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To Isobel and Heather







The night can sweat with terror as before
 We pieced our thoughts into philosophy,
 And planned to bring the world under a rule,
 Who are but weasels fighting in a hole.

—W. B. Yeats, “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen”
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South Armagh, November 9, 1980

It would have been one thing if they’d had to camp out for days on end not knowing when their mark was approaching: two men jammed fast inside a makeshift hide of fencing bales and felled saplings within a hawthorn copse one hundred meters up the hill from the road. Cramped against the wood and wire with the hard earth cold and damp and the harsh November wind flinging scrub dust and the tang of pine resin into their eyes and deep inside their lungs, on top of which neither volunteer could abide the other, so to be huddled together in such close physical proximity would have been hard to bear in any conditions. But of course, the Officer Commanding had ensured that the operation was planned to the last detail, and that the two, whose animosity was legendary and a source of private amusement to their colleagues, would spend as little time together as possible.

In Dublin, there was a volunteer at the Port watching for the judge and his wife as they rolled off the ferry and headed for the M1 north to Belfast. He made the call to a volunteer in Newry, who provided the signal the button men needed: he drove along the motorway, pulled off onto the hard shoulder within their sight, rolled down his window, rolled it back up and drove away. This told them the judge’s car had embarked on the sixty-mile journey from Dublin. They knew the judge liked to drive fast, so they prepared for his arrival inside the hour, traffic permitting.

They were using a roadside bomb—an improvised explosive device—about the size of a gallon canister. It would traditionally have been placed in a culvert or a drain, but the British Army had sealed up all the more obvious culverts for miles around. Instead a spot had been selected by a thicket of almost bare sycamore and a shallow trench had been dug sufficient to house the bottom third of the IED, which was then concealed with mulch and leaves and fallen branches.

Now they were ready. Red, the man with carrot-colored hair and intelligent, skeptical brown eyes had had reservations about the op when he heard that the judge’s wife was going to be with him. But he was such a good target and this was such a rare opportunity that he decided to suppress any qualms he may have felt. This was a war, and there would always be a sliding scale of victims, and if a judge who presided over the repressive Diplock court system, where evidence was heard, verdict delivered and sentence handed down all by one pillar of the British establishment, if such a figure was not a legitimate target, he didn’t know what was. And this was the only time he had slipped his security detail, so he knew the risks for his wife. And she was sixty-seven anyway, good innings and all that shite, so away to fuck.

The latter sentiment is where Ice, the dark-headed man with the cold blue eyes, would have begun, if sentiment had been part of his makeup. As it was, his main regret was that the judge and his wife had been visiting their daughter in Cheshire to see their new grandson, their third grandchild. “Pity they’re not coming here, then we’d have the chance to wipe three generations out, cubs and all, lace the set with blood.” Some of the younger volunteers thought this was just talk of the kind you’d hear in a Republican pub when the beer was flowing, but Red knew it was nothing but a true expression of Ice’s hate-filled soul.


Red didn’t hate anyone. He was fighting a war, and in a war, people on both sides died, and that was just the way it was. Red didn’t take pleasure in another man’s death, but in a war it was us and them and that was all there was about it. Because they depended on the support of the community, and while the community wanted the soldiers gone, and the worst of the Royal Ulster Constabulary and the bigoted bastards in the Ulster Defense Regiment taken out, they didn’t want people shot in front of their children, didn’t want wives and girlfriends blown to fuck or any of that crack. Red had seen Ice cheer after killing an RUC man in his front garden, cheer after his children had all flocked around their daddy’s dead body and wailed like lost wee souls. And Ice cheering and whooping in the getaway car like a fucking savage. They wouldn’t keep the support of the community long if they saw Ice in action.

Because for every IRA murder, there were so many more people involved than the button men, the volunteers who pulled the trigger or detonated the bomb. There were the bomb makers, of course, the engineers who handled the explosives, the nails and bolts and shrapnel, the fuses and timers. There were the people who concealed the device at the arms dump, and those who moved it and set it in place and primed it, those who worked out a radio signal so that it could be set off at a distance, those who stole the cars so the bombers could make their getaway, those who provided the safe houses where they could hide out until the coast was clear.

Obviously the button men were the true killers: none of the rest of it would have added up to much if they hadn’t been prepared to flick a switch or pull a trigger. But it’s not as if they were sitting in a car outside a pub at random, or concealed in a ditch on a border road, waiting for a likely-looking target to drive past on the off chance. No, first of all someone had to scout the victim, establish him as a scalp worth taking—a UDR or RUC man, a loyalist paramilitary, a British soldier, a judge. And that someone—in this case, the sister of a legal secretary who worked in the judge’s chambers—had to pass the information on to someone in the IRA, information about his daily routine, his haunts, his habits. And information about when he broke those habits. When he decided, despite being in the middle of a major case, and against all protocol, that he needed to see his newborn grandson, and that he was going to and to hell with protocol, he was going to shake his minders and vanish to Cheshire for the weekend.

It was an opportunity they likely wouldn’t get again. They had to seize it. And so they waited, Red watching the road with binoculars, Ice with his finger poised on the control. It wouldn’t be long now.








PART I

SPY WEDNESDAY














CHAPTER 1



The quality of football played in the League of Ireland is not very high as a rule, and if you’re not a committed supporter of one of the teams on the field, in this case Shelbourne and Monaghan United, it can tend toward the boring, to put it mildly, but when the bloke behind me said what we needed was a bit of fucking action, I don’t think a guy in a balaclava piling out of the fans’ car park with a submachine gun and spraying bullets around Tolka Park was what he had in mind. It was all over in a twinkling. The players hit the deck as soon as they realized what was happening, so it was impossible in the instant to know if any of them had been shot; the gunman scarpered toward Richmond Road with the Guards who had been on match duty in pursuit; before the supporters began their stampede toward the exits, I was over the barrier and making my way across the pitch toward Paul Delaney, the gifted Shelbourne number nine and the reason I had been at the game. He was curled in a ball by the goalposts at the riverside end with his arms over his head and a high-pitched, droning sound coming from somewhere inside his shaking torso. His teammates were slowly rising to their feet now and counting heads; the Monaghan players were doing the same.

“Paul, are you all right?” I said. “The gunman’s gone, it’s all over.”

Paul lifted his tightly cropped blond head slowly above the frame of his arms, like a man daring to survey the aftermath of a storm from the supposed safety of his house. His face was drained of color; his pale blue eyes streaked red with fear. Before he had a chance to speak, Barry Jordan, the Shelbourne captain, was upon us.

“You all right, Paulo?”

“Sound, Jordo, yeah.”

“Who’s this? You’re not supposed to be on the pitch, mister,” Jordan said to me. Though he was twenty years my junior, and clearly shaken by what had just occurred, he had a natural authority that made me feel like I was somehow in the wrong, even if the field was rapidly filling with panicking fans trying to get to the exits, or hoping at least to find some carnage worth gaping at.

“It’s all right, Jordo, this is Ed Loy. He’s a…a friend of mine,” Delaney said.

Jordan looked me up and down. I’m six two, and I wear a black suit and a black overcoat. I don’t look conspicuous in most settings, but I wasn’t exactly dressed for a football match.

“I’m an old friend of Paul’s brother,” I said. “He asked me to keep an eye on him.”

I should have kept my mouth shut. Jordan looked at Paul, glanced toward the car park the gunman had erupted from, then appeared to join a few dots with a shake of his head at me. He turned to Paul with a pointing finger, but something between anger and despair rendered him speechless; he nodded at the turf, as if to tamp down his emotions, then ran back to where the Shelbourne players had linked arms to form a circle in the center of the park.

“You’d better join them, Paul,” I said, with something short of total conviction.

“Do you think so? After you mentioned my brother, Jordo knows now, or thinks he does. They’ve all heard the rumors. They probably think those shots were meant for me,” Paul said, his voice plaintive with self-pity and fear.

“And what do you think?”

Paul Delaney’s color had returned to normal. He shrugged, possibly aiming for nonchalant unconcern. All he hit was petty, and sullen, and scared.

“No one has any reason to take a shot at me,” he said.

“Well, good,” I said. “Glad to hear it.”

Delaney made a move toward the huddle of red jerseys, then turned back to me.

“Look, Mr. Loy, I appreciate you know me brother and everything, and thanks for the concern, but I don’t need any help from you, right? From anyone. Tell Dessie I’m grand. Tell him he probably knows Jack Cullen as well as I do. Tell him if anyone’s to blame for all this, he is.”

The Shelbourne players were chanting something to one another, their heads close together. Again Delaney moved toward them. Again he faltered, this time wheeling around his teammates and taking off on a run in the direction of the dressing rooms. The club stewards were on the floodlit pitch now, encouraging the ghouls and rubberneckers sniffing for blood to disperse; the PA system was announcing the abandonment of the game and urging everyone to leave in a calm, orderly fashion.

I joined the throngs queuing for the exit and replayed as much as I could recall of the incident in my mind. So exciting was the game that my attention had wandered, and I had been staring vacantly in the general direction of the Cash & Carry car park, so I had seen the gunman immediately, drawn to the balaclava masking his head, seen him produce the SMG, seen him start firing without any care as to where his target was. Because he wasn’t shooting to kill, he wasn’t some maniac—he was firing above everyone’s head. I could picture him now, the SMG looked like an Uzi, held aloft for maximum effect—let as many people as possible see the weapon first—and then a volley fired in the air. It was a warning, or a gesture. Had it been for Paul Delaney’s benefit, or at his expense? Or was it nothing to do with Delaney in the first place? Maybe it was some anguished Shelbourne fan making an overdemonstrative protest about the need to return to the top flight in the league.

As I walked down Richmond Road and wheeled right through Ballybough heading for the city center, I turned it over in my mind. I had run up against Paul’s brother Dessie when he was a junkie dealing drugs for Podge Halligan. Despite that, I didn’t think Delaney was a bad man, and if at times he had been apt to forget it, he had a tough-minded wife ready to jog his memory, and two kids to shame him into toeing the line. With their help and mine, he kicked his habit, and I persuaded a rich client with a guilty conscience to buy him a stake in an Irish pub called Delaney’s that Dessie’s brother Liam ran on a Greek island whose name I could never remember. By all accounts the bar was a roaring success; every so often I’d get postcards wishing me well, and photographs of sunburned and heavily refreshed Irish folk I didn’t know toasting a beaming Dessie.

Dessie wasn’t beaming when he called me a few days ago. His brother Paul was eighteen years old and tipped, if not quite for the Premiership elite—he had already had trials with Arsenal and Liverpool, and hadn’t made the grade—certainly for a professional career at English Football League level at the very least. And as Dessie said, that’d be Paul pulling anything from 200K to half a mil a year for fifteen-odd years, and then he’s made for life if he’s bought the right property and made the right investments and hasn’t blown it all on the ponies or some gold digger or up his nose. Which was where Jack Cullen came in.

A couple of bouncer-size Dubliners called Ollie and Dave came into Delaney’s back at the end of February and Dessie sized them up for players straightaway. But they were quiet enough, nervy in fact, looking over their shoulders the whole time. They kept to themselves, drank their pints and ate their moussaka and chips and watched the football on satellite and ducked out whenever anyone started getting too friendly. After a week or so, they relaxed a little, and after another week, once Dessie and Liam saw they weren’t up to anything, the Delaneys relaxed too.

Turns out the boys were on the run: they’d barred Lamp Comerford, Jack Cullen’s minder, from getting into the Viscount, a nightclub on Talbot Street, because Lamp was too drunk, not to mention buzzed on coke and any other pill and powder you were having yourself. Lamp rolled back a couple of hours later and emptied a Glock 17 at Ollie and Dave from point-blank range. He missed them both with every shot, in the process proving them right to have forbidden him entry: if you can’t hit a target from ten feet with a Glock 17, you’d better go home and sleep it off. Especially if you’re the feared enforcer for the biggest drugdealer in the North Inner City. So now the word was the lads had a price on their heads and no shortage of ambitious local young heroes willing to claim it. So they fled to the continent, choosing Greece because, as they said, if they’d gone to Spain, they may as well have sent Lamp and Jack Cullen a map, given the number of Irish gangsters decamping to the Costas for the good of their health and so forth.

At least, that was how they put it at first. But then it emerged that that was only part of the truth, that Ollie and Dave had actually come to Delaney’s for another reason. The lads had been involved with junior football at Tolka, playing for the Shelbourne Young Reds from under sevens all the way up, a few years ahead of Paul Delaney. Of course, Paul had always been different class, but Ollie and Dave were proud of the association. They loved his pride, his loyalty, the fact that, until he got a big move to an English club, he’d stay at Shels: he would never move to an Irish side for more money. They felt like they had a stake in him, and they wanted to see him, if not quite at Manchester United, certainly doing it mid-table Premiership. They reckoned he was that good. And after that, a bit of confidence, a lucky break, who knew? But the likelihood of that was fading because of Paulo’s association with Jack Cullen. He’d been seen in the Viscount with “associates” of Cullen’s, he’d even been at Cullen’s daughter’s wedding in Marbella.

Dessie and Liam argued that Cullen had always been a major Shels fan, and that it was hard to avoid him if you put in the hours at Tolka, he’d be at an undernines game as soon as a first-team fixture. If you grew up in the same streets as these lads, you couldn’t turn around and cold-shoulder them or there’d be war. Ollie and Dave conceded that, and said they hoped that’s all it was, but that Paulo was getting the reputation of being the go-to guy in soccer when it came to drugs, a kind of middleman dealer for guys who didn’t want some skin-pop skanger in their lives.

Barry Jordan had come into the Viscount specifically to ask them about it. They’d told Jordan it was all bullshit, but Jordo was no fool, and if he found out, he’d stop at nothing to put Paulo out of the game. You might survive that kind of scandal when you’re well set up, but just trying to break in? Forget it. No one needs grief like that from a newcomer. Another name on the long list of League of Ireland losers, another might-have-been who never was.

Dessie wanted to fly back and knock some sense into Paul straightaway, but he felt that, given his past, he lacked a certain credibility on that front, so he asked me to have a word. I told him I wasn’t in the business of mentoring waifs and strays, and Dessie said that was just as well, since he didn’t think he could afford my mentoring fees, let alone my investigator’s rates, and when was I going to come out to Greece and get a tan on the Delaney brothers?

So there I was walking down Gardiner Street toward the Viscount, calling Paul Delaney on his mobile and leaving a voice mail. He had been happy to meet me last night after training in the Crowne Plaza, a shiny new conference hotel set in a mature woodland park off the Santry Road, where he sat drinking water and glowing with rude health and giving every impression of never having taken or even heard of any drug stronger than aspirin. He talked of his ambitions in the game, of the importance of discipline and fitness and diet for athletes over the course of a short career, of how the appointment of the new Irish national team manager, the veteran Italian Giovanni Trappatoni, was a major step in the development of Irish soccer. He talked like a press agent’s dream.

Afterward, in the car park, I smoked a cigarette and Delaney smiled indulgently at me, as if I were taking snuff, and I took in the car he was driving, a red Mazda MX-5 1.8i that the wages Shelbourne FC paid couldn’t have financed.

“Nice car,” I said, although it looked to me like the kind of thing a trophy wife might drive to the beauty parlor.

“I’m lucky to have it,” Paul Delaney said without missing a beat. “The girlfriend’s father has a Mazda dealership. Mad into Shels he is. It’s not a gift, but as good as, he lets me drive it as if it’s mine.”

He smiled at me, his cornflower blue eyes wide with what looked like boyish excitement. I had run out of strategy; moreover, I wanted him to be on the level.

“I have to ask you, Paul—because Dessie and Liam want me to—what’s the deal with you and Jack Cullen? Because there’s been a lot of talk—”

Delaney smiled wryly and held his hand up.

“I’ve heard the talk too, Mr. Loy, and do you know something? That’s all it is. And I’ll tell you where it stems from: one incident in the Viscount nightclub. I’m not a regular, I don’t drink, and I don’t enjoy keeping company with people who do. But I went in one Friday night, because the lads insisted, it was after we beat Bray Wanderers six–one—”

“And you got a hat trick,” I said. Delaney winced slightly, as if it was bad taste, or excessive flattery, on my part to bring it up.

“And I was there, and Jack Cullen had a table with all his…his people. I was at school with some of them, or their brothers. And everyone knows he owns the place, or at least someone owns it on his behalf. And it’s all, Jack sends over a drink, and then I have to go over and thank him, and I’m stuck at his table while he talks for about three days about Shelbourne in the eighties, and in the seventies, and what his oul’ fella told him about Shelbourne in the sixties and the fifties and tradition and locality and Irish football and all this. And then he has to give me a lift home in the big Merc, drops me off in the street outside my apartment block. And of course, the next day, everyone is talking, and some reporter from the Daily Star rings me up asking if I’m…what was it…Druglord Cullen’s Football Front? I mean, come on. What would you have done? ’Cause he’s a heavy guy, and if he wants to talk to you…it wasn’t as if he was cutting up lines on the table, there was nothing like that, he wasn’t even drinking. I mean, I know who he is, we all know who he is, but you can’t just ignore him…but then everyone puts two and two together, now the lads themselves, my own teammates, some of them think I’m sneaking into the opposition’s dressing room dealing coke after matches, it’s ridiculous. End of.”

Fair enough. It helped that Paul hadn’t got angry once, or asked me who I thought I was; before he took off in his little red Mazda, he offered to arrange a ticket for me for the Monaghan United game.

“It won’t be pretty,” he said. “Not one for the connoisseurs. But if you want to come along…”








CHAPTER 2



I had wanted to come along. And now, instead of the clean bill of health I’d been hoping to phone Dessie with, I was passing the plaque outside 94 Talbot Street where the IRA man Sean Treacy was shot and killed by British soldiers during the War of Independence in 1920 and crossing the road and joining the line waiting to get into the Viscount. Six or seven shiny girls in shorts and halter tops were giggling and squealing in front of me while the doorman flirted dutifully with them. Once they had finally sailed inside on a cloud of cheap perfume, alcopops and pheromones, he beckoned me to one side.

“You might be happier beyond in the Celt there bud. Man’s pub, know I mean? Crowd a little young inside, you might find, and the pint is rubbish, to be honest with you.”

He was round-faced and pale with red blotchy skin and a big beer gut, at maybe six four an inch or so taller than me. His eyes were watery gray and twinkly; his hands were weathered bludgeons of callus and gristle and raw bone.

“Charlie Newbanks, is it? Is Ray Moran around tonight?”

“How’d you know my name bud?”

“Dave and Ollie said to say hello.”

I gave Newbanks my card. He looked over his shoulder into the club, then leant into me. I could smell cheese and onion crisps on his stale breath.

“We don’t want any trouble here bud. You saw for yourself, it’s kids we have in tonight just.”

“No trouble. Just a message for Ray. From Dave and Ollie. No trouble at all.”

“Are they all right, the same lads?”

“They were yesterday,” I said.

Newbanks weighed this with his head inclined, then gave me what looked like a don’t-say-I-didn’t-warn-you smile and nodded me in.

The Viscount had a faux-eighteenth-century thing going on, ruched curtains and elaborate chandeliers and gilt-framed mirrors and cheap prints of Hogarth’s Marriage à la Mode sequence hanging on candy-pink-and-lemon-yellow Regency stripe wallpaper. This was underlaid with an eighties disco bar theme, black lacquer tables and chairs and black floorboards and mirror balls sending broken shards of light across the hot excited faces of girls in short dresses and short shorts who didn’t look old enough to be out this late, or wearing makeup at all, let alone drinking and on the prowl. Even if it was only half eight, and they were all in their twenties, and I was too old, just like Newbanks had said. The few lads who were there looked like Gay Best Friends. However scrubbed up Dublin had become in the past ten years, Irish men were never going to break their habit of tanking up on booze before braving a den of women; they’d probably start filtering in around ten.

The barman was Chinese. Amid the candy-store selection of alcopops and light beers, vodka looked the safest bet. I ordered a large Stoli on the rocks and asked for Ray. A generously proportioned woman with short plum-colored hair cut in heavy bangs stood too close to me at the bar. I could feel her eyes on me, smell her musk of hair spray and nicotine and cheap booze. After it became clear that she wasn’t going to go away, I turned around. She rolled her heavily made-up eyes as if that wasn’t the first mistake I had made this evening.

“Well?” she said.

“Well what?” I said.

“Well, d’ you fuck, or wha’?”

“Wha’,” I said, without hesitation, no expression on my face. She was five six and maybe five or six stone overweight, and she looked like fighting was the other activity in her repertoire. Her densely plastered orange face moved from umbrage through pique to resignation.

“A fuckin’ homo, is it? Place is lousy with fuckin’ homos. How’s a girl to get the ride and the lads all canin’ it ’round in Farrell’s?”

I made my face do a sorry-for-your-trouble thing, and then suggested she might go around to Farrell’s herself.

“Nah, ’cause Charlie won’t let girls in here when we’re locked. The lads he’s not bothered, or they can hide it better. It’s a what-doyoucallit? Catch, catch…situation.”

“Twenty-two,” I said.

“I’m twenty-eight, actually, but thanks, even if you are a fuckin’ homo. And of course, again they get here, I’ve had too fuckin’ many of these,” she said, brandishing a half-empty bottle of something that looked like lemon bleach. “So even if I get me hole, I don’t get the good of it, know I mean? It’s like, I may as well not, yeah?”

“Same again?” I said.

“Ah cheers,” she said.

I ordered from the Chinese barman, but the guy who brought them was tall and well built in a dark blue suit with a long thin face, dark hair slicked back and a black pencil mustache.

“Go on and enjoy yourself, Bernie,” he said.

“In a pub full of homos? You need to bring in a rule,” Bernie said, clinking the second bottle against the first and wheeling away from the bar.

“Ed Loy,” I said. “Are you Ray Moran?”

He nodded and flicked his head toward the door. I followed him up two flights of stairs and into a dingy box room that served as an office. There was a desk with a computer and an old telephone/fax machine, shelves with box and concertina files and a year planner and a soft-porn calendar on the ocher walls.

Ray Moran sat by the desk, crossing his long legs; he had polished black wingtip oxfords, just like I did, and French cuffs fastened by silver links inlaid with small emeralds; his jacket had two buttons and narrow lapels, just like mine; as he twirled an elegant hand aloft to suggest that nothing in this room had anything to do with him, a white-gold Patek Philippe flashed beneath his cuff. What he did not look like was a man who relied on a tacky bar and nightclub in Talbot Street to pay the bills.

I sat on a recessed windowsill and watched a double-decker bus roll past, momentarily sucking all the sound out of the room. When I turned back, Moran was studying me through intelligent chestnut eyes.

“Dave and Ollie?” he said.

“It’s about Paul Delaney,” I said. “They told Paul’s brother about the rumors. And Paul’s brother told me.”

“And you would be Ed Loy, the private detective who exposed F. X. Tyrrell and Dr. John Howard, who sent Podge Halligan down and lived to tell the tale,” Moran said.

“I would be Ed Loy. But this is not exactly a case.”

“By which you mean…what is it, exactly?”

“By which I mean, Dessie Delaney hasn’t hired me, for a start. I’m a workingman, and I don’t give my living away for nothing, not even as a favor, not even to a friend. I mean, where would that end?”

“So this is a favor to Dessie Delaney?”

I nodded.

“And what, you find out what Paul’s up to, you call Dessie up and report, end of story?”

“I might give the lad a talking-to,” I said.

Ray Moran shook his head.

“Young people today,” he said. “You can try talking to them…”

“Stop,” I said. “Anyway, that’s about as far as I want to take it. I don’t know what you’ve heard about me, but a lot of it’s not true, and the rest is exaggerated.”

“I’ve heard you’re trouble, Ed Loy. I’ve heard you start off exactly like this, finding someone’s missing garden furniture or luring an old lady’s kitten down from a tree. And you end up there’s eight people dead and the Garda Commissioner is setting up a new organized crime unit and everyone in this town is looking over his shoulder wondering if he’s next. George Halligan should have finished you off when he had the chance.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Glad Dave and Ollie didn’t hook me up with someone who was gonna be really hostile. But if it’s important for you, or whoever you represent, to keep things low-key and discreet, a madman with a submachine gun spraying Tolka Park when Paul Delaney’s playing is probably not the way to go about it.”

Ray Moran kept his head very still, but he did something inside his mouth that caused his upper lip to quiver.

“You heard about that,” he said, as if it had happened behind closed doors.

“I was there. But everyone will have heard about it by now. I’d say it’ll make the nine o’clock news, wouldn’t you?”

“I don’t think anyone knows what that was about,” Moran said, his face coloring. “Some madman, as you say. What has that to do with anything?”

“Indeed,” I said. “But you could equally say it’s the type of thing that happens when there’s uncertainty in the ranks.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I don’t know. Ollie and Dave stop Lamp Comerford from making a show of himself in Jack Cullen’s club, Comerford comes back and shoots the door up and Ollie and Dave have to go on the run? I mean, what does Lamp Comerford have over Cullen? This place is supposed to be legit, right?”

“It is legit—”

“Of course it is. How could it launder all Jack Cullen’s drug money otherwise? So fine, it’s not exactly where Bono or Liam Neeson bring their mates when they’re out and about in Dublin but it’s sound enough, and Jack’s old Provo mates apparently have enough clout now to keep him relatively free from low-level Garda hassle. But there’s a big difference between Jack popping in once in a while for a friends-and-family drink and Lamp firing on his boss’s business. You managed to keep that out of the papers, well done. Still, it’s not good for the troops’ morale, is it? And there’s a limit to what the Guards can turn a blind eye to, isn’t there?”

Again Moran’s face was a mask; again the only movement came from his mustache, which seemed to have a will of its own.

“What do you want, Mr. Loy?”

“I want a report on Paul Delaney. Obviously I’d prefer a clean bill of health, but I’ll settle for the truth: is he dealing for Jack, or anyone belonging to Jack, is there anything, ah, improper in their association. I know you take care to avert your eyes from that kind of thing, as befits a man with an accountancy practice on Pembroke Road, but I’m sure you could find out if you put your mind to it. You see, I think you’re a bit alarmed at what’s going on. And obviously you know more about it than I do—”


“Oh I doubt that very much, Mr. Loy, what with the caliber of your Garda contacts—”

“None of whom is speaking to me at the moment. Look, I’m not on a crusade here, I don’t care about Jack Cullen and his gang and his drug deals and whatever it is you and he think you’re doing. I don’t like it, but it’s not my job to do anything about it, even if Paul Delaney has been sucked into it. I just want to know.”

“So you can give Delaney a talking-to. And when he’s ignored that talking-to, you’ll tell his brothers, and they’ll be ’round here annoying everyone. Didn’t Dessie work for Podge Halligan? And Larry Knight before that? Dessie might do well to be cautious about a hometown return.”

I drained the vodka in my glass.

“See what you can do,” I said. “Because maybe that wasn’t a madman tonight, maybe that was a warning. But not to Paul Delaney, who is under Jack Cullen’s protection. Maybe it was a warning to Jack Cullen. How well do you know Lamp Comerford?”

I was running on fumes now. I stood up and passed Ray Moran my card and opened the door.

“We could clear this up very easily,” I said. “And then you could get on with, ah, business.”

Moran stroked his mustache with my card and smiled.

On the street, a group of lads was in line for the Viscount. I wondered if Bernie would be pleased to see them. I wondered if she’d be able to see them. I should have been wondering a bit harder about the two lads in navy-and-gray sportswear, one with a Burberry-check baseball hat and one with a snow-white baseball hat, standing in the doorway of the Spar supermarket across the street. As it was, I didn’t notice them until it was almost too late. I was on Beresford Place when they sideswiped me into the lane that runs up by the Abbey Theatre. Some cardboard boxes broke my fall and I lay still long enough to see a blade flash in the flickering streetlight.


By the time White Hat was on me, blade in hand, I was on my feet and hoisting the cardboard carton that had broken my fall at his head. He faltered, and waved the blade around in front of him in an attempt to keep his balance, but he had lost his bearings; it was the work of seconds to grab his arm and take the knife off him and toss it down the lane; close in now, I pounded his guts with blows, keeping him between me and Check Hat; when I felt White Hat sagging, I let him flop forward and brought my knee up into his face; this took him out but let Check Hat in.

Check Hat fancied himself as a kickboxer, and with good reason: he landed a terrific belt to the side of my head with a trainer-shod foot; had he been wearing shoes, I’d’ve been finished. I went down with the blow, and as he changed feet to keep his balance, I kicked up as hard as I could between his legs. I was wearing new Church’s wingtips, the leather stiff and unstretched.

Check Hat doubled over and collapsed on the concrete, a high-pitched plaint that sounded like urgent prayer his only sign of life. I tried to get a name out of Check Hat, but he was incoherent with pain. I wasn’t feeling too steady myself.

I crossed the river at Butt Bridge, walked the length of Tara Street, then cut along Pearse and up around Westland Row. The side of my head was smarting and I could feel a ghostly tinnitus chiming in my left ear. There was blood on my shirt, and I saw that it came from a gash on my hand; I must have got it taking the knife from White Hat. Occasionally I staggered, and on Fenian Street I got very hot and sweaty and short of breath and thought of going into the Alexander Hotel to throw up, but held it down and pushed on through Denzille Lane to Holles Street.

My building stood across the road from the National Maternity Hospital; my apartment, on the second floor, also had a partial view of Merrion Square; either way, by the time I’d climbed the stairs, I wasn’t much interested in looking out the window. I poured myself a Jameson, added water and swallowed. Seconds later, as if it were the expected outcome, which I suppose it should have been, I was on my hands and knees in the bathroom, bringing back up the whiskey and all that had come before it. When I was done, I splashed cold water on my face, reflecting with some kind of satisfaction that the rest of my head now throbbed as hard as my ear. I couldn’t seem to stand up straight, so in something between a crouch and a stagger, I made it onto my bed and fell into a dreamless sleep.
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