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Chapter One






On
Wednesday evening, Jessica Roberts stood outside Burke’s Pub for
fifteen minutes before she found the courage to step inside. She
would have stayed on the street longer, reading an article about
the murders on her phone, but her hands were numb from the
chilly February air, and she
didn’t even have a drink.

She
stepped inside the pub, the cloying smell of beer hitting her at once, the buzz of
conversation so loud that it stopped her for a second, making her
wonder if she really wanted to do this.

Burke’s was full
of young professionals who worked near Grafton Street. The pub was
long and narrow. A mahogany bar ran its length. The wall opposite
the bar was lined with stools. No room for tables, so a wooden
shelf ran along the wall.

As
Jessica entered, the TV
on the wall sprang to life. The pub filled with the booming voice
of a football commentator.

She felt
a nervous chill, thinking of the killings, one in Paris and one in
Milan. Both had taken place over the previous month, and people
were starting to talk
about a connection. A roving killer, who liked to slit
throats.

Jessica
took a breath. She needed to get into the right frame of mind
before she headed downstairs to the comedy club. According to her
watch, she was due onstage in seven minutes. She didn’t want to go there straight
away. A gin and tonic would steady her nerves, and they needed
steadying.

My first ever
gig.

She
hadn’t told her family or friends about it, in case she bombed, and
that was a distinct possibility. She’d had a tedious day
of data entry at the
bank, and she wasn’t feeling funny.

She
squeezed through a group of men, holding pints of beer in front of their bellies, standing
motionless like penguins before the TV screen. She pushed up her
glasses as they started to slide down her nose. They’d become loose
and were driving her crazy.

Her
spirits sank when she saw the queue at the bar. A young man was ordering and an older
man stood behind him. Jessica checked her watch. Five minutes
left.

“Hey,” she
called, waving to the barman.

He glanced at
her, then pointed to the queue.

“Come
on. I work here,” Jessica said. “I’m in a hurry.”

He
didn’t take the bait. Not surprising, as it wasn’t strictly true.
Burke’s wasn’t paying her. She was getting something more valuable
than money for her routine: exposure. She couldn’t figure out why
her landlord didn’t accept it as payment for rent.

“What
would you like?” The
handsome young man standing at the top of the queue turned around
and smiled at her. His accent sounded like Washington, but he
didn’t look like a tourist. His blue shirt was too sharp. His
lustrous brown hair was slicked back, not a hair out of place. She
guessed he was in town for a conference or a business
meeting.

“G and T,” she
said.

He turned to
the barman, adding her drink to his order.

The man who
stood between them rolled his eyes, but Jessica ignored him.

“Thanks,” she
shouted.

“What’s your
name?” her new friend asked, revealing two rows of gleaming white
teeth.

“Jessica.
You?”

“I’m
Mark.”

He stuck
out his hand. When she shook it, his skin was dry and warm.
The man standing between them
shook his head. More people were joining the queue, so she backed
away to the wall behind. She took a stool, leaning a possessive
elbow on the shelf.

After a
minute, Mark brought her drink over. He’d got a Coke for
himself.

“Just a
second,” he said.

He set
down the drinks and went
back to the bar to grab three more. He brought them over to his
friends at the end of the bar. Jessica watched the way he walked
back to her, moving around other customers with an ease she envied.
He was like a cat. When he returned to her, she held out a note for
the drink.

“Or would you
prefer PayPal?”

Mark
smiled.

“It’s on me,”
he shouted over the buzz of conversation.

“Thanks.”

“Are you
alone?”

Jessica
nodded, sank half her drink in one gulp.

Mark
said, “Well, you’re not now. Come join me and my friends.”

“I can’t,” she
said. She nodded to the sign on the wall above us. JOIN US FOR OUR
COMEDY CLUB EVERY WEDNESDAY EVENING. FREE ENTRY. “That’s me.”

He read the
poster with what looked like genuine interest.

“Cool,”
he said, sitting down on
the stool next to her. “I might check it out.”

Jessica
nodded and finished her
drink. “Do.”

“It seems you
need a little Dutch courage?”

“Something like that. Thanks for the gin.”

Getting
to her feet, she gave
him a nod, then walked to the side of the pub and down the steps to
the club.

Her nerves were
worse than they had before the gin and tonic.



Chapter Two






The
staircase leading to the
comedy club was at the side of the small stage. The basement was
dim and Jessica could hear the buzz of the sound system.

Thomas Martin
was on the stage. With his beard and bare ankles, he looked like a
typical hipster. Jessica was sure his jokes were artisan, organic
and locally sourced. Probably free range too. But his sense of
humour was hard to appreciate. He glanced Jessica’s way as she
appeared, momentarily distracting him.

The
stage was raised about a foot above the floor, so it didn’t offer
much protection from the audience if they decided to attack. The
basement room had a smaller floor plan than the bar upstairs. Still, the owners
managed to fit about fifteen small tables in, and a few stools
around each one. On every table, a candle glowed in a blood-red
glass.

Only a
handful of tables were
occupied.

There
was no backstage – at least, none that Burke’s wanted to
share with comedy hopefuls, so
Jessica perched on a stool at the nearest table.

Onstage,
Thomas was finishing up
his usual act. Jessica had heard him twice before and it was always
the same: the kind of jokes you find in Christmas crackers.
Baffling, but maybe he was trying to carve a niche for himself with
the retirement-home crowd.

“Did I tell
you that my parents raise owls? It’s true. But there’s no point
asking for one. They don’t give a hoot.”

Dead
silence.

Jessica cringed,
but inwardly she was pleased. Her act would seem funnier by
comparison.

Thomas
smiled. He said, “How
about one more joke before I go?”

“You suck!”
someone shouted.

Jessica
looked around but couldn’t tell who’d said it. Her pulse began to race. She’d hoped
for a reactive audience, but not like that.

She wondered how
Thomas would handle it. She could make out a sheen of sweat on his
forehead.

His eyes darted
around as if he’d lost his train of though. “Um alright… maybe
that’s enough. I think we’re out of time. You’ve been a wonderful
audience. Thank you very much,” he said. “Have a great evening.
Thank you.”

He walked off
the stage in dead silence, stopping to pick up a pint left at the
corner of the stage. Jessica got to her feet and came up behind
him.

“Tough crowd,”
she said.

Thomas
swallowed half his pint. “Worst I’ve ever had. Are you the girl
who’s up next?”

She nodded.
“Jessica. I’m not sure I want to go on now.”

“You
might have better luck with them than I did. Which wouldn’t be
hard. Just don’t let them smell fear.”

“Are you
sticking around?”

Thomas shook
his head.

“I don’t want
to spend another second in this shithole,” he said, wiping the
sweat from his face with his shirtsleeve. “But good luck.”

It would
have been nice to have
someone announce her, but Burke’s didn’t provide an MC, and Thomas
was already hurrying up the stairs with his almost-empty
glass.

She took a
breath.

Just don’t let
them smell fear.

She could do
that.


 Chapter Three


Jessica
stepped onto the stage, and turned, squinting in the glare of the
spotlight. The powerful light made her feel like sneezing.
It also made her feel
hot.

She
gazed out at the audience. A few bored glances. Mostly, people kept
talking and drinking. Their voices were low. The space had an eerie
atmosphere.

She
checked out the kind of people who were sitting at the various
tables: three career women with cocktails, an older husband and
wife sitting stony-faced, two young men drinking stout, a woman by
herself, perhaps waiting
for a friend, and a guy by himself, possibly with no
friends.

Not ideal.
Jessica would have liked to see more young couples, and groups of
friends who were still sober enough to appreciate wit.

Perhaps
a confrontational approach would work best with this audience.

She
walked up to the microphone and took a pack of antibacterial wipes from her pocket.
Removing one, she began to clean the microphone and the
stand.

“Not
that I’m fussy,” she said into mic. “Good evening, folks. I’m
Jessica. I’m not going
to ask how you’re doing tonight because I don’t care.”

Absolute
silence.

A
movement in the darkness at her side startled her. It was Richard, another comedian,
coming down the stairs from the bar. He was due on after Jessica.
Richard gave her a thumbs-up and sat down.

“Okay,”
Jessica said into the mic. She looked around the room. “It’s good
to be
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