the Love Shack,’ John agreed. ‘So what’ll I do?’

      
      ‘Look for them.’

      
      ‘Look for them where? They could be anywhere.’

      
      ‘Start with one place and work your way through them.’

      
      John spied a McDonald’s sign gleaming high in the air over the roof of the nearest superstore. His stomach grumbled loudly.
         In his mind’s eye he saw himself eating a Big Mac and fries and drinking a very large Coca-Cola packed with ice. ‘Yeah, well,
         there’s about a million stupid people here. I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t I wait and pick them up on the road outside
         the centre?’
      

      
      ‘John, don’t be so bloody lazy. Just have a scout round.’

      
      ‘I got the photos of them leaving the house.’

      
      ‘How long was he inside with her?’

      
      ‘About five minutes.’

      
      ‘So he was just picking her up, and we need more than that.’

      
      The golden arches had never looked so inviting. John could actually feel his mouth watering. ‘I’m trying to use common sense
         here. This place is stuffed. I could be farting round one shop and they could be in another – or, worse, I could be in one
         shop and they could be back in the car and heading out again.’
      

      
      ‘You’re being paid to watch them. So watch them. We need those photos. Mrs Conway wants proof that he’s fooling around. Proof,
         John! That includes when they entered—’
      

      
      John blew hard into the phone and slapped it against the palm of his hand. ‘Sarah? Sarah…can’t…what? Brea…up.’

      
      ‘John, I know you can hear me fine,’ Sarah said. ‘I said—’

      
      ‘What? I’m try—’ John switched off his mobile and slid it into the back pocket of his jeans.

      
      She could get stuffed. She had dragged him in on a bank holiday Monday, and now she was barking orders at him. It was easy
         for her to order him around while she was sitting on her arse back in the relative cool of the office. She had probably eaten
         already. She had claimed she needed to put their files on computer, thus nicely avoiding doing any of the donkey-work. John
         glanced around the packed car park and shook his head. Screw that. He was going to hit the drive-through, grab a bite, sit
         in the car opposite the main gate and wait.
      

      
      He stomped back across the shimmering tarmac and arrived just in time to see the back end of his beloved Manta being inched
         skywards by a small white tow truck.
      

      
      ‘Hey!’

      
      John pelted towards the truck. A skinny man in his forties, wearing sunglasses and a yellow jumpsuit with the name of the
         shopping centre printed across the back, glanced in his direction. John saw that he was operating a hand-held winch. The driver
         of the truck, also in his forties, but heavy and swarthy, watched John in the passenger-side wing-mirror. Both men looked
         hot and bored.
      

      
      ‘Hey, stop! That’s my car!’John skidded to a halt in front of the man with the winch. He was two inches taller than John.
         His gaunt face was sunburned and peeling badly around his nose. The sunglasses had brown lenses and were probably prescription.
      

      
      He nodded his head to the white letters over the parking space. ‘Are you handicapped, sir?’

      
      John grinned. ‘Depends on what you class as a handicap. I’m not a very good swimmer, and I’m told I can’t sing worth a damn
         – although, personally, I think that last one is a matter of opinion.’
      

      
      The skinny man didn’t even crack a smile. ‘So you have no disability that would entitle you to use the restricted space here.’
         He jerked his head once again to the large lettering over the space.
      

      
      John dropped his shoulders and attempted his most contrite expression. ‘Hey, come on, man. I was here less than three minutes.
         I’m looking for someone, okay? It’s not like I planned to stay. I wasn’t shopping.’
      

      
      Skinny hit the button on the winch again. ‘This car park is strictly for patrons.’

      
      The Manta was now fully tilted onto her front wheels. As she rolled gently up onto the ramp, John glanced at her forlornly
         and tried again.
      

      
      ‘C’mon – wait, please. Give me a break, will you? You can let her down. I’m here, aren’t I? And nobody needed the space, did
         they? Look, tell you what: whatever the ticket is, I’ll pay now – save you and me a lot of unnecessary bother.’ John fumbled
         for his wallet.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, sir. Your car will have to be processed.’ Skinny turned off the winch and swung it onto the back of the truck.
         He walked around to the driver’s side in slow, lazy strides. The driver handed him a clipboard, and Skinny carefully took
         down the Manta’s registration and filled out the rest of the form.
      

      
      ‘We are now impounding your car,’ he said imperiously.

      
      ‘You can’t be fucking serious. I was here for three minutes.’

      
      ‘Yes, you said.’

      
      John looked around frantically, searching for someone who might be of assistance. His eyes found the old man in the plaid
         shirt, watching the action from the door of Alba Fine Furnishings with a smug grin on his crinkled face. John pointed towards
         him. ‘There, see him? He knows; he saw me come in, he saw me…’
      

      
      John stopped talking and glanced at the old man again, then back to Skinny. The driver of the tow truck snickered softly.

      
      Ah, that old bollocks.’ John swore some more and glared at the old man. The old man suddenly remembered he had somewhere to
         be and walked off, head up, shoulders back. One-nil to the oldies. Ignore them at your peril.
      

      
      ‘Sir, you may pick your car up at this address.’ Skinny passed John a small white card.

      
      ‘Hey, this place isn’t anywhere near here.’ John stared at the card in disbelief. ‘How the hell am I supposed to follow you
         and pick it up?’
      

      
      Skinny paused with his hand on the passenger door. If anything, he looked even more bored than he had when John first saw him. ‘I don’t know. You can’t pick it up today, one way or the other.’

      
      ‘What? Why the hell not?’

      
      ‘Sir, it’s a bank holiday. Our collection office is closed on bank holidays.’ Skinny smiled for the first time. It didn’t
         make him look any friendlier. ‘You may pick your vehicle up tomorrow. The opening hours are printed on the card I have given
         you.’
      

      
      John stared at him. The hot midday sun burned the back of his neck, and his shirt was stuck to his back. Somewhere deep inside
         his body, perhaps in his spleen, something popped and fizzled. His shoulders tightened with a sudden surge of adrenaline.
         His fingers balled the card into mush.
      

      
      ‘You’re taking my car because I parked it for three minutes in an empty fucking space, and now you’re telling me I can’t get
         it back until tomorrow?’ The words sounded distorted and muffled, probably as a result of speaking through clenched teeth.
         People had begun to notice the exchange. Little interested groups were beginning to form.
      

      
      Skinny’s smile stretched a micro-millimetre further. ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      John took a step towards him. ‘You sadistic prick. You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?’

      
      Skinny removed his hand from the door and drew himself up to his full height. ‘If you have any complaints about this seizure,
         you may, of course, take it up with our complaints department. That number is also printed on the back of the card I have
         given you.’
      

      
      Whole sections of John’s scalp prickled. He recognised this sensation as a warning that his blood pressure was rising rapidly.
         Using every ounce of restraint he possessed, John forced himself to breathe deeply and step back. He knew that, if he didn’t,
         there was an excellent chance he would be arrested for attempted murder. And there were way too many witnesses for that.
      

      
      Skinny watched him for a second longer with cool eyes, then turned and climbed into the passenger seat. The driver started
         the engine and drove off. John saw him laughing, and another piece of his scalp twitched. He stood with his hands in tight fists and watched
         as his beloved, pristine silver 1985 Opel Manta Berlinetta – a car he had restored from practically nothing – disappeared
         around the corner with no one but two obvious devil-worshippers to take care of her. Disappointed by the lack of action, the
         crowd went back to enjoying the beautiful day.
      

      
      John stalked out onto the main road to the nearest bus stop and waited, in the blistering heat, for a bus he knew would not
         be on time.
      

      
      Half an hour later, as John Quigley, detective and potential homicidal maniac, waited, sweating up a storm, Martin Conway
         and his blonde lady-friend passed him on their way to God alone knows where.
      

      
      They were laughing.
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      Big Jack Lawson hung up the phone and cracked his knuckles. ‘That son of a bitch. He’s a fucking wee weasel fuck, that’s what
         he is: a weasely wee shite of the highest order.’ Big Jack was originally from Fermanagh and, though he’d spent the best part
         of his life in Dublin, his voice still contained many of its Northern inflections.
      

      
      He looked as scary as hell at the best of times, but right now, with the beginnings of a bad mood rumbling, he looked terrifying.

      
      At fifty-three, he had lost a lot of his muscle, but he was still only a shade under six foot five and as broad across the
         shoulders as a young bull. The backs of his massive hands were coated in black hair, and his fingers were as thick as sausages.
         The hair on his head was dyed an inky black and worn in a slicked-up pompadour, with matching sideburns that could rival Elvis’s.
         He favoured light-coloured suits, which never seemed to fit him properly, and black wing-tipped boots.
      

      
      But no one laughed at Big Jack’s sense of style, at least not to his face. If someone were to make that error, it could easily
         be his last. Jack’s temper was legendary, and his potential for explosive violence was never far from the surface. On top of all that, his brother, Tom Lawson, was known to have links with a certain paramilitary
         organisation. Big Jack was not a man to be crossed.
      

      
      And, right at that moment, he was sorely vexed.

      
      ‘Problems?’ Billy Lawson, his nephew, asked in his Northern drawl.

      
      ‘There’s always fucking something. I got to get over to the nightclub now and interview a fucking girl for Serena’s spot.
         Lost another two fucking girls to Stringfellow’s last week.’
      

      
      Big Jack reached into the drawer by his hip, pulled out a bottle of Jameson’s and poured a double shot into a filthy tumbler
         on the desk. He leaned back in his chair and slugged his drink back in one go. The wooden chair creaked alarmingly under his
         weight. He sighed. Problems… he hated problems. He tried to run a smooth ship. He had eight different legitimate businesses
         dotted around the city, including a strip joint on Leeson Street, a showroom and garage and two laund-rettes – a private joke
         between him and his brother – and sometimes he felt he was being stretched ragged.
      

      
      ‘You need me to do anything?’

      
      Big Jack shook his head. ‘Nah. Get going with them cars. Load ’em up at the warehouse – and make sure you don’t go breaking
         no speed limits, you hear?’
      

      
      ‘I hear you.’

      
      ‘Paperwork is good for a quick look, so don’t drag any fucking attention to yourself. Sammy’s waiting on you down at the port,
         and he’ll have a container ready; make sure there’s no fucking about with weight. Get her on and turn about for home. Right?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve been through all this before.’

      
      Big Jack’s head swivelled towards his nephew. ‘I don’t give a shite if we have or not.’

      
      Billy sighed. ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘G’wan, now, away with you. Make sure you get there in plenty of time; no rushing.’

      
      Billy put on a peaked cap and unhooked a set of keys from a chalkboard on the wall.

      
      ‘Send up the young lad, would you?’

      
      Billy nodded. Seconds later, Mick Quinn knocked on the door.

      
      ‘Come on in,’ Big Jack bawled.

      
      Mick stepped into the prefab office, rubbing his grease-stained hands on his overalls nervously.

      
      Big Jack looked him over appreciatively. Mick was seventeen, a wiry, black-haired young lad who had been working for Big Jack
         for nearly three years now. He was the son of one of Big Jack’s old friends from back in the day, and, as much as it was possible
         for Big Jack to like anyone, he liked the young lad.
      

      
      ‘I got a job for you. Need it taken care of today, pronto.’

      
      Mick nodded but didn’t ask any questions. Jack liked that about the lad, too.

      
      Big Jack dug a pen and paper out of his drawer, scrawled something on it in his spidery handwriting and passed the page to
         Mick.
      

      
      ‘That’s what you’re looking for and where. I don’t need to tell you to keep this to yourself, do I?’

      
      ‘No.’ Mick shook his head. He scanned the page, folded it and slipped it into the pocket of his overalls. ‘You want me to
         do it now?’
      

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘Good lad. There’ll be no one anywhere near the place, but don’t take any chances. He’s got an office upstairs; you’ll likely
         find it there. I don’t want no fuck-ups, hear me? In and out. Don’t go fucking with any of his stuff or any of that shit.
         Just in and out. We clear?’
      

      
      ‘Crystal.’

      
      Big Jack grinned. He stood up, came around the desk and grabbed Mick by the back of the neck, his huge hand almost encircling
         it.
      

      
      ‘You’re a good wee lad. On you go, now.’

      
      Mick smiled shyly. He let himself out and clattered down the metal stairs. Big Jack watched him go, then he made his way back to his desk and poured another finger of Jameson’s.

      
      ‘We’ll see who’s giving who the fucking orders,’ he said aloud. He lowered himself gently back into the chair and knocked
         back his drink, his mind already moving and adapting to take control of the state of play. He didn’t have a college education
         or many fancy words, but Big Jack was a clever son of a bitch, and the one thing he was not short of was balls.
      

      
      *

      
      By the time John Quigley made it back to the office on Wexford Street, he was deeply pissed off. He entered the dilapidated
         Georgian building and promptly tripped over the empty boxes stacked haphazardly in the hall, left there as usual by the crazy
         lady who ran the grocery shop on the ground floor. He kicked the boxes furiously and began to climb the three flights of creaking
         stairs to his office.
      

      
      On the first floor he passed the door of Freak FM, a pirate radio station owned by local hustler Mike Brannigan. John shook
         his head at the cacophony of voices coming from inside. Probably half of the local secondary school was in there, playing
         shoutouts and talking big. Certainly, Mike was never daft enough to show his face around here: too many fingers in too many
         pies to risk getting snagged by the local cops on something as easy as a pirate raid.
      

      
      John paused on the next floor to wipe the sweat from his brow. The building was old and in desperate need of ventilation;
         even after climbing one floor, John could feel the increase in heat. He knew his office on the top floor would be like a sauna.
      

      
      John tried the door of the second-floor office, giving the handle a good rattle. It was locked, as he had figured it would
         be. Rodney Mitchell, solicitor, friend and alcoholic, was still MIA. His office hadn’t been open for ten days now. John shook
         his head. Rod had not only fallen off the wagon, he’d been crushed under the wheels.
      

      
      By the time he made it to the top floor, opened the door and found Sarah holding hands across her desk with a large grey-haired
         man in a sombre dark suit, John was positively steaming.
      

      
      Sarah and the man jumped when he slammed the door. The man looked flustered; he pulled his hand back as though burned and
         cleared his throat twice in quick succession. A dark flush spread rapidly across his already ruddy cheeks.
      

      
      John nodded to Sarah, pulled a bottle of not-very-cold water from a press and gulped long and hard. Sated, he wiped his mouth.

      
      ‘Hot as hell out there, isn’t it?’

      
      Sarah raised one cool eyebrow and shot him The Look. John put the bottle back, wiped the sweat from his forehead and ignored
         her.
      

      
      ‘John’ – Sarah extended a perfectly tanned arm – ‘this is James Reid. Mr Reid, my partner, John Quigley. You must excuse his
         appearance and brusque manner. He’s been out on a particularly difficult case all morning.’
      

      
      John heard the tint of temper in her voice, and it did nothing to make him want to behave any better. He gave Sarah a sarcastic
         smile. She wore a pale-pink shirt, washed-out Levi’s and sandals. She didn’t look hot and bothered. She didn’t look like she’d
         spent the morning traipsing around town on a worthless jaunt. Her car hadn’t been towed away by Satan’s minions.
      

      
      ‘Yep,’ he said, ‘excuse me.’

      
      ‘Hello.’ James Reid nodded to John, looking uncomfortably aware of the crackle of animosity that had just passed between the
         two detectives.
      

      
      ‘Howya.’ John pulled off his T-shirt and wiped under his arms with it. He threw it onto his desk, grabbed the bottom of the
         sash window and hauled at it with all his might. Of course, it didn’t budge an inch; it had been painted over so many times
         that it might as well have been nailed shut. After a few more seconds of grunting and straining, John abandoned the humiliating struggle. He turned and leaned against the window, adopting a casual air that fooled no one.
      

      
      ‘So, what we talking about?’

      
      James Reid stared at John and cleared his throat again. He was about fifty, with a kindly, slightly weather-beaten face. He
         had broad features, to go with his broad frame, and closely cropped grey hair. There was a shaving rash on his neck. He wore
         a black double-breasted suit, a pristine white shirt and a black tie. The suit looked new, and he wore it like he was under
         sufferance. John guessed that it wasn’t his normal attire.
      

      
      ‘Mr Reid has just returned from a funeral,’ Sarah said. Her lips were tight with disapproval and her dark-brown eyes flashed
         dangerously. ‘His brother’s funeral.’
      

      
      John stalked across the room and threw himself into his chair.

      
      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ If she was trying to make him feel like a heel, she could get lost. How was he supposed to have
         known? He wasn’t a mind reader. He opened the press behind his desk, took out a fresh white T-shirt and pulled it over his
         head. Still, maybe he had spoken out of turn. If he didn’t lay off soon, Sarah would slap his face for him, client or no client.
      

      
      ‘My condolences.’

      
      James Reid nodded. ‘Aye, well. Thank you. It was a bit of a day.’

      
      John lit a cigarette, gaining level two of The Look from Sarah. Ever since the ban on smoking in the workplace had become
         law, John had cheerfully ignored it. He cocked his head to one side. ‘You from New Ross?’
      

      
      James Reid glanced at him, surprised. ‘Close enough, all right. Near Duncannon.’

      
      ‘Thought the accent sounded familiar.’

      
      ‘Do you have people down that way yourself?’

      
      ‘Nope.’ John blew out a stream of smoke. ‘I bought some parts for my car from a guy from New Ross. Never forgot the accent.
         He talked like he could charm birds out of trees; then the fucker stiffed me. If I ever see him again, I’ll wring his scrawny neck.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, well. There’s a lot of that kind of carry-on around the country.’ James Reid somehow managed to look even more uncomfortable.
         ‘Fierce, the way some folk carry on, so it is.’
      

      
      ‘Before you… returned, John,’ Sarah said, ‘Mr Reid was—’

      
      ‘You can call me James.’

      
      ‘Ah, okay.’ Sarah smiled. ‘James was telling me that he’d like his brother’s death investigated.’ She spoke in a perfectly
         neutral voice, but John knew her too well to be fooled. He could tell she was close to boiling point. Time to quit acting
         the idiot.
      

      
      He pulled out a notebook and pen and waited, his hand hovering over the paper. ‘Okay. We can do that. So what are we looking
         at?’
      

      
      ‘His brother died last week in a drowning accident.’

      
      ‘It was no accident,’ James said. ‘That I can assure you. My brother did not drown in an accident.’

      
      Sarah glanced at him, then back to John. ‘The gardaí are involved, but James believes they’re satisfied that it was death
         by misadventure.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the name of the officer handling the case?’

      
      ‘Detective Inspector Jim Stafford. He’s in Kevin Street.’

      
      ‘Never heard of him.’ John looked at James Reid. ‘If the police are looking into it, why do you need us?’

      
      ‘Like I said, I don’t think they’re really looking for anyone.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      James Reid took a couple of seconds to reply. Then, as if deciding something, he sighed heavily. ‘At first they thought David
         might have been robbed, and he either fell or was pushed into the canal.’
      

      
      ‘What made them think that?’

      
      ‘His wallet was gone, he had a head injury and they reckon they found traces of his blood on the path near where he was found.’

      
      ‘So why aren’t they looking for the mugger?’

      
      ‘Exactly!’ James Reid nodded vigorously. ‘That’s exactly what I said!’

      
      ‘Now, though,’ Sarah said firmly, ‘the gardaí say he might have been robbed earlier in the evening.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      Sarah shrugged.

      
      ‘Oh, aye,’ James said angrily. ‘Oh, aye; then he was walking home, fell, slipped into the canal and drowned.’

      
      ‘What makes them so keen to mark it as an accident?’ John asked.

      
      ‘You might as well know that they’re saying he was drunk. I said that was b— well, sure, what if he was? David liked a drink,
         but he could handle it. I don’t think I ever saw him falling around drunk in my life. They did a test, got a blood alcohol
         reading, and it was high, right enough; but there was no way it was high enough for him to just fall into a canal and drown.’
      

      
      ‘What was the reading, do you know?’

      
      ‘Point two; that’s what the coroner reckons.’

      
      John and Sarah exchanged glances. That was more than high. David Reid must have been trashed.

      
      ‘And another thing,’ James said. ‘Why is his car missing?’

      
      John raised an eyebrow. ‘Is it?’

      
      ‘No trace of it. Does that sound fishy to you?’

      
      ‘It would certainly have me asking questions.’

      
      ‘Like I already said, the gardaí haven’t ruled out the possibility that he was mugged earlier; his car keys could have been
         taken then,’ Sarah said firmly.
      

      
      ‘What kind of car is it?’ John asked.

      
      ‘Brand new Audi Quattro, silver. He’d only bought it a few months ago.’

      
      ‘Definitely missing?’

      
      ‘No sign of it anywhere.’

      
      ‘That’s interesting.’

      
      ‘That’s what I think.’

      
      John scribbled ‘Missing Audi and wallet, possible mugging’ at the top of a clean page. ‘What do you think happened that night, Mr Reid?’

      
      ‘I think my brother was murdered.’

      
      John wrote ‘Murdered?’ and underlined it. He glanced at Sarah. She inclined her head ever so softly to the right. Her long
         dark hair fell off her shoulder. John understood her expression immediately: she had already heard the story, and she didn’t
         buy it. John felt a twinge of sympathy for this big, awkward man.
      

      
      ‘Was there any sign of a struggle?’

      
      ‘He had a bad head injury, didn’t he?’

      
      ‘No, I mean any other sign – bruising, torn clothing, anything that might suggest he was assaulted rather than just fell?’

      
      James exhaled sharply and rubbed his hands along his thighs. ‘No, nothing like that. But his mobile was all smashed up. The
         cops found bits of it in his pockets.’
      

      
      John frowned. That was strange. If he had been attacked, why would someone smash up his phone? Why wouldn’t they rob it, along
         with the wallet and car? ‘Were there any witnesses? Nobody heard anything?’
      

      
      James raised his head and glanced imploringly at John. ‘No, no one heard anything or saw anything.’

      
      ‘I’d like to see a copy of the incident report. Was there a postmortem?’

      
      ‘I’ll get you a copy of the report.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘Would your brother normally drink if he was driving?’ Sarah asked.

      
      ‘No, never. That’s why their theory’ – he spat the word out – ‘is that he got drunk, left the car in town, started walking
         home and had an accident. But that doesn’t make sense. Why would he have walked across the bridge if he was coming from town?
         He lives on the town side of the canal.’
      

      
      ‘Who says he was in town?’ John asked.

      
      ‘One of his friends met up with him earlier that day.’

      
      ‘What’s his name?’

      
      ‘Max Ashcroft.’

      
      John wrote that down too. ‘Do you have a number for this man?’

      
      ‘I’ll have to have a look for it. Or you could ask Larry Cole – he’s David’s closest friend. He’s a solicitor. Himself and
         David know each other a good couple of years now. They play golf together.’
      

      
      ‘Okay. Get that number and we’ll talk to him.’

      
      ‘Well… that was it. They said he most likely walked home from town and fell over the bridge; because he was so drunk, he couldn’t
         find his way to the bank and drowned.’
      

      
      John wrote ‘bridge’.

      
      ‘Did you ever hear the like? They tell me he drowned in less than five feet of water. Sure, even that doesn’t even make sense.
         David wasn’t the tallest, to be sure, but…’ James balled his huge hands into fists and opened them again. ‘I don’t understand
         how he drowned. It doesn’t make sense.’
      

      
      ‘Unless he was unconscious,’ Sarah said softly.

      
      Something about this story triggered John’s overheated brain into action. He glanced up. ‘Where did this happen?’

      
      ‘Not two miles from here, over in Kilmainham.’ James ran his hand over the raised, angry skin on his neck. ‘Them fuckers are
         going to try and return a verdict of death by misadventure, I know they will.’ He glanced at Sarah. ‘Sorry for swearing.’
      

      
      ‘That’s okay.’ Sarah smiled. ‘I’m sorry to have to ask, but was there any suggestion or possibility of suicide?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      John put out his cigarette. Now he remembered. He had heard something about this on the news. He remembered thinking that
         the guy must have been pretty smashed to die like that. A twinge of guilt joined up with the one of sympathy. Pretty soon
         he’d have a whole set.
      

      
      James yanked at his tie and opened the top button of his shirt. ‘Look, I told the cops this and I’m telling you the same: something was up. The last few weeks, David… well, he seemed to
         be a little under the weather. He wasn’t suicidal, not by a long shot, but there was something going on with him. I spoke
         to him on the morning he died, and he was in good enough form – told me he’d be coming down the following weekend, and that
         he’d been thinking of taking a bit of a break towards the end of September.’ He glanced at John. ‘It sounded to me like he
         was feeling better in himself.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean, he was under the weather?’

      
      ‘Just not himself. Something wasn’t right, I know it.’

      
      ‘What about his friends?’ Sarah said. ‘Did they notice anything unusual in his behaviour lately?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, they never said… I suppose you’d be better off talking to them yourself. There’s a gang of them go golfing
         regularly.’
      

      
      ‘Is there? If you could get me the names and numbers, that would be great.’

      
      ‘I only have Larry’s number. I don’t know the rest of that shower at all.’

      
      ‘Shower?’ John said. ‘You’re not so fond of them?’

      
      ‘Ah, I met them a few times… they’re all full of themselves, you know.’ James shrugged, suddenly looking very tired and defeated.
         ‘Wouldn’t be my sort, now, I tell you. You might find their numbers at David’s house.’
      

      
      ‘I have the keys to David’s house,’ Sarah said to John, by way of an explanation.

      
      ‘I haven’t been back to the house myself since the first day I found out,’ James said softly. ‘I – I just haven’t.’

      
      John nodded sympathetically. ‘Not to worry, we’ll have a look and have a word with his friends.’

      
      Sarah leaned forward in her chair. ‘The night of his accident, did your—’

      
      She flinched as James rose to his feet so fast that his chair toppled over. Two spots of colour flared high in his cheeks. ‘It was no accident. I keep telling you that, I keep telling the gardaí.
         Someone must have attacked David, they robbed him and they threw him in the fucking canal!’
      

      
      He straightened his shoulders, righted his chair and sat back down. ‘Look, I want you two to find out what happened. I don’t
         give a shite what the gardaí say. My brother was no suicide. He wasn’t a drunk, either. I want you to find out what the hell
         happened that night. I want to know why my brother is dead. I want some answers!’
      

      
      Sarah said nothing. John felt a trickle of sweat run down his back and into his soggy underpants.

      
      ‘Can you do that for me?’

      
      Sarah sat back in her chair, her face stony. ‘Mr Reid, there’s no need for you to get so upset. We’re investigators; it’s
         our job to keep an open mind and to consider all possibilities. Including the possibility that what happened to your brother
         was an accident.’
      

      
      ‘I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have shouted like that.’ James ran his hands through his hair, his expression one of bewilderment
         and embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry, but no one wants to listen to me. I know something happened to him. I can’t explain it; I just
         know. I can feel it in my gut.’
      

      
      Sarah glanced over at John. He waited. It was her call. It was a good minute before she sighed and said, ‘All right, we’ll
         take your case.’
      

OEBPS/images/9781444725636.jpg
Cover






