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  Cliff, this one’s for you . . .
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  London, 1980




  Annie Carter swept into the Ritz Hotel in Piccadilly with a determined stride and a face like thunder. Heads turned and conversations stopped mid-sentence. She was wearing a

  black power suit, big gold earrings, shoulder pads out to here, and killer heels. She was tall anyway, but the heels took her up to six feet. Her thick chocolate-brown hair was bouncing loose on

  her shoulders and her eyes, dark green and flashing with barely repressed emotion, said Don’t fuck with me. Her red-painted lips were set in a grim, irritated line as she was led in

  under the high gilded cupola of the Palm Court by a doorman dressed in a brass-buttoned tailcoat and white tie.




  Dolly Farrell, former Limehouse madam and currently manager of the Palermo, one of three clubs owned by Max Carter – Annie’s husband – was already waiting at their table. Dolly

  saw her old mate sweeping in like the wrath of God and thought that you would never know in a million years that Annie Carter had come from nothing. Now, she looked rich to the tips of her fingers.

  She also looked seriously pissed off.




  Uh-oh, thought Dolly. What now?




  She half-rose from her dainty gold Dior chair, the words of greeting dying on her lips as Annie walked straight up to the table and slapped a brown envelope down upon the pristine napery,

  rattling the glasses and knocking the cutlery askew.




  ‘Well, there it is then,’ said Annie, planting her hands on her hips and glaring around as if she was mad at the entire world. Which she was. Mad enough to spit.

  ‘That’s it. Done. Finished.’




  Dolly looked from Annie’s face to the envelope and back again. Slowly, she sank into her chair.




  ‘The decree absolute?’ she guessed.




  ‘No, I’ve won the pools. Of course it’s the decree absolute. I am officially, as of this moment, divorced from Max bloody Carter.’




  ‘If madam would care to sit?’ asked the waiter, pulling out a chair for her.




  Annie sat down. He placed a napkin in her lap and discreetly withdrew. The other diners averted their eyes, resumed their conversations.




  ‘Get me some champagne or something,’ moaned Annie, slumping with elbows on the table and head in hands. ‘Let’s celebrate.’




  Annie dragged her hands through her hair and looked up at her friend’s face. Her mouth was trembling. Dolly thought that if this was any other woman of her acquaintance, they would break

  down and cry their heart out at this point. But not Annie Carter. Tough as old boots, that was her. Impervious to hurt. Ex-madam, once ruler of the streets around the East End, once true Mafia

  queen. Now a divorcee.




  Dolly gazed at her. ‘You don’t like champagne,’ she pointed out. She knew Annie didn’t drink alcohol or have any tolerance for it. And you know what? You don’t

  look much like celebrating, either.




  ‘No?’ Annie gave a harsh laugh. ‘Well, maybe it’s time I started.’




  The waiter returned.




  ‘Tea for us both,’ said Dolly, and he went off to fetch it.




  Annie was staring at the envelope. ‘I can’t believe it,’ she said faintly.




  ‘I thought it was what you wanted,’ said Dolly.




  No, what I wanted was for him to stop behaving like a jealous manipulative arsehole, thought Annie. And instead, I got this.




  ‘So what happens next?’ asked Dolly when Annie didn’t answer. She had watched this, the war between Annie and Max, escalating over several years. The arguments, the

  confrontations, then the courts, the decree nisi. Now it looked as though the final shot had been fired.




  ‘He’s moving out,’ said Annie, struggling to keep her voice steady. ‘He’s at the Holland Park house as we speak, getting the last of his things together.’




  ‘So you’re keeping the house?’




  ‘Of course I’m keeping the house. It’s my bloody house.’




  ‘Where’s he going then?’




  ‘He’s got the place in Barbados, he’ll go there.’




  Dolly nodded. Their tea arrived, along with scones, jam, cream, tiny chocolate cakes, finger sandwiches and raspberry Bakewell tarts. Annie looked at it all, so lovely, so appetizing, and felt

  sick.




  ‘I never wanted this,’ she said, poking the envelope with her finger. ‘I just wanted . . .’ She faltered to a halt.




  ‘What?’ prompted Dolly.




  Annie shrugged. How could she bear to go over it all again? To explain that her visits to Annie’s nightclub in Times Square, New York, had been viewed with extreme suspicion by Max.

  She’d been so proud of the club, so pleased with it, it was hers and hers alone. But he had killed her pleasure in it. Every time she went over there, he behaved as though she was

  betraying him in some way and was cold to her for days after. It was maddening. He travelled on business, and you didn’t catch her behaving like a moron.




  ‘You know what finally finished it for me? He had me followed,’ Annie said. ‘It was this time last year.’




  Dolly stared in surprise. ‘What? You didn’t tell me that.’




  ‘I’m telling you now. It was in New York. I had a feeling I was being watched. Then I caught this bloke trailing me. I grabbed him. It was a private detective, Max had hired him. He

  seriously thought I was having an affair.’




  ‘For fuck’s sake,’ said Dolly, too fascinated to even start in on the cakes. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Oh, wait. Not . . . Alberto Barolli?’




  Annie nodded and heaved a sigh. ‘Yeah. He thought I was having an affair with Alberto and he had some private dick trailing me, for God’s sake. I was that mad at him, Doll.

  I’m his wife. If he couldn’t trust me, what was the point? So when I got back to England, I faced him down about it. And I totally lost it. I said if he couldn’t take my

  word as the truth, we’d better end it.’




  ‘Shit.’




  ‘And you know what that son of a bitch said to me?’ Annie’s eyes were flaring with temper. ‘He said, “Fine. Then you’ll be free to fuck whoever you damned

  well like.”’




  Dolly winced in sympathy. ‘And what about Layla?’




  Annie gulped hard. This was the most awful part. Layla was a daddy’s girl, she adored her father. She’d always run to Max rather than to Annie, which hurt. But Layla’s

  schooling at Westminster was at a crucial point and she couldn’t relocate to Barbados with her dad, it just wasn’t practical.




  ‘Layla’s staying with me,’ said Annie.




  ‘And how does she feel about all this?’




  ‘How do you think she feels?’ snapped Annie. Then she shook her head. ‘Sorry, Doll. Didn’t mean to take it out on you. It’s just been so hard. She’s

  devastated. Of course she is. And I’m public enemy number one as far as she’s concerned. Her dad can do no wrong.’




  ‘She’ll come round,’ said Dolly, reaching across and patting Annie’s hand.




  ‘I don’t know. All I know is I couldn’t go on that way. What did he want to do, keep me in a cage or something? I have business in New York.’




  ‘But Alberto’s there,’ said Dolly. And she knew – everyone knew – that Annie and the Mafia boss Alberto Barolli went way back. There had been times when

  Dolly herself had wondered about the closeness of their relationship. Not that she would ever tell Annie that. ‘Have some tea,’ she said.




  ‘Why not?’ asked Annie, although she thought it might choke her.




  She had an hour to kill, and then he’d be gone. Then she’d go home, wait for Layla to come in from school, try and console her – if she could. And somehow, after that,

  she was going to have to carry on, to salvage something from the train wreck of her life.
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  Talk about the best-laid plans, though. Her plan had been to meet Dolly at the Ritz as arranged, give it at least an hour; that would be ample time for him to get the

  hell out of her house. But no. When she opened the front door at Holland Park, there was Max’s overnight bag and suitcase still in the hall – and from the study, there came the sound of

  Layla crying.




  Annie closed her eyes and leaned against the door. Please, no more, she thought.




  But she pushed herself upright and walked over to the study and eased the door open.




  Max was there, leaning on the desk. Layla, wearing her school uniform of plain skirt and white blouse, her dark hair pulled back into a pleat, was holding on to him and sobbing.




  Fourteen years old, thought Annie. God, what are we doing? What are we putting her through?




  Max looked up at his ex-wife as she stood there. Annie felt her guts constrict as he stared at her. Her husband. Correction: ex-husband. He had chipped away at her love for him

  remorselessly, but still – even now – she found him physically almost irresistible with his black wavy hair, his tanned skin, his predatory hook of a nose, his dense, dark navy-blue

  eyes. Even if they were looking at her with something close to hatred, right this minute.




  ‘Layla?’ said Annie hoarsely. ‘What are you doing home? You’re meant to be in school.’




  Layla said nothing, just shot her a tear-stained glance and cuddled closer to Max.




  Max cleared his throat. ‘She was afraid I’d be gone before she got home, so she told them she felt ill.’




  ‘Well, she shouldn’t have done that.’ Annie’d had no education to speak of, and she was always determined that Layla, who was very bright, should not be raised the same

  way. Layla’s schooling was of the utmost importance.




  ‘I don’t want you to go!’ shouted Layla, and started sobbing again. ‘Please, Daddy, don’t go.’




  ‘We’ll still see each other. As often as you want. I’ll come to London to see you, and you’ll come out to see me,’ said Max, rubbing his daughter’s back

  soothingly.




  ‘It’s not the same.’




  Annie could only stand there, feeling sickened and powerless. This was a bloody disaster. Max was supposed to have been gone before Layla got home – to avoid a scene. Only it was all going

  wrong, pulverizing her afresh with the pain. She hated what they were doing to Layla. But it was done. And it was best now – wasn’t it? – to just get this over with.




  Max straightened, seeming almost to read her thoughts.




  ‘I’d better go,’ he said, easing Layla away from him.




  ‘No, Daddy, please don’t,’ she wailed.




  As if she was four, not fourteen, thought Annie in anguish, feeling Layla’s torment as if it was her own.




  ‘I’ll call you,’ said Max, kissing Layla’s cheek. ‘Very soon. OK?’




  Layla nodded dumbly, crying more quietly.




  Max moved away from her, came towards the open door where Annie stood. He paused there, and their eyes met. If she reached out to him now, said, Let’s talk, let’s not do

  this, would he stay?




  She almost did it, but her pride stopped her.




  Then the moment was gone. Max brushed past her, walked across the hall, picked up his suitcase and bag, and left.




  Annie gulped hard, trying to compose herself. It was finished. Leaving her with a heartbroken girl to look after. It didn’t matter how she felt, she had to focus on Layla. She

  walked towards her. Layla’s sobs had died away to hitching little gasps.




  ‘Honey, why don’t you go and find Ros—’ she started.




  ‘Don’t you come near me,’ yelled Layla suddenly, stopping Annie in her tracks. ‘This is all your fault. All you had to do was be here, but you always had to be

  running around doing your stupid business. I hate you.’




  She ran past Annie, shoving her aside. She flew across the hall and up the stairs.




  Annie stood there, feeling sick with hurt, and heard the door to Layla’s room slam shut. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. The silence of the house enveloped her. She was

  alone again.




  On shaky legs she walked over to the leather-tooled desk and sat down behind it, slumping there in exhaustion and despair. She didn’t even know who she was any more. She took the decree

  absolute out of her pocket and put it on the desk and stared at it.




  Well, I’m not Mrs Max Carter, that’s for sure.




  God, she was tired. Too tired to think, but still it all spun around, unravelling in her tortured brain – losing Max in Majorca, believing him to be dead. Then her involvement with

  Constantine Barolli, Alberto’s father. All the troubles and the dangers she had endured to come to this point.




  Was it worth it?




  Ten years ago she had been an underworld power to be reckoned with, running the streets of Bow. Until Redmond and Orla Delaney, the psychotic twins who’d ruled Battersea with an iron fist,

  tried to kill her. And that had ended in their deaths, organized by her Mafia contacts.




  So much trouble.




  So much pain.




  The attempt on her life had caused her to step away from all that. She’d thought she could leave it behind her, sit back and enjoy the good life – but it hadn’t worked out that

  way.




  Annie gazed around her at the empty, opulent study with its tan Chesterfield sofas, its walls lined with books, the costly Aubusson rugs on the floor. She had everything . . . and she had

  nothing at all. She’d lost her husband, and her daughter hated her.




  Raindrops pattered against the window panes. She stared out of the window at the darkening sky, and wondered how the hell she was going to come back from this. She’d fought so long and so

  hard, but all she felt was defeated. She was too worn out even to try any more.




  Annie sat there and thought of old friends, old enemies, her weary mind a tangle of jumbled images. Two faces emerged from the fog in her brain and she shuddered.




  The Delaney twins.




  She could see their faces, their cold, pale green eyes, their red hair. Those twisted, horrible bastards.




  It was raining harder now and she was dimly aware that she was crying. She never cried. Dig deep and stand alone, that was the motto she’d always lived by. And

  she’d never been more alone than she was right this minute.




  Well, that was one thing she no longer had to worry about. The Delaneys were gone. And she couldn’t help thinking that, perverted as they were, evil and vindictive and out for her blood as

  they had always been, the Delaney twins were the lucky ones. She was here, alone and suffering: Redmond and Orla Delaney had been fortunate in comparison.




  They were out of it.




  They were dead.
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  Over the Irish Sea . . ., 1970




  Orla Delaney had always been a nervous flyer. She was nervous anyway, on this flight – for it was a flight in every sense of the word. Along with her twin,

  Redmond, she was fleeing for her life in the Cessna 210, knowing that London was over as far as they were concerned. Orla’s only comfort was the knowledge that, before their crime empire had

  collapsed, they had finally got rid of Annie Carter.




  Barumph!




  The wind buffeted the small plane with a vicious swirl and she clutched harder at her seat, stifling a scream as the four-seater rocked from side to side and then plummeted, dropping like a

  stone, leaving her stomach somewhere up on the padded ceiling. She wondered if she was about to be sick.




  ‘Rough night,’ said Fergal the pilot, a big grey-haired Irishman who sat unperturbed at the controls.




  Orla was reassured by Fergal. He’d worked for the Delaney firm for years, ferrying illicit cargoes – drugs, arms, people – in and out of Britain. He boasted he could land the

  Cessna on a gnat’s tit, he’d been flying it for so long. Orla believed him. He’d been a British Airways pilot once, then he’d done a stint crop-dusting in Kenya before

  Redmond had recruited him into the far more lucrative family firm.




  She glanced at Redmond. He seemed calm. He half-smiled, squeezed her hand briefly. It was only she who was panicking.




  It felt like an eternity since they’d left the airport. After a wild drive down to Cardiff in the dead of night, Fergal had flown them into the tumultuous skies unauthorized, with no

  co-pilot, no mechanic, no clearance. They were in violation of air traffic safety guidelines and aircraft operation rules. But Fergal didn’t give a shit about any of that. Neither did either

  of his passengers.




  Orla glanced at her watch and saw that they’d only been aloft for ten minutes.




  Whumph!




  Again the wind tossed the plane, batting it almost playfully around the blackening sky. Night was coming, the moon was up and full, scudding clouds drifting across its face. Even in big planes,

  she was nervous. In a miniscule Cessna, a fluttering stomach and a chest tight with fear took on a whole new level. She prayed for dry land, for the lights of the airport. Peering out of the

  window, she saw only the dark sea below them. No lights. No ships, even: in weather like this, any sane captain would put in to shore, ride out the storm.




  But not them. If they’d delayed getting out of England by so much as an hour, the police would have shut down their escape.




  They’d only just made it.




  Orla stifled her nerves. It was OK. They’d got away. Soon they’d be in Limerick. She could see it now in her mind: the old farm on the banks of the Shannon, the Delaney family home.

  From there they could go anywhere, anywhere in the world. All would be well. She breathed deeply, told herself, calm, be calm.




  ‘What the f—’ said Fergal.




  ‘What is it?’ asked Redmond.




  The pilot was tapping one of the dials in front of him.




  ‘Fuel reading’s low.’ He tapped it again. ‘Should be showing nearly full.’




  Orla felt the fear erupt, break out of its cage. Suddenly she found it hard to catch her breath.




  ‘How low?’ asked Redmond.




  ‘Ah, don’t worry. Must be a malfunction, we’ve only just filled up,’ said the pilot comfortably, not answering the question. ‘It’s nothing. Ten minutes,

  we’ll be there.’




  Ten minutes, we’ll be there.




  Fergal had hardly finished uttering the words when the engine started to sputter. Orla saw – she didn’t want to see but she couldn’t help it – she saw the damned

  propeller falter and stop turning.




  No, this can’t be happening, she thought wildly, clutching at Redmond’s hand.




  But it was.




  She watched Fergal fighting the controls, trying to keep the nose up when there was no power, nothing to stop the inevitable. And finally, horribly, it happened. The tiny plane stalled in

  mid-air. Then it plummeted like a stone into the cold embrace of the Irish Sea.
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  The stunning, mind-numbing impact as the plane hit the water nose-first blew in the windscreen. Icy water instantly surged into the cockpit like a burst dam. The water

  enveloped Orla, whipping all the breath from her body with the intensity of its coldness. As the nose-cone dipped, she saw Fergal, still strapped into his seat at the controls, his arms flailing

  against the force of the inrushing water.




  As their pilot vanished beneath the churning foam, Orla felt movement beside her as Redmond tugged at his seatbelt release.




  ‘Christ!’ he was shouting as the sea battered them, swirling up around their chests, snatching the air from their lungs.




  This couldn’t be happening, it was a nightmare. Reeling with shock, Orla reached down with rapidly numbing fingers and tried to free her own seat belt.




  The water was rising fast, too fast.




  She was fighting against the strap, panicking. She couldn’t get it undone.




  ‘Don’t lean forward, you’re jamming it, try to relax . . .’ Redmond yelled as waves rose up around his mouth.




  Orla couldn’t. Had he got his free? She couldn’t tell, couldn’t see anything, couldn’t do anything above the hysterical fear that the water was coming in,

  pouring in, and they were going to drown. It was up around her neck now, and her fingers were struggling, she couldn’t get the clasp free.




  She was going to die.




  Redmond was surging up out of the water, he was half-standing, getting above it, but it was still coming in, it was rising all the time and she couldn’t get free.




  ‘I can’t—’ she shouted, her teeth chattering with cold.




  Redmond took a breath, and plunged down under the swirling waves.




  Orla was alone with the rising sea. The airplane was groaning, the fuselage popping and shuddering with the pressure and weight of the sea water as its interior filled up.




  ‘Redmond!’ she shrieked.




  There was no answer.




  She was alone. She was going to die alone.




  Then suddenly he appeared beside her, spluttering, coughing, his face shockingly pale in the half-light, his red hair flat to his head.




  Her belt was loose. He’d done it.




  ‘We have to get—’ he started.




  His words were cut off as the plane lurched sideways.




  Orla screamed. Redmond lost his footing and fell against the bulkhead, his forehead striking metal. His eyes rolled up. He collapsed into the water and disappeared from sight. Then the tiny

  battered plane gave one last deathly groan, and sank further beneath the waves.




  ‘Redmond! Redmond!’ Orla cried, frantically reaching out, trying to find him.




  Her hands were numb, like her legs. She was freezing, she was dying. She knew it. She scrambled around, sobbing with terror. He was gone. He must have been swept out of the hole made by the

  blown-in windscreen and into the sea.




  Then her hand touched cloth.




  His coat.




  He was still in here, in this coffin that was now swirling downward, spiralling deeper into the icy waters, carrying them to their graves. She found a reserve of strength from somewhere and

  grabbed the cloth and hauled it up.




  Redmond’s face appeared above the surging waters, his eyes flickering open in panic, his mouth open too, whooping in a mouthful of air. He was shivering hard, and bleeding. Orla pulled him

  towards her.




  ‘Oh, holy Christ, Red—’ she sobbed.




  The water was lapping over their mouths and they were slipping, sliding sideways as the plane descended into icy blackness. The aircraft tipped sharply again and Orla’s feet slid from

  under her. She tried to hold her breath, but her lungs were bursting with the effort and with the fear that at any moment she was going to die. She couldn’t get her balance. She floundered,

  stretched, grabbed Redmond’s arm and hauled herself up, coughing, choking.




  The cockpit would soon be completely full of water, and what would they do then?




  They would drown.




  There was only a tiny air pocket left to breathe in, under the roof of the cockpit, and they were huddled there, gasping, as the waters rose and rose around them.




  ‘We have to get out,’ said Redmond.




  Orla clutched at the roof and shook her head.




  ‘Before it sinks too far down,’ he insisted.




  There were trenches in the Irish Sea thousands of feet deep. Long before they reached that depth, the water pressure would kill them. He was right. They had to get out.




  ‘Through the front. It’s the only way. The windscreen. Come on.’




  Not giving her time to answer, Redmond took a couple of deep breaths and plunged under the black churning water.




  Orla was left there, alone, the water lapping around her face. Terrified, she didn’t want to move. But she was alone here. She would die here. Redmond was gone.




  She took a desperate, despairing breath and dived.
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  Orla swam, lungs bursting, pushing herself along to the front of the little cabin. In horror she saw with salt-stung eyes the dim outline of Fergal in his short-sleeved white

  shirt, his arms floating aloft, his hair billowing around his shocked, bug-eyed dead face. He was still strapped into his seat at the controls. She saw the hole where the windscreen had been. She

  couldn’t see Redmond.




  She wanted, so badly, to breathe. Her head felt like a balloon, pumped full of air she ached to release. Just to inhale one wonderful mouthful of air . . . only she wouldn’t. If she

  breathed in, she would draw the savagely cold salt water into her lungs and that would be the end of her.




  Somehow she reached the windscreen. Fighting against the downward plunge of the little plane she wrestled her way out through the gap and was suddenly in the open ocean, her ears hurting with

  the pressure, a strong current pulling her. All around her she saw only Stygian milky-green gloom. Above her . . . was it possible? . . . she thought she saw fainter light.




  She glanced down in sick horror and saw the plane sinking, sinking, sinking down to who knew what monstrous depth. She turned, and kicked for the surface. She knew she wouldn’t make it.

  Her lungs were exploding with pain. Soon she would have to suck in that last, fatal breath. And Redmond was gone, swept away; he must be dead.




  Despair grabbed her as she swam upward. She could see nothing, hear nothing but the bubbling rush of the sea. The current buffeted her. Soon she was too tired even to kick. Her limbs were frozen

  with the cold. She stopped moving and hung in the water, rising inch by inch. Heart bursting, lungs screaming, she surrendered. She lifted her head and opened her mouth and gave herself up to

  death.




  But when she breathed in, she breathed in air.




  She was on the surface, the wind knocking her from side to side, the churning waves tossing her left and right, slapping her in the face.




  Orla gasped in mouthful after mouthful of incredibly sweet salty air. Shivering, sobbing, she looked around her. The moon was still up there, still casting its placid silvery glow over the

  turbulent white-capped sea.




  She was alive.




  But where was Redmond, where was her twin?




  She tried to scream his name, but all that emerged was a breathless croak. The sea was too cold, the currents too powerful, constantly dragging at her, numbing her, filling her mouth with

  sickeningly strong salt water.




  From time to time, over the pummelling waves and the relentless power of the sea, she could make out a low shape to her left, an outline of black against the dark grey of the skies. A long way

  away. Two hundred yards, maybe?




  It took a while before she understood what it was.




  ‘Oh shit.’ She wept with weak gratitude, spitting out water, shivering with shock and cold.




  It was rocks.




  It was land.




  Minutes later, the sea flung her on to the shore. Scraped and bloodied by rocks, she lay there as the foam surged over her, trying to lift her head, failing, gulping down

  mouthfuls of salt. She was gagging, vomiting, coughing. Slowly, painfully she dragged herself up the beach until at last she was lying on wet sand, and the water couldn’t reach her any more.

  Its roar, like an angry lion, filled her head. But she had survived. By some miracle, she had been spared.




  Finally she was able to raise her eyes, look around her. The moon plunged behind clouds and then emerged again, illuminating the landscape. What she longed to see, prayed to see, was

  another form lying here – Redmond, her twin, her life.




  There was no one.




  Away in the distance, inland, she could see lights. A house. People who might help. But she was alone on the beach and for the first time she realized in panic that from here on she would be

  alone in life too.




  She broke down and cried then, unable to believe that he was gone, that he was lost to her. How would she go on without him? Sodden, shivering, bleeding from many small cuts, she pushed herself

  to her feet and stood there, taking in the thundering sea, the ghostly moonlit sand and glossy wet pebbles, the sheer vast emptiness of it all.




  ‘Redmond!’ she screamed.




  But no one answered.




  No one came.
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  Walking away from the beach felt like a betrayal, but Orla knew that if she was to survive, she would have to get out of the chilling wind that was flattening her wet clothes

  against her skin. And she might yet find him alive. She clung to that hope as she stumbled through the dark, trembling and falling and crying, towards the lights of the house. Her shivering had

  intensified, and she knew that hypothermia was setting in, it was all she could do to resist the overwhelming desire to simply lie down and surrender to the cold, to sleep and never wake again.




  The massive roar of the sea sounded a counterpoint to her frenzied heartbeat as she forced herself to walk on, to survive this. She passed a stack of lobster pots, a pile of nets and old chains,

  ropes and weights. Tripping over something in the sand, she sprawled head-first on to a narrow walkway beside an upturned rowing boat, its paint peeling off. Using the boat for support, she pulled

  herself upright and staggered painfully on. Her shoes must have fallen off in the sea; when she glanced down her feet were bloodied and her tights were in shreds. Her feet were so numb she

  couldn’t even feel the pain of the gravel biting into the soles.




  Redmond.




  She was at the cottage now, gulping, trying to compose herself. An old bike was propped against the wall. There was no sign of a car. Instead of a doorbell there was a miniature brass bell

  suspended on a bracket, a brass gnome crouched beneath it, holding a chain. She yanked at the chain, and the bell rang.




  Nothing happened. She yanked it again.




  Jesus, please, please, will you open the fecking door?




  It seemed like an age before she heard movement. Bolts being thrown back. Then all at once a small man was standing there. He was sixtyish, with a thick mop of springy grey hair. His face was as

  gnarled and weathered as driftwood. Bright hazel eyes stared out at her in surprise from under dark brows. He wore a white shirt, pulled up to his elbows to show sinewy workman’s arms, red

  braces, and black trousers shiny from wear.




  ‘Can you help?’ said Orla in a cracked voice that was high with strain. She knew the one thing she couldn’t afford to tell anyone was that she’d been in a plane crash.

  The flight hadn’t been authorized for take-off. It wouldn’t take the Garda long to realize that something was amiss, and they would be on to the English police before you could say

  knife. ‘My brother and I were out in a dinghy. It capsized. Can you help me look for him please?’




  The man stared for a long moment. Then he stepped back and said, ‘Come along in.’




  Orla entered the warm cottage interior. It felt unreal, this cosy normality, like a dream. A woman was watching TV at the kitchen table. The newsman was saying that British troops had sealed off

  the Catholic Bogside area in Londonderry after clashes with rioters. The woman looked up in wonder at this half-drowned young woman standing there dripping all over her clean floor.




  ‘What . . .?’ she breathed, coming to her feet.




  ‘There’s been a boating accident,’ said the man. ‘Cissie, get the brandy out.’




  Orla was shaking her head, hard. Brandy? Desperation was making her eyes manic. ‘There’s no time for that. We have to go and find him. Fetch torches.’




  ‘But I—’




  ‘We haven’t time for this. For the love of God, fetch the torches and let’s go.’ But she was trembling so badly that she could no longer hold herself upright.

  She fell forward almost delicately, and found herself on her knees with her head humming so loudly she was sure she was about to pass out. The cottage lights seemed to flicker in and out of focus

  and suddenly everything was very far away, even their clucking anxious voices as they got her off her knees and on to a chair.




  ‘Get that brandy, Cissie,’ she dimly heard the old man say. ‘I’ll go out and check the shoreline.’




  Orla refocused to see Cissie crouching in front of her, watching her with concern.




  ‘Yes, that’s the thing for a shock like this.’ Cissie hurried away and returned with a glass brimming with amber liquid. ‘Here, here,’ she said, putting the glass

  against Orla’s lips. Orla sipped, felt it warming her all the way down. She coughed, sipped again.




  ‘Don’t you worry,’ Cissie was chattering on, ‘Donny will find your brother if anyone can, he knows this stretch of coast inside out. Now, let’s sort you out some

  dry clothes . . .’




  The old man was putting on wet-weather gear, picking up a heavy-duty torch from the dresser. ‘I’ll be away then,’ he said, and went out into the stormy night.




  Donny never found Redmond. He scoured the headland, the beach, all around to the next bay, but there was nothing, no one. He was out for well over an hour. By the time he got

  back, Cissie had taken Orla’s wet clothes off her and dressed her in a winceyette nightie and a thick dressing gown. She had disinfected and covered the worst of the cuts on Orla’s

  feet, dried out and untangled Orla’s hair, forced a little soup down her, saying she must get warm and take some food.




  The soup only made Orla gag. Her stomach was a knot of fear and dread. She could not yet comprehend the full enormity of this disaster. Could not even begin to believe that she was never going

  to see Redmond again. But when Donny came in, grave-faced, shaking his head at her pleading eyes, she knew that the worst had happened.




  Redmond was gone.




  She was never going to see him again.




  It was as if the soul had been ripped out of her, right then and there.




  ‘You’ll sleep here tonight,’ said Cissie, while Donny removed his outdoor gear and carried it into the scullery to dry off. ‘Tomorrow, when the storm eases,

  Donny’ll take the bike into the village and telephone the Garda. They’ll alert the Coastguard.’




  Orla shook her head. Much as she wanted the Coastguard searching for Redmond, she knew that it was hopeless. And she couldn’t afford to alert the Garda. If they came round asking

  questions, she would have a hard time coming up with answers.




  ‘It’s far too late for that,’ she said, and tears poured down her face as the sheer weight of it all struck home. He was gone from her: he truly was.




  ‘Still, we should do it,’ persisted Donny.




  ‘No. It’s no use,’ said Orla flatly, and refused to discuss it further.




  The storm raged on, making it impossible for Donny to reach the village the next day. At dawn the following day, Orla got shakily out of bed and knelt on the window seat in the spare bedroom

  where she’d passed a sleepless night. She stared out of the window at the waves pounding the shore beneath an angry red and purple sky, wondering where Redmond was. Given the ferocity of the

  storm, the current would probably have swept his lifeless body miles away.




  I should be dead too, she thought. I am a dead woman walking.




  Her mind kept returning to the crash. Fergal tapping the dial. The propeller juddering to a halt. The heart-stopping plummet into the ocean, into the grip of ice-cold waters that should have

  claimed her life, not just the lives of Redmond and poor Fergal.




  Cissie had kindly washed out her clothes the day before, and now Orla snatched them up. Throwing off the borrowed nightie and dressing gown, she dressed hurriedly then went to the door and

  listened. The house was quiet; the old couple weren’t awake yet. She crept downstairs and took a small amount of cash she found in the dresser drawer, then crammed her feet into a pair of

  Cissie’s shoes. They were a size too small, and chafed her sore feet, but she was too intent on getting away to notice.




  Pulling on a coat, she silently unbolted the front door and stepped out into the blustery morning. She took up the bicycle, and started pedalling in the direction she had seen the lights of a

  village the night she arrived. From there, she could catch a bus to the nearest town. And then she would make her way home, to Limerick.
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  The Delaneys had started out in a modest house in Moyross. That was until Davey Delaney, tired of scraping a living on a factory floor, decided feck this and went to try his

  hand in London.




  Old man Delaney had done pretty well there. After a spell as a bookie’s runner, he’d got into scrap dealing. And as soon as the money started to roll in, he’d set up a few

  sidelines – hijacking goods lorries, operating a couple of illegal gambling dens, and of course running prostitutes.




  It hadn’t taken him long to carve out his niche among the London faces. And having established a little pocket of power for himself and his kin in Battersea, he defended it ferociously,

  coming down hard on anyone who tried to muscle in. He even managed to expand his territory, seizing control of a stretch of dockland across the river in Limehouse.




  Life in the teeming dog-eat-dog city suited the brutal aspects of his nature. And the family thrived too. While in London, the wife dropped him some children: Tory first, then Patrick, then the

  twins – Orla and Redmond – then the baby of the family, Kieron. But they never forgot their roots. The proceeds of gambling, robbery and vice paid for a grand farmhouse a stone’s

  throw from the Shannon, and his wife was always nipping across, checking on the renovations and furnishing the place.




  Eventually the old man admitted to his age, decided it was time to retire, let the boys take over. They leapt at the chance. And all went well, until the apple of his eye – Tory, his

  eldest, his most beloved son – was cut down in his prime.




  Davey was never the same after Tory’s death. He withdrew to the farm, leaving the business to Pat, to Redmond and Orla. Kieron wasn’t interested, he fancied himself an artist. When

  the family came to visit, Davey would sit staring at the wall, making no attempt to join the conversation. Suspecting a nervous breakdown, his anxious wife steered him to the doctors. Within a

  year, they came back with a diagnosis: dementia. There was no question of Davey moving into a nursing home; he stayed on at the farm, the dream home declining with each year in fading grandeur,

  Davey losing his mind, his wife nursing him.




  Now, Orla approached the farm. She paused outside to gaze around her. It was exactly as she remembered. Dad had been so proud of the place when he’d bought it, giving out about the thirty

  acres of land that came with it, and how old the place was.




  Orla let her eyes drift over the stonework. It looked tired in places. But the house was still a fine big place, with panoramic views across open country towards the great grey sprawl of the

  river.




  This was home, and she did have a few good memories of it. But oh, everything had happened here. For every good memory, there were ten bad ones.




  She went to the big oak brass-studded door and pulled the bell chain. Far away in the house, she heard the thing echo and jangle.




  She waited. And waited. Finally she rang the bell again.




  At last, there was the sound of movement, and then her mother was standing in front of her, white hair awry, a blue-sprigged cream pinafore tied around her dumpy waist, a querying expression in

  her eyes and a vague smile on her lips. When she saw her daughter standing there, the smile dropped away in shock.




  ‘Orla! God in heaven, what are you doing here?’




  ‘Ma!’ said Orla, overcome with a mixture of relief at seeing her mother standing there, so familiar, and the realization that nothing would ever be the same again. She had survived

  the tempest, but she had come through it alone. Every moment since had been a living hell, trying to hold it together, focusing on getting home. Now she was finally here, she lost all control.




  ‘Oh, Ma,’ she sobbed. ‘He’s gone. I’ve lost Redmond.’
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  London, 1980




  ‘I am here to tell you that this. Just. Won’t. Fucking. Do,’ said a stern female voice.




  Annie pulled the covers further over her head, trying to block out the world. She recognized the voice. And right now, she hated the damned voice too.




  ‘Go away,’ she moaned. ‘Leave me the hell alone.’




  ‘No can do,’ said Dolly.




  ‘Yes, you bloody can do,’ snapped Annie, her head emerging from the covers.




  Through gritty eyes she could see Dolly, turned out in her usual sharp-fitting skirt suit – powder blue this time – standing by the windows in the dimness of the master suite. Dolly

  threw back the curtains and Annie winced as light flooded in.




  ‘Jesus,’ she complained.




  ‘It’s eleven thirty, nearly lunchtime. You intending to just lie there in your ruddy pit all day?’




  ‘That’s the plan,’ said Annie.




  Dolly came over to the bed and looked down in disgust at her old mate.




  ‘That ain’t a plan,’ she pointed out. ‘That’s a waste of a day.’




  ‘So fucking well shoot me,’ said Annie, sitting up irritably and tucking the bedclothes more firmly around her.




  ‘Look at the state of you,’ marvelled Dolly.




  Annie didn’t want to do that. But her eyes were irresistibly drawn to the dressing table mirror, where she could see a pale, frowning woman sitting up in bed, hair all mussed up and eyes

  red-raw from crying.




  It was her.




  And she never cried, right?




  Ah, not true. This past few months since he’d left, it felt as though she’d done nothing but cry.




  ‘What have I got to get up for?’ Annie groaned, rubbing her eyes.




  ‘Layla’s away, I take it?’ Dolly was watching her, hands planted on hips.




  ‘Yes, she’s away. In Barbados. With him.’




  ‘And how’s that going? The Layla thing?’




  ‘She hates me.’




  ‘She don’t hate you. She blames you. There’s a difference. Now shift your arse.’




  Annie clutched the bedclothes tighter. ‘Why did Rosa let you in?’ she complained. ‘I told her I didn’t want to see anybody.’




  ‘I’m not anybody, you berk, I’m your best mate,’ said Dolly more gently. ‘Come on. Out of that bed and get yourself smartened up, you look like an effing bag lady.

  I’m taking you out to lunch, then we’re going to hit the shops.’




  Annie put her head in her hands. The very idea of it exhausted her.




  ‘Do I have to?’ she whined.




  ‘Yeah, if you don’t want my boot up your crotch.’




  Annie gave in. She threw back the covers.




  ‘Shit,’ she complained as the sunlight from the window hit her eyes. It felt like a scalpel, cutting into her aching brain.




  ‘It’s a beautiful day,’ trilled Dolly, holding Annie’s dressing gown at the ready.




  ‘Oh, shut the fuck up,’ said Annie, snatching it from her and heading for the bathroom.
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  Ireland, 1970




  Orla told her mother about the crash.




  ‘Ah, God,’ the older woman said over and over, weeping. ‘My poor boy, poor Redmond, oh dear God.’




  The house was neglected inside, every surface covered in dust. The curtains hung uncleaned, the nets were grey, there was a slew of dirty crockery on the draining board. Orla knew that taking

  care of Pa must be hard, and it was clear that housework was at the bottom of her mother’s to-do list. She supposed she should have kept in touch more, done more, as the only

  daughter, and the guilt of it added to her woes.




  All she hoped was that the old couple who lived by the sea would just let the matter lie, and someone would reunite Donny with his bike which she’d left up against the post office wall in

  the village. He would probably mention it in the pub, tell the regulars about the girl at the door saying she’d been in a dinghy that foundered, and her brother was lost. Perhaps he would

  search the shoreline for a few weeks, maybe even report it to the Garda; but the only name Donny and Cissie had for her was a false one she had concocted.




  No, they could not trace her here. Everyone would go on thinking her missing, dead like Redmond. So she would stay here. Why not? There was nothing else left for her in life.




  Her mother was delighted when she said she would stay. Then Pa wandered into the kitchen.




  ‘Look, Davey, our Orla’s home,’ said Ma.




  But Davey Delaney just stared at his daughter, not a hint of recognition in his face.




  ‘Who’s this?’ he asked.




  ‘I told you, it’s Orla.’




  ‘Oh.’




  Ma cast an apologetic look at Orla. ‘Take no notice.’




  ‘Dinner ready yet?’ asked Davey.




  ‘It’s only an hour since you had breakfast.’




  ‘I want dinner!’ shouted Davey, and thumped the table, making both women jump.




  Orla’s mother stood up, her mouth set in a long-suffering line.




  ‘I’ll help,’ said Orla, and Ma gave her a grateful smile.




  ‘Will you tell him about Redmond?’ Orla asked her later in the day, when Pa was napping.




  ‘I will. But he probably won’t understand – or even remember who Redmond is. Was. Oh my poor boy . . .’ The tears started again.




  A cleaner came in once a week. The woman brought a few groceries with her, did a bit of ironing, and pottered around chatting and moving the dust from one place to another. Orla kept out of

  sight and got her mother to sack the woman. A milkman called, and a baker. Orla hid away from any visitors to the farm – thanking God there were few – and started tidying the place up.

  Shattered by Redmond’s death, she found solace in creating order out of chaos.




  Then the Garda called. She was chopping wood when she saw the car coming up the track to the farm. Heart thumping, she ran and hid in one of the big disused barns at the side of the house until

  they left a half-hour later.




  Only then did she go indoors.




  ‘What did they want?’ she asked her mother.




  ‘They were asking if you or Redmond had been here lately,’ said her mother.




  ‘And what did you say?’




  ‘Don’t worry, I said neither of you had. And then they said I had to prepare myself, that there had been a flight out of Cardiff and that you both were on it, and the flight had

  vanished so we must fear the worst.’




  So the British police had liaised with the Garda, as she had known they would, asking them to call by the house after the plane went missing, to check if either she or Redmond had shown up.




  Now that was out of the way, Orla began to relax a little.




  Her mother was watching her face closely. ‘It must have been hell for you, that plane crash.’




  ‘It was.’




  ‘And poor Redmond . . .’ Her mother crossed herself and her eyes filled with tears. ‘Ah, God rest him.’




  ‘Who are you talking about?’ asked Davey, wandering into the kitchen, his eyes bright with curiosity.




  ‘Redmond,’ said his wife.




  The old man looked at the two women in bemusement. ‘Who?’ His eyes fastened on his daughter. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.




  Orla stayed on, living in a dim twilight world of cooking and cleaning, exhausting herself so that she fell into bed at night unable to think, unable to do anything other than

  sleep. Her mother was sharp as a tack – although clearly ground down and aged from the burden of caring for her husband – but Pa’s dementia had left him with no interest in the

  daily business of living. He would subsist on bread and water if you let him. Baths were things he had to be reminded to take on a fortnightly basis – Ma had to run his bath for him, then

  wash his reeking clothes.




  Someone had once told Orla that grief had its passage of time. Nothing could hurry it. Two to five years was normal to grieve, going through all the processes of anger, guilt and acceptance.




  Five years passed. The Garda, despite her fears that they might, never returned. The farmhouse came slowly back to life under her care. And still she longed for Redmond, for the presence of her

  twin at her side. And she felt plagued by guilt because she had lived, and he had not.




  With so much time to think about it, she’d become convinced that the crash had been orchestrated by Annie Carter and her Mafia pals. She could never forget Fergal tapping that fuel gauge,

  wondering why it was showing empty when it should have been full. And now the only person she had ever loved in her entire life was gone. The one consolation was that she and Redmond had settled

  the score with that Carter bitch before they’d fled England. They’d finished her good and proper – there would have been nothing left of her but blood and guts. It pleased Orla so

  much to think of that. If the police had ever found the remains of her, God alone knew how they would have identified the cow.




  The days dragged on, the skies sitting in a grey repressive bowl above her head as she went out to hang the washing. It wouldn’t dry much today, but later she’d bring it in, hang it

  on the clothes horse in front of the fire.




  Her life was dull too, dull like the sky. She was wearing an old cotton dress of her mother’s, pulled in tight with a belt because she was terribly thin these days, as if the grief had

  eaten her from within. Over that she wore a faded quilted jacket – her father’s – and Wellington boots that belonged to him too. They flopped around her feet, acres too big.




  Orla grabbed the peg bag from inside the kitchen door and hurried out clutching the basket of washing. In the living room of the old farmhouse her parents were watching the news on TV.

  She’d sat with them through the latest reports about the IRA shooting dead a policeman who’d stumbled upon a bomb-making factory in a Hammersmith basement, and the scandal surrounding

  Indira Gandhi, who’d now been found guilty of electoral corruption. But when the newsreader announced that a Boeing 727 had crashed at the edge of Kennedy airport, killing over a hundred

  people, Orla had begun shaking uncontrollably. The footage of wreckage in the water had her reliving her own nightmare struggle for life, the icy sea, the plane sinking, the loss – oh God!

  – of Redmond.




  She looked around her at the decaying farm buildings. It was hard to believe that they had been reduced to this. Her father, who’d seen to it that the Delaney name inspired fear and

  respect in London’s ganglands, now a demented old man. Her mother, once so smart, so elegant, now worn down by the strain of caring for him. Her brothers, dead.




  The Delaneys were a spent force.




  And so was she.
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  Moyross, Ireland, 1973




  ‘Jesus, I’m not sure about this,’ said Pikey.




  Alongside him, crouched down behind Pardew’s parked car, Rufus Malone gave Pikey a scathing look.




  The guy had no balls.




  Things got rough, and he started to squirm like a big girl.




  ‘Shut yer trap,’ hissed Rufus.




  Pikey fell silent.




  Tosser, thought Rufus with a sigh. Rather than squatting here, cramping up in the freezing fucking cold with Pikey groaning on about not being sure, Rufus was wishing he was elsewhere.

  Time was, being a cousin of the Delaneys would have spared him this sort of crap. Maybe he ought to have stuck to the horse trading around St Mary’s in Limerick. Or kept up with the serious

  betting on the sulky races, travelling all over Ireland having a piss-up and making a packet.




  The lure of criminality had pulled him from an early age, even in the school playground where he’d pinched other pupils’ marbles with his old oppo Rory. As one of the Delaney clan,

  he had a reputation to live up to.




  Rufus was built like a rugby player. His size intimidated all but the most determined foe. Added to that, he was fast-moving and had a shock of shoulder-length curly red hair. The hair gave him

  a primitive, caveman appearance. His facial features were pudgy, not distinctive, but his hard grey eyes promised trouble – and he always delivered.




  He’d moved up the ranks since his schooldays. From regular appearances in the juvenile courts, having progressed from stealing marbles to robbing milkmen and grocery stores, he graduated

  to the district court on charges of breaking and entering. He became a master at blagging old judges with innocent looks and pleas to spare him, he would never do such a thing again, honest.




  Of course, he always did.




  As a result, he got accustomed to the occupational hazard of brief spells inside. Prison was his finishing school, where he brushed up against real hard cases, learned more about the ways of the

  world.




  While frequenting the races with his old mate, sometime thief and sometime motor mechanic Rory, he encountered smoother, bigger criminals. People with connections to the provisional IRA and

  dissident republicans. And, of course, Dublin-based gang bosses who liked the cut of him and were impressed by his Delaney connections, thinking he’d be handy in a scrap. Bosses, middle-aged

  silverbacks, bulky and mean-eyed, like Big Don Callaghan, who owned Rufus’s arse now – and paid handsomely for the privilege.




  For the time being, Rufus was enforcer for Don’s Island Field gang and he had a job to do. The job was simple. Dispose of a bit of rubbish called Jonathon Pardew, who had been stepping on

  Big Don’s toes. Don had wanted Rufus to include Pikey, his nephew, on the outing, so who was Rufus to refuse? He would rather have had Rory, who had grown up with him through various scrapes

  and was to be trusted implicitly. Rory was his companion of choice on such ventures. But he had no say in the matter.




  ‘Look after the little tit, he’s my sister’s boy,’ Don had said earlier in the day. ‘See what you think of him, give me your opinion.’




  Rufus thought that Don would not like his opinion one bit. Pikey was spineless. But he would look after the boy on this one outing, report back to Don that the kid was useless, and hopefully he

  would never be burdened again.




  From early on in the proceedings, Pikey had been displaying nerves. While Rufus siphoned petrol from the can into a Lucozade bottle, Pikey’s hands had been shaking so hard that he

  couldn’t hold the bottle still. He’d ended up with petrol splashed all over his hand and arm.




  When the bottle was full, Rufus stuffed paper into the nozzle to act as a fuse. Then they waited. Their information was that Pardew would come out of his mistress’s house in the suburbs of

  Moyross dead on ten o’clock, aiming to get home before his old lady started playing up.




  And sure enough, here he was, whistling his way down the path as happy as a lark. His breath was like smoke in the cold night air. Pardew had already survived one of Don’s boys taking a

  pop at him. Someone had walked up to him in the street and fired a gun in his face. Or that had been the intention. The gun had misfired. The would-be assassin had been a marked man after that,

  showing up in the local morgue a week later.




  Pardew’s car wasn’t flashy but it was – according to Don – armour-plated and bullet-proof. None of which was going to save Pardew’s fat cheating arse on this

  occasion.




  ‘You won’t get him once he’s in the car,’ said Don. ‘Don’t attempt it.’




  Pardew looked portly, balding and faintly yellow in the sodium glare of the street lights.




  Rufus nudged Pikey hard.




  It was their signal.




  Pikey, hands trembling, flicked the lighter. Then he dropped it.




  ‘Shit!’ snarled Rufus under his breath.




  He glanced at Pardew, who had stopped walking. He’d seen the lighter’s flare. Rufus looked back at Pikey and saw that his hand was on fire.




  Pikey let out a shriek.




  The fire snaked rapidly up Pikey’s arm and enveloped his head.




  His screams were ripping through the evening air now, his skin melting like cheese on a hot griddle.




  Shit, shit, shit.




  Even in the midst of his panic over Pikey – Christ! Don’s nephew! His fucking nephew! – Rufus kept a clear head.




  He snatched up the lighter, lit the fuse, lobbed the bottle.




  All an instant too late.




  Pardew was holding a hand gun, and he was shooting towards the flaming remnants of Pikey. Rufus felt a shot whistle past his ear, then an impact, hard as a hammer, took him in the shoulder,

  whirling him away, throwing him off his feet. He lay there on the tarmac, hearing the blood thundering in his ears, thinking: Mustn’t pass out.




  Christ, he’d been shot.




  Through tears of agony he heard the roar of the Molotov cocktail as it went up. Pardew erupted in flames, a human torch. Rufus heard the screams, smelled the barbeque scent of cooked flesh.

  Pardew was sorted, done. Rufus crawled to his feet and staggered away from Pardew’s car, which had been half-concealing him and Pikey.




  He looked at Pikey.




  Or what was left of him, anyway.




  Like Pardew, he was well alight, and he wasn’t going to live to tell the tale. He wasn’t screaming any more: he couldn’t. His face was gone, the flames had seared his features

  into one smeared covering of cooked skin.




  That’s Don’s fucking nephew. Boy am I in the shit now, thought Rufus.




  There was only one thing to do.




  Run.




  Stumbling, bleeding, he turned and did so.
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  Rory’s old lady Megan took one look at Rufus bleeding and swaying in the doorway, and flipped. Five months gone in her pregnancy, she wanted no intruders in her nest. She

  started on about doctors, ambulances.




  ‘You crazy?’ snarled her husband as Rufus sat sheet-white at their kitchen table. ‘That’s a bullet wound – you want the Garda in on this? Fetch some towels,

  don’t be a daft cow.’




  Rufus knew he had done right in coming here. If there was one person he could always trust in this world, it was Rory.




  His strength ebbing away with the blood pouring out of him, he let himself be half-dragged, half-carried up the stairs to the back bedroom. Agonized, he lay helpless on the bed as Rory stripped

  off his jacket and shirt.




  ‘It went straight through,’ said Rory, eyeing the wound, going a bit green around the gills. ‘Shit, I think you’ll be OK if the loss of blood don’t kill you.

  How’d it happen?’




  Rufus was half-fainting with the pain. Megan came haring in with a face like a hatchet to press towels to the wound. Rufus looked at her, then at Rory.




  ‘I’ll see to him,’ said Rory, taking the hint, and she retreated.




  Rory closed the door behind her.




  Rufus lay back and tiredly recounted the evening’s events to his pal.




  ‘Holy shit. That twat Pikey, he was never going to shape up.’




  ‘He won’t get the chance to now.’




  ‘Don’s nephew! Holy shit.’




  ‘I just fecking ran. Didn’t know what else to do.’




  ‘What else could you do? He’s not going to come over all understanding, not him.’




  Rory was dabbing the wound. The bleeding was slowing up, thank God.




  ‘Thirsty,’ said Rufus faintly.




  ‘I’ll fetch water,’ said Rory, and opened the door. Megan started away from it, going red in the face.




  ‘You been listening in?’ demanded Rory.




  ‘No, I . . .’




  ‘Well don’t. Go and get some water, he needs a drink.’




  Megan went off downstairs, muttering. Rory watched her go. He stood there a moment, staring at the landing carpet, thinking that Big Don was going to want blood for this. He could understand why

  Rufus had come here, of course he could, but in doing so he’d brought trouble to Rory’s door. Still, who could turn their oldest friend away?




  Not him.




  He went to the landing cupboard and fetched more towels. Right now, there was only one thing on his mind: keeping Rufus alive.




  When at last the bleeding stopped and Rory had cleaned and bandaged his friend’s wound, Rufus lapsed into troubled sleep. Rory collected all the blood-soaked towels and

  went off downstairs. He loaded the dirty washing into the twin tub and made a mental note to fill it up and start it going later. Then he went through to the lounge.




  ‘It’s on the news,’ Megan said, barely glancing up at him. She hugged her fat stomach, rocked in the armchair, listening intently to the radio.




  And so it was. Businessman Jonathon Pardew had perished in a fire, thought to have been deliberately set by one of the rival gangs in his area. A second corpse, later identified as Peter Pike

  from Moyross, was also found at the scene. IRA involvement was suspected. When the newscaster went on to national news, talking about Nixon, Watergate, and the French detonating an H-bomb at

  Mururoa Atoll, Megan switched the radio off.




  She looked up at her husband. ‘What are we going to do?’ she asked.




  ‘Get the boy better,’ said Rory. ‘What else can we do?’




  Rufus was feverish for days, and Rory was worried sick about him. It was lucky the wound hadn’t needed stitching and that the bullet had passed through his bulk

  unhampered. It must have been a small-bore gun, maybe a lady’s weapon, easy to conceal, and it had spared Rufus too much damage.




  It took a couple of weeks before he was able to sit up a little and take some soup instead of water. After that, he healed quickly. He was strong, he’d always been fit. It helped.




  Megan kept her distance from him. His presence threatened her composure, made her fearful for her own safety and that of the child she carried. Before Rufus arrived, her only concern had been

  whether Rory would keep on the straight and narrow with a baby on the way. Now Rufus had pitched up, she knew there’d be trouble and Rory would get dragged into it.




  ‘Will we go for Diarmuid if it’s a boy, what do you think?’ she asked, trying to get Rory’s mind back to where it should be.




  ‘Huh?’




  He wasn’t even listening to her. His whole concern was for his friend.




  ‘Diarmuid for a boy. Or Siobhan for a girl. Do you like those?’




  ‘Ah, whatever makes you happy.’




  If Rufus Malone dropped dead, that would make her happy.




  She went down the shops, and Mrs Simmonds asked her if she had people staying.




  ‘You what?’ asked Megan, heart galloping in her chest.




  ‘You got visitors? I’ve seen the light on in your box room, every evening. Is it your ma, come to stay to help with the baby on the way? I haven’t seen her down in the shop,

  so. She taken up smoking, has she? She never used to smoke.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I’ve seen smoke coming over the fence in the garden.’




  ‘Oh! No, that’ll be Rory, having a fag.’




  ‘Is he doing the box room out for a nursery?’




  ‘Yes, that’s it, we’re decorating. I have to go, I’ve been having twinges . . .’ she said, picking up her shopping and rushing out of the shop.




  When Rory came in that evening, his navy-blue overalls dirty and his hands caked black from being under engines all day, she was waiting for him.




  ‘He’ll have to go,’ she said, straight out.




  ‘What?’ Rory was dipping his fingers into the Swarfega tin at the sink.




  ‘Rufus. That old bat Simmonds says she’s seen the box-room light on every night, she knows someone’s in there. And he’s been smoking in the garden. She’s seen

  someone puffing up smoke out there. I had to tell her it was you. Thank God for the high fences. If she knows something’s going on, then others do too.’
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SOME ENEMIES REFUSE TO DIE .. .
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