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      PROLOGUE

      
      The day they pulled Tiny Shortall’s body from the river, I was hammering on the door of the Register Office in Molesworth
         Street trying to gain entry in order to record a man I’d never met marrying for the fifth time. His other four wives were
         alive and well and curious to see his latest choice. A bag lady pushing a shopping trolley full of her life pointed out that
         this was lunchtime and the office was closed. For all I knew she was the latest bride and therefore apprised of the opening
         hours of The House of Fun. If so, her dress was unconventional, but who am I to question another girl’s sense of style? I
         checked my watch which adamantly stuck to its story that it was 2.15, and ten minutes later it was calling the same tune so
         I gave in to the idea that it had stopped. Whether that had been at the previous a.m. or p.m. only time could tell, and it
         was staying quiet on the matter.
     

      
      
      I wasn’t feeling good. I’d had a tummy bug forever and couldn’t seem to shake it. Nausea had become the norm and I was dizzy
         and fed up. I decided to hit base, seven minutes away in Temple Bar. I would spend the lunch break there, perhaps asleep,
         and return to photograph the happy event later when, hopefully, I’d be a little more human. And less inclined to soil the
         bride’s frock.
     

      
      The sun beat mercilessly down from a cheerful blue sky, burning white light into my fried brain. Every step on the bone-dry
         pavement ricocheted through my body, jostling my stomach before heading to my pounding head to wreak havoc. I slowed my pace
         to ease the jerking nausea of movement. This will pass, this will pass, I chanted to myself. It had to. ‘Pass, pass,’ I urged.
         ‘Pass, pass,’ I begged. This really had to end. My hair was wet-plastered to my neck, stray wisps criss-crossing my face, my tee-shirt had moulded itself around
         my torso, thighs chafed against damp linen and my feet slid across the soles of strappy, flat sandals. Equilibrium was a memory
         and disaster a certainty.
     

      
      I was stepping off the kerb outside a designer clothes shop full of couture without price tags when a van sporting a BBC logo
         rounded the corner at speed, presumably dashing a scoop to the company’s studio in a nearby mews. I hopped back to avoid collision
         in the manner of comic-book heroines who often have the aid of supernatural powers – I wished. I had overestimated my agility
         and instead fell into the bag lady’s trolley and from there on to the street. The jolt caused all the air in my body to evacuate
         with an impressive ‘whoosh’ and proved too much for my beleaguered system. I found myself gagging into a Dublin gutter, without the benefit of
         a punchline.
     

      
      My name is Leonora Street and I am a Private Investigator. Welcome to my world.

      




      
      
      ONE

      
      Two blue lines. I looked again. Not one, but two. Two blue lines. I shook the stick and looked again. Still TWO, no change. I waited five minutes and had another peek, same result.
         Every fibre of my body began to hum with tension, tingling at the edges of my sanity. A weight on my chest refused me breath.
         My heart fizzed and ripped away from its moorings, plummeting below me, beyond me, beyond the ground beneath my feet, down,
         down, until it must have hit the office two floors away operated by a solicitor who chased ambulances for a living. He was
         welcome to it.
     

      
      Suddenly, all my feelings centred on the ball of cells growing within me. I struggled to breathe, trying to restore normality
         in this vast cavern of amorphous despair. Independent of my will, my mind decided that if I didn’t get off the toilet, soon,
         I would deserve the brand of the seat across my flabby bottom. I was oddly grateful that something useful was still functioning automatically, however basic and unheroic. I stood and fixed my clothing
         into its requisite place with a measured speed: it suggested calm.
     

      
      I was anything but.

      
      What I was, was pregnant. And single. And self-employed. The folks at home were gonna love this one. While I was adjacent
         I turned and had a last gawk into the porcelain telephone. I trust the message got to whichever god is in charge of unwed
         mothers.
     

      
      The parallel blue lines were still shimmering against their white background. Abstract and beautiful, they might signify infinity
         in a modern painting, I thought. Here they marked my humanity at its most elemental level: the high art of creation. I was
         mesmerised, and blinked to clear my vision, hoping to clear one of the lines too, to erase it. The blinking didn’t blinking
         work. I forced my eyes away again. The grit between the tiles above the hand basin was like so much dirt under a fingernail;
         expected yet distasteful, almost beyond control.
     

      
      I was not particularly in the habit of examining the workings of this bare, and relatively unpleasant, room but on that particular
         day I was content to stare at the imprint of decades of life’s other travellers, while trying both to ignore and digest the
         news I had just received: duffed, preggers, up the pole, bun in the oven, going halvers on a baby. But how had I got myself
         into this fine mess? I looked into the mirror at a vaguely familiar, ghostly face, flattened by life and the day’s humidity.
     

      
      ‘You tell me,’ I said. ‘You’re the detective.’

      
      
      My reverie was interrupted, I am glad to report, by vigorous banging on the door. A pair of disembodied voices discussed the
         matter.
     

      
      ‘There’s obviously more than one person in there. Unless it’s some class of lunatic talking to themself.’ (Female, reedy,
         worryingly familiar.)
     

      
      ‘Now don’t get overexcited. Sure, who’d climb up all this way for that?’ (Male, reasonable.)

      
      ‘A lunatic would.’ (Her again.)

      
      The hammering began afresh. Come out, come out, whoever you are.

      
      ‘Come out of there, whoever you are,’ said Mrs Mack, erstwhile cleaner and self-appointed patrol woman for my office building.

      
      I had learned much from this woman over the years we had shared here, and was therefore wise to her habit of checking bins
         for interesting rubbish. I carefully wrapped the paraphernalia of pregnancy testing and secreted it in the massive bag I carry
         with me. I’ll freely admit that I have adopted some of Mrs Mack’s tactics in my work; she has a lot to offer to the professional
         snoop. I rinsed my mouth with water and splashed my face. It didn’t make a helluva lot of difference, but that’s what happens
         in the movies so it was worth a shot. Then, with stinking breath held tight, I opened the door.
     

      
      ‘Well, I was nearly right,’ she smugly told her husband, Kevin, who was diligently stationed by her side. ‘I might have known
         it was you,’ she directed at me.
     

      
      ‘I didn’t realise I was making such a racket,’ I said, with plenty of fake innocence.

      
      
      ‘You look terrible,’ she went on. ‘Are you sick or on drugs or something?’

      
      ‘Actually, never better. I’m a bit stressed is all.’

      
      Mrs Mack pushed by me to check that I hadn’t damaged any of the precious fittings; some of them were so old as to be antiques,
         so maybe she was being prudent. It was also a blatant sweep for other interlopers: it’s a terrible thing when trust is on
         an indefinite vacation.
     

      
      ‘I see you’ve decided to stay with us,’ I said to Mr Mack, who had been deputy sheriff while Mrs M was on a pilgrimage six
         weeks back, and now seemed unable to leave again.
     

      
      ‘Oh, you know yourself,’ he said sheepishly.

      
      To be honest, everyone in the building was thrilled with the arrangement, because Kevin Mack applied himself to the tasks
         in hand, whereas his wife, first name unknown, had the loosest of grasps on her job description: CLEANER. With Kevin effectively
         carrying out the contract the building was just that.
     

      
      ‘You do look a bit pale,’ he said.

      
      ‘I know. I have a stomach bug and I’m off my food. But I’ve got to the root of the problem now, so I’ll be able to deal with
         it from here.’ (Oh, how smoothly the truth dripped from my lips, sounding like a lie and feeling like betrayal.)
     

      
      ‘Be sure you do. Your health is your wealth, you know.’

      
      ‘I do,’ I said. ‘And I will.’

      
      We both heard the sound of machinery ferrying between floors. I was shocked.

      
      ‘Did you leave the lift working?’ I gasped.

      
      
      ‘She wasn’t looking,’ Kevin whispered.

      
      Mrs Mack was not keen on the elevator being available to anyone but herself and her enormous vacuum. Neither of them had done
         a tap in decades and exercise would probably finish them off altogether. A point worth noting, I thought. It’s always handy
         to know your enemy’s Achilles heel.
     

      
      The metal doors of the lift accordioned open and Ciara Gillespie emerged, jingling and clanking with belts and body piercings.
         She took one look at me and announced that I was death warmed up, or that’s what it translated as in more genteel parlance.
         To put it plainly, my assistant is as blunt as a first-degree trauma. On cue, the loveliness that is Mrs Mack re-entered our
         orbit. She eyed Ciara up and down. The neo-goth attire, so beloved of my staff, cut no mustard.
     

      
      ‘Back to the dustbin look, I see.’

      
      Ciara grinned impishly and said, ‘Yeah. I know it really annoys you.’

      
      The older woman’s mouth almost curled before she snorted and declared grandly, ‘On your own head be it.’

      
      The banter had begun, but it was an agony to behold. Although the two enjoyed themselves greatly during these impromptu sessions,
         everyone else lived in fear of a real battle some day, wusses that we were. Kevin Mack and I stood back in neutral territory
         allowing the combatants to spar without hindrance. I was grateful of a cold wall to lean on. Damp clothes chilled my feverish
         back and the resultant shivers were delicious and distracting as my life continued to reel and spin. The bout was short, as
         luck would have it.
     

      
      
      Ciara added, ‘That shade of beige you’re wearing is just so you. I’d never be able to carry it.’

      
      ‘True,’ said the older maestro. ‘But your time will come.’

      
      She gave a beatific smile, wide enough to scare the entire Foreign Legion and a few regiments of Gurkhas into the bargain.
         Ciara shivered at the thought and took off. I nodded respectfully at the Macks and followed the teenager through a door, which
         declared the legend ‘Leo Street and Co.’ on frosted glass. My legs were weighted jelly and the buzzing in my head was still
         making a racket. I was amazed no one seemed to hear this aura of nervous fright crackling around me.
     

      
      Ciara’s hands were shaking as she busied herself preparing the coffee percolator. The smell did nothing for my condition.

      
      ‘Peppermint tea,’ I muttered, as I lowered myself wearily into the ancient leather armchair usually reserved for clients.
         I couldn’t look across the desk because the semi-circular window behind it beamed cruelly with summer sunshine. It was bright
         enough to create the illusion of a halo around Ciara Gillespie, which ranks it as something of a miracle. On any other day
         it would have warmed my bemused cockles, now it just plain hurt.
     

      
      I closed my eyes but the light rendered my lids’ frail membranes, ineffectual against nature’s joy. On a rose-pink background
         small dots of orange and yellow exploded on cosmic impact; ideas and dreams vaporising before my very eyes. I tried looking
         at the floor, but the black and white squares of linoleum insisted on moving. Were my feet beginning to swell? Was I getting paranoid? Does the bear steal food from the campsite? With my head
         between my legs, I closed my eyes again and burbled some more. And, yes, I considered kissing my ass goodbye.
     

      
      ‘Oh, I get it,’ Ciara said. ‘This is where you murmur something that sounds like “peppermint tea” and expire, and I’m left
         to figure out what you meant, but it turns out that peppermint tea’s not what you said at all, but again being the clever and quick-witted individual that I am, not to mention top Private Investo, I solve the mystery with great
         aplomb.’
     

      
      ‘Sorry to rain on your mackintosh and trilby but I really do want a cup of mint tea. It’s good for the digestive system,’
         I explained, wondering if it was too early to have a craving, other than wanting this all to end, that is.
     

      
      ‘Well then, you’re going to have to go and buy some. And while you’re on the town, why don’t you go see a doctor and get yourself
         fixed up?’
     

      
      ‘You may have a point there,’ I conceded, wallowing momentarily in my knowledge of the situation and Ciara’s lack of it. ‘I
         can’t do all that till later, because I messed up on the Mulholland wedding.’
     

      
      Ciara consulted her watch. ‘How can you have messed up on something that hasn’t happened yet?’ She frowned across at me, then
         quickly added, ‘Don’t answer that, I don’t think I’m ready for it. I’ll deal with the wedding, you rest up. I want you in
         tiptop shape for our date this evening.’
     

      
      My stomach pirouetted and I groaned. I have nothing against a good time, but this night out of ours was not a traditional one. In fact we were both working undercover in a club called Moonlites trying to find out how the regular
         staff were fiddling the system. It was smelly, horrible and bleak, which was apt for my situation at that moment. I tried
         lifting my head up, but decided against it very early on in the move.
     

      
      Ciara’s voice was far off as she asked, ‘Where’s the mutt?’

      
      No. 4 was the third member of our team and, as a dog, headed up the canine division of the firm. He was paid in love and food
         and, so far, hadn’t proved a huge help with case-solving, but life would have been duller without him. We’d decided to hook
         up as a team after a case in Kildare, and my three house cats were still coming to terms with this moment of madness on my
         part. Ciara had been peripherally involved in the Kildare events, but had only recently become a salaried member of the company,
         so seniority was with the dog. I did not pry into the internal arrangement between the workers. I suspected they took me to
         be the dead wood now, but foolish questions on my part, or trying to be boss, might spur a schism or a coup and one or other
         would be costly and unwelcome. My charm would stretch only so far. I did harbour dreams of No. 4’s animal wisdom rubbing off
         on me and perhaps a smidgen of Ciara’s teenage pain-in-the-ass sass. Either would have been handy then. Instead, I answered
         the question.
     

      
      ‘He’s with Molly, minding the parking lot. They enjoy each other’s company.’

      
      Molly was the alias of an ancient codger who had laid claim to a derelict patch of gravel and muck a few streets away. He operated it as a haven for those of us who couldn’t afford the spiralling rates in the concrete multi-level
         car parks dotting the ever-yuppifying inner city area. His real name was Malachy, and he had galloping rheumatics, imagination
         and the type of hacking cough that would make a tabloid journalist proud.
     

      
      ‘If the dog is with Molly, he can’t be eating the files or the furniture here,’ I added.

      
      ‘Boredom is a fearsome thing,’ my assistant said. ‘Though I’d still love to know how he got the filing cabinet unlocked and
         the drawers open that time.’
     

      
      ‘He has skills,’ I acknowledged.

      
      I chanced raising my head and it went moderately well. My watch was still in its warp, but I thought it was probably time
         Ciara got to the Register Office and told her as much.
     

      
      ‘You’ll spot Mulholland, no problem. He’s small, roundy and bald. Brimful of energy too, if he can sell books all round the
         country by day and keep going to at least four partners in rotation at night.’
     

      
      ‘He’ll also be the one in the suit with a grin a mile wide. Dead give away.’

      
      ‘Happiest day of his life,’ I pointed out.

      
      ‘Again,’ Ciara added.

      
      I watched in awe as she stripped her nose and ears of a half ton of jewellery, took off her black, sleeveless PVC jacket and
         replaced it with a perfectly ordinary blouse.
     

      
      ‘Mmn, beige,’ I observed.

      
      ‘I know. That old bag will be the death of me yet.’

      
      She wiped a moist cloth over her face, removing all traces of punk, and dragged a comb through her spikes, rendering her hair a respectable short back and sides, softly waved
         by nature. She checked her new look out in a compact mirror, but drew the line at powdering her nose. Ciara was not that kind
         of gal.
     

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, remembering a detail. ‘I have a little surprise for you. It’ll arrive later.’

      
      Normally the threat of a Ciara ‘surprise’ would have scared the living daylights out of me, but I felt that nothing could
         top my earlier display of shock or even come close to matching it.
     

      
      ‘I’m sure it will brighten up my day,’ I retorted, trying to inject an element of spirit into my voice.

      
      She gave me an unconvinced look, loaded up her gear and was gone in the sort of whirl my body cried out to be able to achieve
         without hurling.
     

      
      Alone, now, in the office I had too much space to myself, and time to put far too much perspective on my situation. I missed
         No. 4. I missed Ciara. Even the sight of Mrs Mack’s tiny, permed head and brown checked workcoat (a mockery of contradiction
         in itself) would have provided some welcome distraction. Most of all I missed my old life, which I’d had until only a half
         hour ago; it might as well have been half a century. And still the damned buzzing sawed away in my skull, reverberating through
         my traitorous loins and shaking me like an eight on the Richter Scale. This was not the best of days.
     

      
      And of course it got worse.

  



      
      
      TWO

      
      As self-employed proprietor of a company of three, you might reasonably assume that I would welcome a new customer. Snoop
         women and hounds need to be fed, clothed and so much more. For this, money is important currency, if not the best. And with
         each new job comes a potential source of said currency. So what bothered me about the case that landed in on top of me? Well,
         for starters, it was a ‘missing person’. And I hate those. But how do you sit opposite a distraught mother and tell her you
         can’t take her on because you don’t need the aggro or the sorrow that comes with her circumstances?
     

      
      People disappear for all sorts of reasons. Sometimes they want to escape the consequences of their lives, or to change the
         course that life is on. But a smaller percentage than one in several thousand ends up on a paradise beach with a piña colada
         and only the weather to worry about. I have been in too many mortuaries and I’ve delivered too much bad news, even about the still-living.
         So why did I agree to help this mother? Did her anguish touch me at the right time for her and a disastrous time for me, as
         I struggled to come to terms with my unwanted problem? Well, I listened to her story and I offered her a cut-price rate. I
         can’t call it her lucky day, but then again it wasn’t mine either. And it was very poor business practice.
     

      
      I looked to Mick Nolan for advice or, rather, I consulted his portrait photograph sitting on top of the filing cabinet. He
         was doing the inscrutable thing, which was worse than when he felt he had to share all of his opinions with me, all the time.
         Mick was an ex-cop and family friend who had trained me, when it turned out I was too short to be a policewoman (I blamed
         my parents, and with some justification, given the double helix of DNA they’d supplied me with). He’d died on a golf course
         a few years back, but only properly left the firm with the arrival of Ciara. Funny, though, I still felt him agitate every
         so often when I did something really reprehensible (in his eyes). Now he was giving grief to the players on That Great Links
         in the Hereafter and bemoaning his handicap of nine. He kept schtum on the missing person case. And that was no surprise.
     

      
      Mick was a good policeman, one of the best. But he hated politics. And as any Garda worth their blue uniform will tell you,
         politics plays an increasing role in police work. Mick had hated to think that he was toeing any sort of line, and some would
         say he went out of his way to annoy various heads of the Force. He got results, though, and results mattered. Then came the case of Anthony Butler, an eleven-year-old runaway who no one cared
         a jot about except Mick. He defied authority and flouted the rules until he found Anthony. It was too late for both of them
         by then. I remember the only time I ever saw Mick cry was when we buried that little boy, and the only people at the funeral
         were the two of us, a priest, and Anthony’s mother, who was drunk enough not to remember it later. Mick paid the expenses
         and he paid the price too. He left the Force just before he was pushed.
     

      
      I tuned back in to Mrs Mary Clancy, my latest client. Her grey head was bent over her task, as she rummaged with red-knuckled
         hands for photographs and other snippets on her daughter Nina. Her face was lined with fine purple veins, which told of a
         life of outdoor work, digging fields and tending cattle. I was willing to bet that she wrestled with her dirty clothes in
         a twin tub and washed her own dishes: murder on her arthritic joints. But she was made of the stern country stock that never
         gives in. She was mid-sixties, which meant having had Nina at fifty, late enough in the day to tackle raising an infant. But
         that was probably as nothing compared with what she was going through now.
     

      
      I looked at the meagre pile Mrs Clancy had placed on the desk. It’s amazing how little information we have to hand about loved
         ones, simply, I suppose, because we never think they’ll come to harm and we will have to describe them to strangers. Perhaps
         it’s human trust in a kinder nature than is in charge. All I know is that the world does not protect the vulnerable; if they’re
         out there they’ll be preyed upon. I did not share this thought with my client. Instead, I took her details and a deposit, and
         promised to do my best. Had I offered her too much, particularly in the hope department? Mick seemed to join his bushy eyebrows,
         but for once he was not judgemental. This made me very uneasy.
     

      
      Nina was sixteen and had left school early with no interest in continuing her formal studies. She was wilful and wayward,
         and when she announced that she was off to the Big Smoke to get a job and a life less ordinary, no one could make her change
         her mind. She waved a letter at her mother, offering her a position as a chambermaid, and took off.
     

      
      ‘To tell you the truth, Miss Street, I thought she’d be back within the fortnight.’

      
      Nina hated her new boss on sight and left as quickly. She didn’t give anyone a forwarding address and soon the phone calls
         dried up too. A few motley postcards brought up the rear; with messages like, ‘Am fine. Will call soon, Nina x.’
     

      
      ‘She was never much for letter writing,’ Mary told me.

      
      After waiting a reasonable, though not excessive, time, her mother had contacted the police. All the relevant bulletins were
         put out and followed up, but to no avail. In time the police turned their attentions to other pressing cases, some with a
         better chance of resolution. They released a skeleton file to Mrs Clancy when she suggested getting outside help.
     

      
      On the face of it the cops had done as much as they possibly could. I have a lot of time for the job they do. As a one-time
         wannabe, I often envy them their power and camaraderie (though not that uniform, needless to say). They do their level best, for the most part, in an ugly
         and difficult world. And on this occasion they had helpfully released their information to a frantic mother. Now it was up
         to me to use the only real advantage I had over the police: a lesser workload. I had the time, patience and energy to expend
         on this one. Or at least I normally did when I wasn’t pregnant and out of my mind with worry about it.
     

      
      Sweet Holy Mother of the Divine, what are you going to do? asked an inner voice, which I later recognised as my own.
     

      
      In the Street book of rules and logic, a decision deferred is a boon. This rationale doesn’t work for everyone, and a lot
         of people would probably shun it. But I was not exactly on an even keel, so it seemed perfectly workable to me. I got busy
         with distracting myself and established a few more facts from Mary Clancy; she had been a widow some six years and Nina had
         two siblings, both older, a brother and a sister. Nina had not been troubled, barring the usual fuss, with the flying hormones,
         tempers and earth-stopping crises of identity of adolescence. In fact these never go away, I observed, and Mary Clancy looked
         at me as if I’d announced I was off to join the circus. (For all too brief a moment the idea held appeal.) However later,
         when she was leaving, she seemed a little happier, so that made one of us at least.
     

      
      ‘Mrs Clancy, there is a question I have to ask, no matter what you may think of it.’

      
      ‘Away you go,’ she instructed.

      
      
      ‘Why was Nina so keen to leave home altogether?’

      
      Mary thought a moment.

      
      ‘I think I know what you’re getting at, but if there was any trouble I never knew of it.’

      
      She paused again.

      
      ‘Clunesboro is a very small place. Everyone knows your seed and breed. And there’s always someone who’ll blame your family
         for their prize bull dying that time, or think your lot brought the blight on the town the time of the Famine. Nina couldn’t
         stand how … oh, what’s the word she always used? … how … parochial it was. Yes, that’s it.’
     

      
      I studied the last photograph that had been taken of Nina outside the family home in Clunesboro, Co. Meath. She was wearing
         a sleeveless navy dress with big, white buttons down the front and matching piping on the pockets; scowling at the camera,
         a pixie face with dark features and unruly curls. Behind her stood her brother Aidan, looking equally cross, and peeping out
         from a doorway was her sister Deborah. It had been taken by a neighbour on Nina’s sixteenth birthday, shortly before she took
         off. For some reason, it made me shiver.
     

      
      ‘She loves that frock,’ Mrs Clancy told me, proudly. ‘I made it for her from a picture in a magazine. I’m fierce handy that
         way. It’s a shann-elle, Nina said. Oh, she’d take the eye out of your head with the glamour, wouldn’t she?’
     

      
      Nina Clancy was clearly the apple of her mother’s eye. I hoped I wasn’t going to end up being the pip.

      
      ‘It’s an absolutely gorgeous dress,’ I said, and I meant it. ‘Did she bring it with her to Dublin?’

      
      
      ‘Yes, she did. And a pink bouclé skirt and jacket suit I made her. As well as scruffy jeans and the other stuff the youngsters
         love these days.’
     

      
      ‘Would you say yours is a close family, Mary?’

      
      She looked perplexed.

      
      ‘What I’m getting at is, I don’t understand why Nina wasn’t in contact more, even when she was keeping in touch. Wouldn’t
         she have known you’d be beside yourself with worry?’
     

      
      Mary let the question settle.

      
      ‘Nina lives in her head a lot. And she hates not doing well, except for school of course. I don’t think she could see the
         point of that at all. So, maybe she wants to have good news when she calls again.’
     

      
      All present tense, then ‘or maybe …’

      
      We both let that last pause linger, unable to take the curse off it quickly. Neither of us wanted to voice the possibility
         that Nina hadn’t been in contact because she was no longer able to. Neither of us wanted to use the word ‘dead’ or any of
         its unalterable relatives.
     

      
      I broke eye contact and scribbled notes as Mary Clancy checked me over.

      
      ‘Do you mind me asking, Miss Street, but are you all right? You’re very pale.’

      
      ‘It’s Leo, and I’m fine,’ I assured her. ‘I missed lunch.’

      
      ‘Ah, well, now, if that’s all it is, then I have the cure right here.’

      
      Mary Clancy was back in her magic bag of tricks, this time pulling out a foil-wrapped mountain of sandwiches. She peeled back
         the aluminium to reveal a classic of the softest, meltingest, white bread encasing thick slices of home-cured ham with a tincture of butter. Strangely, my stomach rumbled in delighted anticipation. I realised
         that my nausea had passed, gradually but definitely, from the time I had read the legend of the blue lines. It was as if my
         body felt vindicated once I knew my state, and it had no more to broadcast, for the moment. Thankful for this small mercy,
         I dug into the heap of food with relish.
     

      
      ‘I can’t stand them auld plastic things they sell in the bus station. And they’re not afraid to charge for them neither. Fools
         and their money’s the only ninnies buying that stuff. Sure, it’d stick yer guts together, so it would.’
     

      
      I nodded and smiled and scoffed some more. Before she left, we filled Mary’s thermos with proper tea and real milk to save
         her from the ‘pettril’ they serve up for the poor unsuspecting travellers wandering the roads bewildered.
     

      
      A thought hatched in my head. ‘Did Nina and Deborah share a bedroom?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Yes, they did. They do,’ she corrected herself.

      
      So, then, Deborah might be privy to secrets: a salient point.

      
      As Mary reached the door I had to check a last detail, ‘Do you own a washing machine?’

      
      She smiled. ‘Indeed I do. A lovely front-loader, with a separate dryer.’

      
      I practically smacked my forehead for foolishness: I had made an assumption and that was an A-range sin in my books. Work
         to the facts, Street, forget whimsy; savour the concrete, not the imagined. As I silently berated myself, Mary put her head
         back around the door. I swear her eyes glittered with recognition as she let me off the hook.
     

      
      ‘I only got them a couple of years ago. Before that I had a hoor of a twin tub and the sink.’

      
      It seemed I was taking on the charge of the atmosphere surrounding me. While Mrs Clancy was in the office, I felt as if I
         too had quiet strength and maybe even the chance of a little dignity in the face of adversity. Now, the void left by her absence
         returned me to emotional chaos and a physical reality I didn’t feel able to deal with yet. I was in need of a mammy, but preferably
         someone else’s till I figured out how to handle mine and my latest piece of hot gossip. Oops, nearly got to thinking things
         through there, I realised, so I quickly organised a courier to come collect Nina’s photograph and bring it to my favourite
         laboratory to be copied, ready to be distributed wherever and whenever.
     

      
      A gentle tap on the door saved me from more decision-making hell. It opened on command to reveal a young man in combats and
         a long, light, anorak with a snorkel hood. I couldn’t quite pinpoint why he was familiar to me.
     

      
      ‘Where do I know you from?’ I asked, shaking my head at this early onslaught of senile forgetfulness.

      
      He stood in a knot of embarrassment, then suddenly bolted forward with great and unexpected speed. Turns out he’d been thumped
         from behind by a returned Ciara. She’s a boisterous girl at the best of times, but this was behaviour unbecoming even for
         her.
     

      
      ‘Ciara,’ I exclaimed. ‘Please do not attack members of the public like that. We’ve talked about this before.’
     

      
      She laughed into my face. ‘That’s not the public, that’s Ronan, the feckin’ eejit.’

      
      He nodded in agreement.

      
      ‘He’s the little surprise I was telling you about.’

      
      Believe it or not, Ronan completed Ciara, if such a thing were desirable or necessary. They were the twins born to the Gillespie
         parents as proof that chalk and cheese can mix and match. It was a stroke of luck for the family that the two were not identical,
         so there was only one of Ciara rather than double trouble; she was that all by herself.
     

      
      ‘Ronan’s a geek, but he’s a useful geek,’ she was explaining. ‘And frankly, that computer system of yours is not worth a bucket
         of shite. It’s as slow as my mother’s sense of humour and it’s driving me nearly as mad. So the boy is going to soup it up
         for us.’
     

      
      ‘For you, you mean,’ I pointed out.

      
      ‘Whatever,’ she replied loftily.

      
      My technophobia was well known on several continents. I just don’t ‘get’ it. And I don’t want to have to. On the information
         cyber highway I was road kill. I favoured the traditional approach of searching for information through paper trails and person-to-person
         information. A look on a face can be worth a lot more than the proverbial thousand words. And though I sincerely believe in
         asking many, many questions, my experience with technological data is if you don’t word something precisely to the last letter,
         you can spend hours shooting moose. I’m too old to learn a big new trick.
     

      
      Ronan was listing strangely and stepping from foot to foot.

      
      
      ‘Are you in, eh, difficulties?’ I asked.

      
      He nodded vigorously, and forced out the words ‘Bio break’ before disappearing into his anorak collar in a red cloud of blush.

      
      ‘Out the door and up the stairs on the left,’ I instructed.

      
      ‘Sheesh!’ Ciara shrugged. ‘Feckin’ Alpha geek! And who would wear that get-up in this weather?’

      
      ‘I’ve ordered a courier to collect a photo for copying, so you can send in the film from the wedding with that,’ I told her.

      
      ‘Yep, grand.’

      
      ‘How did the bride look?’

      
      ‘She wouldn’t get a kick in a stampede, so she must have money.’

      
      ‘That should please Cheryl.’

      
      Cheryl was the ringleader of the wives. At five foot two and as wide as she was long, she figured herself to be the wisest
         of the women, if not the longest married to Mulholland. That honour fell to Madge, a nervous wreck who didn’t care if she
         never saw him again as long as the mortgage was paid and the gin plentiful. Cheryl’s plan was to gather the wives, confront
         Mulholland, stop any further marriages and draw up a rota whereby they could all enjoy the man (barring Madge who’d opted
         out of that part), and live happily ever after. They liked the little guy. Apparently, he was kind, funny and a marvel in
         the sack. Bigamy is against the law, certainly, but it wasn’t my place to foul up a happy circle of spouses who had gone to
         such efforts to ensure their collective happiness.
     

      
      Ronan returned, looking slightly less uncomfortable. He even chanced taking off his huge anorak, revealing a slim, well-built body and fantastic buttocks, I was shocked to notice.
         For goodness’ sake, I had enough trouble with the present and not-so-present men in my life without lusting after a mere child.
         Between Ciara and Ronan and Ronan’s pants and me and My Problem, the office was now officially packed and I was feeling a
         mite claustrophobic. This was not helped when Ciara launched into techno gobbledegook, telling Ronan that they’d start with
         the corrupted index on the database. The look she gave me indicated that I was responsible for this sin; a mortal one in every
         sense. I packed the Clancy file into my bag, catching the briefest fright-sight of the used pregnancy test, and told Ciara
         that I’d brief her about the new case when I’d made sense of the information available. Then, in a spirit of furthering science
         and perhaps the capabilities of our little company, I made way for progress. In other words, I left.
     

      
      But outside on the stairs I found that I could not leave. Not yet. In spite of myself I sat and began to face up to my uncertain
         future. Nausea returned. And the main question to be asked was a tough one: who had fathered this child?
     

  



      
      
      THREE

      
      I could have called this dilemma an inconceivable one, but it would have been an appallingly poor choice of words. I could
         not believe that I found myself even having to ask such a question as, ‘Who might have fathered this bundle within me?’ I
         tried to detach myself from the notion that I was carrying a baby in there. At a mere six weeks, surely it didn’t merit that?
         Or perhaps I did not want it to. And why opt for that particular time frame? One that might not necessarily include my live-in
         partner, Barry Agnew. Another name stirred on the sidelines waiting for a call-up; a name from my past and my present, whether
         I liked it or not. But was it a name for my future? In truth, probably not. My heart began to hurt. I turned to the facts,
         breathing steadily, maintaining just enough calm to stay conscious. Stick to the facts, Leo, do what you do best.
     

      
      
      I hovered above the body of a lonely thirty-year-old female, private investigator, sitting in a stairwell, panicking. She
         had a steady boyfriend whose stock in trade was acting; like her, he told lies for a living. They didn’t have much money and
         they didn’t have much of a sex life, but there was a little of both and perhaps enough to get them by if neither was fussy;
         neither appeared to be. Barry Agnew was a one-night stand which had stretched into years without retaining the passion of
         the original outing. He was a story that seldom changed: a handsome, self-centred, party animal bent on a well-paid career
         in show business, and as few ties as possible to bog him down in what the plain people of Ireland might call real life.
     

      
      The actor had just landed a part in the main urban soap on Irish television and was now garnering a regular wage, which ran
         to supporting his wholehearted interests in beer and clubbing and therefore eased the pressure on the household’s finances.
         He had yet to stump up money towards the mortgage, which was in the woman’s name, as the house was hers. The television series
         was called Tiger City, in keeping with the current late-twentieth-century economic boom in the country, and Barry Agnew played Fintan McCaul, a
         handsome public relations cad who shagged anything that moved and made loadsamoney. The fan mail had already started to fall
         on to the couple’s Welcome mat, although he had only appeared in five episodes so far.
     

      
      They shared a house on Dublin’s northside with three cats of dubious parentage and a mongrel dog of dodgy pedigree. The animals
         displayed robust moral fibre, which was more than could reasonably be said of the woman of the house. She was recently pregnant. She had recently
         been unfaithful. She was in a bind. And alone.
     

      
      There, in black and white, was the ugly truth. In all honesty, it wouldn’t have looked any better in colour. I had been unfaithful
         to Barry, several times in one night, I’ll admit. It was a case of doing the right thing with the wrong person. And I had
         loved it, at the time. To complicate an already complex matter, I had also slept with Barry since the fateful night. And so
         I had no way of knowing whose genes were whose. Lovely. I don’t think I could have made it worse if I’d tried, and it was
         just as well that I hadn’t. I had merely given in to carnal desires with no thought as to where they might lead and was now
         left on my own to deal with the consequences.
     

      
      The name I could not let myself utter was Andy Raynor. And in a way this was no surprise.

      
      Andy Raynor and I grew up in each other’s pockets. He’d been around since before my memories began, and I knew him well enough
         to fight with him as if he was family. He was a handsome devil type who’d played puck with hormones north and south of any
         border you could care to mention for his thirty-something years on this earth. I was never immune to his considerable charms,
         but it had been clear for many years that he and I could never be an item. Oh, sure, there were dalliances, maybe even teenage
         love of a sort once, and there was no doubt that he was still a considerable presence in my life, but there was no question
         of commitment. Fortunately, for him, unfortunately for susceptible women, he had the wit, physique and charm of Robert Mitchum at any age, and that did it for
         me without even listing his other charismatic traits. He was probably an all right bloke too, if you could overlook the legions
         of women who followed him around. I was told he had the same effect on men, though whether he toyed with their hormones as
         much was beyond my ken to know. Andy Raynor was free-range, walking erotica. If he had anything to do with this pregnancy,
         I was in deep emotional trouble.
     

      
      I found myself clutching the banisters of the ancient refuge for down-and-out chimney sweeps our office block had once been
         and staring at the ground far below. When had I stood up? Why? I dragged my eyes away from the vertiginous drop, got myself
         wall-side and started slowly down the stairs. I had not exactly calmed my anxieties but I had acknowledged them, and like
         the stairs I would take them one step at a time. I needed to employ my favourite form of self-defence again, that old friend
         displacement of emphasis. I would get out of the building, buy the emergency supply of mint tea, collect the mutt and go home
         to the one place I felt loved and cherished: under my duvet.
     

      
      I was on the first-floor landing when I heard Mrs Mack laugh. The terrible peal of delight echoed through the corridors and
         stairwell, building up a head of maniacal steam. It really threw me, and I felt sure I didn’t want to know what the cause
         of her mirth was; the Satanic is only ever a breath away from that woman. My body broke into jitters, pulsing in time with the laughter’s reverberations. I began to run, taking two steps at a time, lodging the action in my brain for further analysis and comparison with life, i.e. could I apply this tack
         elsewhere? My own hurried footsteps resounded in the hall, mocking my cowardice. ‘You can run, but …’ they seemed to taunt.
         Despair was giving in to sheer 15-denier panic and I was hyperventilating as I burst through the open front door from quiet
         shade into another bloody beautiful day. The outside world blazed, full of happy people blistering and burning with scant
         regard for proper sun factor; we Irish like to worship that which we seldom see. I felt my arms and face immediately begin
         to freckle. The sense of optimism buoyed by the sunshine was palpable. Honestly, there are times when good weather can really
         get a girl down.
     

      
      The health food shop seemed as good a place as any to start my rehabilitation. I headed for ‘The Hippy Seed’ deep in Dublin’s
         trendy Temple Bar. The least hip, or even hippy, bit of the area was my office building and a handful of others that didn’t
         have a U2 name on the owner’s list or a solar panel to save their battered reputations. Oh, and no über-pub lodged in the
         renovated basement catering to stag and hen parties each and every weekend, as well as any day with a ‘y’ in it. I tottered
         across cobbled streets, stopping occasionally to admire all manner of outrageous cushion in the bric-a-brac emporiums along
         the way. Economic growth should probably be measured by how much frivolity a nation will buy. One shop had a display of toilet
         seats. The most unsettling was made of clear perspex with barbed wire embedded in it – hopefully very well embedded. Was nothing safe anymore?
     

      
      I was crossing a shining, grey piazza, headed stolidly for my goal, when a woman with a squeaking buggy ran over the back
         of my ankle, slicing it evenly and painfully across its width. I screeched in a very unmusical way and grabbed the injured
         area.
     

      
      ‘You should look where you’re going,’ she told me.

      
      It was the last straw across my humpy back. I practically exploded with fury. I hated her. I hated her kid. I hated my predicament.
         I kicked the buggy and suggested that she fuck right off.
     

      
      ‘Ooh,’ she chimed. ‘Someone should be taking their HRT more often.’

      
      ‘Take yourself and your rat out of my sight,’ I warned.

      
      It was an appalling display. And I wasn’t proud of myself either. Clearly motherhood was somewhat beyond my grasp at that
         moment. I hobbled away muttering petty vulgarities – who says a convent education is a waste?
     

      
      In the incense-fogged sanctuary of ‘The Seed’ I got bogged down in the first macrobiotic, vitamin-enriched, organic, diuretic,
         bulk-building, high-protein, isotonic, low-fat, carbohydrate-enhanced, energy-laden, microlite, anti-fatigue, de-tox, proaerobic
         aisle and limped to the counter to request my mint tea. I began to have fellow feeling for the seekers of the Holy Grail.
         A goatee-ed cliché in a colourful waistcoat offered me mint, organic mint, hill mint, valley mint, mint with ginseng or mint
         with caffeine before I stopped him with a firm palms-up gesture and the word, ‘STOP.’ He got the message and parted with a basic brew, muttering that I needed a little more vitamin D in my life.
         No, I felt like explaining, I need a fat bank balance and very possibly a husband, for propriety’s sake, by sundown. And I
         used to think it was bogus to say we get more right-wing as we get older. Pullease.
     

      
      Next I stopped off at a twenty-four-hour huckster chain to be overcharged for cat food. This is a filthy habit of mine: I
         cannot go into a shop to get anything without thinking of the pussycats at home and buying emergency stock just in case. It’s
         clearly a guilt thing: if you’ve ever had a hungry cat look THE LOOK at you, you’ll know where I’m coming from on this. All
         I wanted was an evening paper, needless to say, but the Hairies rule and who was I to argue the toss?
     

      
      The headlines told me the body of an unidentified man had been fished out of the Liffey earlier and the paper would keep all
         us folks informed. It was nice of them to think of Joe and Josephine Public in the midst of so much death and disorder. Time
         to collect the superpup and head for the hills.
     

      
      True to form, Molly and No. 4 were in high good humour. They both dozed side by side on matching striped deckchairs in the
         makeshift lot, surrounded by tightly packed cars and duly protected. Not that they offered much of the same as a return favour.
         I watched them for a while, envying their abandon. Unconsciously my hand drifted to my stomach. I shook myself roughly and
         called to the dog. He didn’t exactly kill himself rushing over. Instead he gave several yawns before stretching his muscles
         and daintily hopping to the ground for a leisurely canter over. He gave two little ‘rups’ and by then Molly had rejoined human
         consciousness. The carkeep followed up with some barking of his own. It began with low growls, then a few dry rasps, a rumble
         from deep down and finally a hoick of something green flew out to points unknown, behind a red Mazda. It was enough to turn
         me a pale frog colour.
     

      
      ‘Better out than in,’ Molly commented. ‘Isn’t the weather grand altogether? Meself and Lucky here are enjoying it no end.’

      
      ‘Lucky?’ I was puzzled. The dog answered to nothing but No. 4 from me.

      
      The two passed a conspiratorial look between them and left me to wonder.

      
      ‘Lucky,’ I repeated, savouring the name. ‘I like it.’

      
      ‘Now, I could be wrong but I think he likes it too. He can have his moments, though, so I wouldn’t go putting my savings on
         it.’
     

      
      No. 4 yipped in agreement with Molly.

      
      ‘Point taken,’ I assured them.

      
      I was turning to go when a dazzling black Porsche took my fancy.

      
      ‘Wow, Molly, you’re going upmarket with the old clientele,’ I observed.

      
      ‘Mmn,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure about the lad drives that yoke. Bit of a wide boy, I’d say.’

      
      Must work in finance so, I thought. I have a poor opinion of anyone who takes wadges of my hard-earned moola every day, while
         pushing pens and inventing new and previously unthought of numbers at a comfy desk in a posh office. Really, they should get
         out more.
     

      
      
      ‘Honest to God, you wouldn’t be able to turn a sweet in your mouth without him knowing,’ Molly offered. ‘And we’re not keen
         on his associate either, sure we’re not?’ he said to the dog.
     

      
      No. 4 agreed by jumping clear into the air, all paws flying, then chasing around the car, growling and barking.

      
      ‘He’s a bull terrier,’ Molly revealed.

      
      I was lost and sought to clarify the information. ‘The associate?’ I ventured.

      
      No. 4 barked, Molly nodded. ‘Name of Rocky,’ the human told me. ‘Looks nasty.’

      
      No. 4 cast his vote by cocking a leg against the back bumper of the Porsche and wazzing lightly on its brilliant German engineering.
         Thankfully, the car did not have a vanity registration plate or I would have had to join in the protest. Goodness only knows
         what action would have been necessary if I’d met the awful Rocky and his chauffeur.
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