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      "Are you a gambling man, Locke?"

      Was I? Not really. I don't think I'd ever set foot in a bookie's in my life. I wouldn't know where to start with placing a bet, couldn't give the slightest fuck about horse racing, not even the Grand National. My poker face was just my usual expression and I wouldn't know a card game if I tried. I never was one for chasing a win, and a tip was something I gave to the barmaid if I thought she was doing a good job at keeping me in beer. I occasionally bought a lottery ticket if it was a big one and I sometimes took risks - dangerous risks as Laura kept reminding me - so that was probably as far as my gambling went. I'd gambled with my life many times, and yet I'd always came out the other side relatively unscathed, except for the seven-inch scar across my abdomen. You could say those gambles mostly paid off. But was I a gambling man? Did I place bets? No.

      "Not really," I said. "Can't say I am."

      Seamus Connolly looked me in the eye and smiled. His youngest son, Kian, had returned to the table with a bottle of Jameson and two glasses. Grinned as he joined us and sat down. His older brother, Shane, the middle of the three brothers, lifted a Guinness and drank.

      "I'm surprised by that," Seamus said. "I really am. But then what's a little bet now and then, eh? This one's just for fun."

      "I suppose I could give it a go," I said, eyeing the bottle. "Looks a decent drink."

      "Smooth as a baby's arse," Kian said. His accent was pure Mancunian, as was his brother's, when he bothered to speak. Seamus, on the other hand, was a mix of heavy Dublin coated in Manc and somewhere in between. He popped the cork from the bottle and poured two good measures into each glass, pushing one to me.

      "What do you say we drink a dram each until this bottle is finished and the last one standing gets to take this home?" He dipped into his trouser pocket and pulled out a large wad of cash in twenties. Dropped it on the table. "A grand. Yours if you can keep up."

      "A grand? You'd seriously give me a grand if I'm still standing after this?"

      "That's what I said."

      "I couldn't, Seamus. It's a lot of money."

      "You'll have earned it."

      "And if you win? I have to give you a grand. Is that how it works?"

      "Ah, we just call it quits. Just for fun, like I said."

      "But you're still willing to give me a grand? That's a lot of money to lose, if you don't mind me saying so."

      "I don't intend to lose," he said, leaning in. "But I'm a man of my word. The cash is yours if you manage to finish on top. What do you say? Come on, it's St. Patrick's day. Live a little."

      I looked down at the whiskey. It was one I knew well. Could I match him, dram for dram? On a night like this? "Are you sure about this?"

      "Deadly."

      And then the band kicked in, a six-piece fusion set, kind of like a cross between The Pogues and Toss the Feathers. If it wasn't lively enough, it was about to get that bit livelier. When the drums counted in a one-two-three-four, and the tables bounced, Kian and Shane jumped up to join the party, and Seamus and I raised a glass and drank it in one. I poured us another and told him I was planning on savouring this one. I saw him laugh and he mouthed something that I think was meant to be funny, but I couldn't hear him over the noise. Instead, I caught his daughter's eye, a pretty young twenty-something standing over near the bar with a handful of men around her. She looked over her shoulder at me sitting with her old man when Kian whispered something in her ear. Then she turned away and moved into the crowd. I suspected she had no idea she was the reason he'd brought me here in the first place. And I needed to know that reason, too. Last night's phone call had taken me by surprise. "Meet me at Mulligan's," he'd said. "I've got a proposition for you. I'll make it worth your while."

      So here I was, feeling drunk, weeks of sobriety falling away like rocks down a cliff. Suddenly, I was back in at the deep end.

      Seamus left his seat and joined me on the bench, squeezing in between a fat girl who was half asleep. He nudged me and downed another dram. Urged me to do the same. I did, thinking that this could end messy, and watched him top us both up again. It wasn't a drink to be reckoned with. Best not to treat it as a session whiskey but I doubted Seamus Connolly would agree.

      "So," he said. "Like this cash sitting right here," which he pocketed in his shirt breast pocket, "this job I want you to do for me is easy money. I wouldn't even call it work, to be honest, but if anyone can do this kind of thing, I suppose it must be you, eh?"

      "What kind of thing?" I said. I'd also have liked to ask him to get to the fucking point, but you don't challenge Seamus Connolly, not if you value your teeth. "How can I be of service?"

      "Surveillance," he said. "Just the straightforward kind."

      "Meaning?"

      "Just keep your eyes open," he said. "And report back to me on a weekly basis or as and when, depending on what you find."

      "And who am I watching, exactly?"

      He nodded into the crowd, and I followed his gaze. "My youngest daughter. Aisling. You see her?"

      How could I miss her? She was beautiful and alluring, dancing away to the band in a short brown dress, her black hair tied up in a green velvet band, her blue eyes sparkling. Slim but curvaceous in all the right places and an arse that wouldn't look out of place in anyone's bed. She was a young twenty-three, a party girl if the rumours were true, and every kid in town was in love with her. It was easy to see why.

      She was also untouchable given that her father was the patriarchal boss in the family, a family whose tentacles stretched into every corner of the country. Protection, drugs, loan sharking, prostitution even, if the latest reports were to be believed. I knew Seamus had various properties scattered around, and his eldest son, Connor, was about to invest in the latest skyscraper apartment boom in a big way. Gangsters that even the gangsters feared. It was well known they'd fuck you up if you crossed them. Well known that Seamus and perhaps some of his boys were responsible for far more than breaking fingers. Bodies had shown up just recently that had their stamp all over it, though in this town, Seamus was king. I had no doubt he'd kept the local politicians happy in exchange for their protection from the law. Rumour had it he'd kept the police quiet too, and it didn't surprise me at all. Despite all that had gone down in recent years, the smell of corruption had never really gone away. It was just the faces that had changed.

      "So she's your daughter then?"

      "Youngest," he said. "My eldest, Siobhan, is settled with her own family back in Donegal. She's thirty-five now. Two kids, a boy and a girl, and her husband, Kevin, has taken over his dad's farm. Pigs, mainly. They never run out of bacon."

      If it was meant as a joke, I didn't find it funny. I looked at him, this old man pushing seventy-five but still sixteen stone of raw muscle and hands like shovels. Not a rare breed for an Irishman, but I knew people often wondered why he kept himself in the game at his age. I felt it was because he loved what he did. It kept him young, gave him something to live for. Kept the blood pumping through his veins. He topped us up again, and I saw the bottle was slowly going down. I thought about what I could do with that grand he had in his breast pocket.

      "So why do you want me to watch her?" I said. "Make sure she's okay, that kind of thing?"

      He shook his head. "She can handle herself. She's like her mother. Soft on the outside, hard on the inside. Won't be taken for a fool, you know? No, she'll be okay, I'm sure. I just don't want her to be taken advantage of, if you know what I mean."

      "Not quite."

      "A little bird tells me she's been seeing a fella."

      "No surprise there," I said. "She's a good-looking woman."

      He nodded. "Young lad, about her age. But I worry about her because of who he is."

      "You know him then?"

      "Know of him," he said. "And the rest of his family. Anyone else and I wouldn't normally give a fuck. But this lot..."

      "Sounds like you're not too happy about it. But kids are kids, Seamus. It'll just be a fling, I'm sure."

      "If I find out he's fucking her, I'll murder the bastard."

      "Who?"

      "One of the Poles," he said. "Lukasz. Lukasz Badowski. You may have heard of his father."

      I had. Wiktor Badowski was a well-known career criminal around Manchester. He'd done time back in the eighties for manslaughter, but everyone knew he was a murderer. His younger brother, Oskar, had taken over the reins for a few years while Wiktor counted the days inside, making connections and striking up deals in unlikely places. But then Oskar was found dead in a reclamation yard out in Cheshire and it kicked off a war among the Poles and the Irish and the Italians. A few people were killed, including one of Connolly's boys, a young Cork man called James Dunne. Since then, the Connollys have not been best of friends with the Polish, least of all Wiktor and his lot, having long suspected him of being involved in Dunne's demise. They'd found him hanging from the Stockport viaduct, a hundred feet from the ground, on Good Friday in nineteen eighty-nine. Since then, it's said a truce was called and patches respectfully not crossed. The Connollys and the Badowskis had agreed to leave it at that and move on with their respectful businesses. But there had always been the suspicion among both sides that either one was up to no good. So for Aisling Connolly to be romantically involved with the young Badowski kid, Lukasz, things had appeared to have taken a turn in a very different direction. And judging by the look on Seamus's face, I guessed he wasn't too keen on his daughter getting involved with the enemy.

      "I find it hard to trust anyone," he said, "let alone a Badowski. See, Aisling likes to think she's streetwise, and she is to a certain extent, but I just don't trust these bastards. Which is where you come in."

      "You think he's got an ulterior motive?"

      "Something like that, yeah. And if he has, I'd like you to find out what that might be."

      "As well as follow Aisling around and keep you informed of what she's up to?"

      "That's right," he said. "You'll be well sorted for anything you need. All you need to do is ask. Cars, assistance, whatever."

      "I like to work alone in cases like this," I said. "Too many cooks and all that."

      "Let's just make something clear from the outset, though. I don't want you to feel like I've got some kind of power over you, you know. You know my reputation, Mr. Locke. I don't want you to feel like you're working for me. I'm your client. I'll pay you an excellent rate. Only fair for what I'm asking you to do."

      "Normally I'd charge a straight five hundred per week for this kind of surveillance job. That covers my time, petrol allowances, the spying kit, you name it."

      He waved this away like he was swatting a fly. "I'll double it. A grand a week, cash in hand. Shall we say every Sunday? Just come to my house and we can sort everything there."

      It was silly money and he knew it, and I knew I could drag this shit out for as long as it took. A grand a week in cash in my pocket would do very nicely, thank you very much.

      "When do I start?"

      He finished his whiskey and took the wad of cash from his breast pocket. He put it between my twitching fingers. "You win," he said. "I'm done, anyway. No time like the present. We can iron out any paperwork you'd like me to deal with on Sunday. That's when you'll get your first payment."

      "Seamus, this is good enough. Forget the bet, I don't gamble anyway. It feels wrong to just take this money."

      "I never shirk on a bet, Locke."

      "But I couldn't, really."

      "You can and you will." He stood up and I did the same, suddenly feeling high and light as a feather. I was drunk, and the party was kicking in. Someone - I think it was Shane - put a fresh Guinness in front of me, then vanished into the crowd. Seamus and I shook to seal the agreement. It was easy enough.

      "We'll look forward to learning what she's up to," he said. "And remember, Locke. She's my daughter and I love her. I want to know everything, for her own good."

      "I'll need some details," I said. "About her. Where she likes to go, who her friends are, that kind of thing."

      He nodded. "Come to mine on Sunday. I'll give you everything you need."

      "Just one thing to start me off," I said. He nodded, but looked impatient. He was ready to call it a night. "Who told you she might be seeing Lukasz?"

      "You'll have to speak to Kian," he said. "He knows all about that."

      I glanced around for Kian, who was watching from over at the bar. When I turned back to Seamus, he'd gone. I watched him walk away, out the side door and into the night.

      I sat for a while, just minding my own business and watching the party get into full swing before the last band was due to come on. It was only just gone ten o'clock and I was beginning to think about one for the road. Thought about the job Seamus wanted me to do and his reasons for it. I suppose he'd do whatever it took to feel better. I just wasn't entirely sure I was the man for the job. If he didn't like whatever I had found out, how would he react? I'd heard my share of bad things about the Connollys over the years. There was no telling what these people could do, given half a chance. I decided right there and then to do the right thing and be cautious with the truth if I knew it would make relations go tits up. My initial thoughts on this romance was that it was destined for disaster, but then what did I know these days? Not much.

      My phone buzzed, and I drained my pint and pulled it out, stepping outside via the front door. Two bouncers moved aside as I stumbled into the street. The night was noisy and beyond, the traffic on Deansgate moved like an electric snake.

      "Laura."

      "You said you'd be home by now."

      "When have I ever been governed by time?"

      "That's a point. So, you on the way back then?"

      I glanced back at the pub. It was bouncing. I felt a temptation - no, more than that - an urge to get back inside and get acquainted with the subject of my new job. Well, that was my excuse. What I really wanted, I knew, was another pint.

      "I'm on the way."

      "I've been waiting for you," she said. "It's lovely and warm in bed."

      I knew what she wanted and was more than willing to oblige. But already a new case had whetted my appetite. It had been a while since I felt the buzz of it again. My last major case had gotten me hurt and had been enough to put me off the job for life... until I got bored hanging around the flat all day. It was time to get back in the saddle. I could only take so much of insurance fraud. Surveillance was my bread and butter and a job that paid as well as this was enough motivation.

      "Sounds like an invitation," I said. "How could I refuse?"

      "Just hurry up. But anyway, what did Connolly want?"

      I told her.

      "Seems easy enough, eh? A grand a week would be just fine."

      "That's what I thought. Cash in hand as well. Bonus."

      "Just make sure you keep him sweet."

      I instinctively felt my scar, which was something I found myself doing of late. Since the stabbing, there had been a strange itch, a kind of ethereal pulse. It made me want to move my hand there as if the scar itself was some kind of oracle to forces unknown.

      Or maybe I was just drunk. I turned away from the pub, figuring the further away I got, the further from my mind it became.

      "I'm gonna walk," I said. "I'll be half an hour, tops."

      "I'll be waiting."

      I hung up and walked down to the river, lingering on Victoria Bridge as the night revellers buzzed past. Sparked up. Took that shit in deep.

      The Connollys. The Badowskis. Bloodlines that ran deep.

      I stared into the murky water as the rain fell. It was dirty, the colour of hell itself.

      I took Bob's Fedora from my jacket pocket, a bit crumpled up but perfect in every way, and placed it on my head.

      Then I turned away and walked into the neon lights of the city.
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      I was looking forward to surveillance. It had been a long time since I'd just been able to follow someone around and sit in my car. It required work at all hours, and things could get very boring with only the radio for company, but it was a lot better than getting stabbed or blown up or attacked with a machete. Of course, it could be lonely work. And tiring. On cold and rainy nights, the drudgery was enough to send you under, and before long you'd have to leave the post just to see something different.

      But I didn't expect any of that in my pursuit of Aisling Connolly. Well, maybe some of the boring stuff. But from what I'd heard, she was an active girl in many ways. Seamus wanted everything on what she was up to, and I intended to deliver. I didn't expect a walk in the park. It wasn't lost on me that last night, in the pub, she'd looked directly at me after Kian had whispered something in her ear. Gotta say, I wondered what that was about. She probably knew who I was already, of that I have no doubt. The hardest job for me now was keeping out of her sight. She probably wasn't stupid. If she knew I was following her around, would there be any point in this job? I reminded myself that I served my clients, not the subject of the job itself. If Seamus Connolly wanted to pay me a grand a week for watching his daughter, so be it. I knew I'd have to be cautious, though. I had a feeling this girl knew how to play games.

      I left Laura at the office and took the Volvo down to Chorlton. It was a place I knew young Kian hung out, drinking in the bars and no doubt cavorting with the young ladies he had his pick from. The Connollys had a huge house out in the village, hidden away behind a little wood beyond the green, and I'd heard through a few people that Kian was now spending most of his time there and the house was considered pretty much his own. The kid was basically drunk on money and drugs and was practically living a lifestyle of debauchery and infamy. He was barely twenty-five yet had a successful business promoting local bands and DJs and putting on party nights that attracted the coolest heads around. A side business of dealing pills and coke and all manner of uppers kept him in decent clobber and kept the house ticking over nicely. I'd done a bit of research already, not that I'd needed to, and I knew that the drug dealing was sanctioned and supplied by none other than his father and his contacts. In the drugs game, it paid to keep your suppliers sweet. Seamus had made things easy for his son. It was his heavies that had done the hard stuff at the business end, keeping the supply coming in. All Kian had to do was plaster on a fake smile and schmooze the punters into buying his stuff rather than someone else's. He was no fool, though. What he was supplying could be bought from any other dick around the corner or up the road, too. But it was the quality of what he was selling that stood out from the rest. This was no street corner dealing but appointment basis only and you'd better have good money to bring to the table. As the old adage went, you get what you pay for, and with Kian's stuff, what you paid for kept you up all night.

      It was around midday when I pulled into a space down a backstreet from the main crossroads at Wilbraham Road and Barlow Moor Road. Got a few dirty looks from some of the locals as I locked the car up and made my way towards the main stretch. It was clear I didn't belong here. Last night, at Mulligans's, Kian had said he'd meet me in the Tap Room, a local bar that attracted the ultra bohemian types that lived here like flies round shit. If I didn't feel out of place when I stepped over the threshold, I certainly looked it. Caught my reflection in a full-length mirror and cringed at how unkept I looked. I had a week's growth on my face and my three quarter length leather coat hung on me like the skeleton I'd become. I'd thinned out significantly since I was stabbed in the abdomen. I'd told Laura it was just because I couldn't stomach my food like I used to. The truth was my mood had dipped dramatically, which I'd tried to keep from her. It took me a while to come to terms with how I'd come so close to leaving this earth. It changed my perspective on things a little bit. I barely felt like eating, but took in just enough to keep my blood pumping. It was the booze that kept me fired up and kicked my arse into gear. I knew I was slowly killing myself and it was a problem only I could address. There was always time, though, and time, I felt, was on my side.

      Stepped up to the bar and ordered a coffee, black. Took away the froth and got myself a brandy to top it up. Ah, fuck it. I knew it would be just enough to spark my enthusiasm, which I knew was lacking. I knew I had to put my finger on why that was. A grand a week in cash was more than enough to pique my interest, but perhaps it was the client who was paying me that got me twitchy. Suddenly I felt nervous and got to thinking that Seamus could've sent someone else after me too, just to keep me on my toes. I knew he had enough of his boys to do what he liked. I looked around, saw nothing suspicious other than a bloke in a dress and a room half full of trendy types drinking continental beer. Took that as my cue to step outside into the spraying March rain and sparked up. Took that shit in deep.

      There were a handful of people outside, all sitting alone, just like I was. Passers-by must've thought we were a bunch of sad cases, or a group let out of the care centre for the day. I sat and sipped my coffee, looking out over the main stretch and the heart of the place, and took out my phone. I opened the photographs I had stored in there, the bloodlines on the walls, the rifle on the floor, the body in the armchair. The images were calling me daily and I could feel that something didn't add up about Bob's death. Bob Turner, my old friend, former Chief Crime Correspondent at the Evening Chronicle. A man who'd took his own life because he had blood on his hands he could no longer live with.

      The coroner had concluded it was a straightforward suicide pretty quickly, and it probably was. I'd read his last words myself in a note he'd left me in a bottle of Bowmore. The cigar he gave me was still sitting in my pocket. I rolled it in my fingers regularly. Even came close once or twice to smoking it, but I always resisted. Keeping it on me somehow kept Bob close, and his fedora, which I'd taken to wearing now and again, somehow kept me ticking over.

      I closed the photographs, tried to put them out of mind. I knew it was a lost cause. The night George Thornley and I found him will live long in my mind. I could still smell the dried up blood in the summer heat. Could still taste that sickly sweet air at the back of my throat.

      Still felt that something wasn't quite right.

      "You been here long?"

      I looked up and saw Kian looking down at me. He was smirking. Said he'd get us a pint, but before I could object - knowing that if I had one, I'd want half a dozen more - he was deep inside and at the bar. I checked the time on my phone. It was coming up to one o'clock and I told myself I could justify it. Just the one wouldn't do any harm. Before I could pocket it again, it rang.

      "What do you want this time?"

      "Morning to you too."

      "It's the afternoon," I said. "Been a long night?"

      "Something like that."

      "Been at the wine again? Something tells me you've been wallowing."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "The sound of your voice."

      "Well, the only thing I've been wallowing in is a long, hot bath. This girl deserves it."

      "So, to what do I owe the pleasure?"

      "Got some news," she said. "Thought you might like to be the first to know."

      "Good or bad?"

      "Could be both."

      "Spit it out, Fiona."

      I heard her sigh and pictured her pacing around her house with a towel on her head and nothing else. Kian appeared by my side and placed a pint of lager before me. I stood and got out of earshot, but he'd taken the hint anyway and took a seat as I edged onto the pavement. By now, the rain had stopped and a few more punters had gathered around an enormous plant pot they were using as an ashtray.

      "It's our friend," she said. "Robertson."

      "Please tell me he's choked to death on a jam doughnut."

      "No such luck. But he has been promoted."

      "You're kidding me."

      "Wish I was. He's now a DCI."

      "Fuck off."

      "Told you he was after it."

      "They must be fucking stupid."

      "We already know that, Jim."

      "So I suppose this puts his natural ability to be a total cunt at epic levels."

      "Not if we take the plunge, no. Isabella is ready at any time."

      But I wasn't. I liked him just where I had him. I knew I could keep him on his toes and take him down anytime I liked, but he was useful. Although his disgrace and downfall would be a joy to behold, I could use him to my liking. The power had shifted now that he knew what we had on him, and he didn't even know Fiona had the red button right at her fingertips. Which proved to me just how useless he was at his job.

      "I don't think now's a good time," I said. "He's proving useful."

      "I know, but it worries me you'll piss him off so much that it might go pear-shaped from our point of view. All I have to do is release the files and he's fucked."

      "So what's the rush?"

      "No rush, I suppose. It's just that he's pissing everyone off already, and he's only been in the job a day. I'm worried the power will go to his head."

      "Absolute power corrupts..."

      "Absolutely. I just want to see justice done, Jim. Isabella does too, and she's got every right to see the bastard sent down."

      "I know, I know."

      "Will you think about it?"

      "I'll think about it," I said. "I want to see him suffer as well."

      "But you want to prolong it for your sake, no one else's. And that's not fair, Jim."

      I suppose I could see it from her point of view. "You still want to leave the force?"

      "Damn right," she said. "After I've seen to all this. There's no progression for me now."

      "But you'll have exposed Robertson and got a conviction. Won't go unnoticed by top brass."

      "Come on, Jim. They'll probably have me up for a disciplinary."

      "They should give you a medal," I said. "And a promotion."

      "I've more chance of winning the lottery. Anyway, I've made my mind up. As soon as it's done, I'm off. I might even go on holiday to celebrate."

      "You sound like you can't get away quick enough."

      "You know what it's like, Jim. It's just not the career I thought it was."

      "So what will you do instead?"

      "I don't know. Become a trucker or something. Go back to being a bloody travel agent. Not thought about it, to be honest with you."

      "Well, I'm paying you good money to help me out," I said. "That should tide you over for a while."

      "I've been squirrelling it away," she said. "Thought it best because I don't know how long I'll be out of work for when I do finally quit."

      "Well, it's time you earned your crust," I said. "I need some information. Anything you can get for me would be good."

      "What kind of information?"

      "I need whatever you can find on a bunch of people."

      "This relate to a new case or something?"

      "Got it in one. You'll be no stranger to who my latest client is."

      "Sounds intriguing."

      "Seamus Connolly," I said. "The whole Connolly family, actually."

      "Oh, everyone knows about them."

      "They're hardly strangers, are they?"

      "Do you really need me to help you with this one? You're getting sloppy."

      "Your help just gives me a bit more time on my hands. Saves me from getting lost in a digital wasteland. Got better things to do."

      "So what do you want to know?"

      "Anything and everything."

      "And are you gonna tell me what this is about? What does Seamus Connolly actually want?"

      "Officially, he wants me to trail his youngest daughter and report on what she's up to. Unofficially, well, we know the Connollys always have an ulterior motive."

      "So what's your feeling on this?"

      "I don't know. I'm just gonna do what he asks until I find out what's really going on."

      "Seems weird him coming to you. Hasn't he got his boys to help him out?"

      "His three sons? Yeah."

      "I meant his loyal toss bags."

      "Them as well."

      "So what's she done?"

      "Nothing, as far as I can tell. But he wants me to keep an eye on her because of who she's shagging."

      "So, who's the lucky man? Footballer or something? Young rock star?"

      "Much worse," I said. "It's one of the Badowski kids. Lukasz."

      There was a pause as I let this sink in. I heard her catch her breath.

      "Shit."

      "Exactly."

      "But that's like Jeremy Corbyn taking Theresa May up the arse. Unbelievable."

      "Not to mention horrific," I said. "I know. It's a strange one."

      "They're like polar opposites, aren't they?"

      "They have bad blood, going back a few years. You might not remember James Dunne hanging from Stockport viaduct."

      "Before my time, I believe."

      "There's probably a lot more we don't know about. Which is where you come in."

      "Aye aye, Captain."

      "The Connollys and the Badowskis," I said. "I need whatever little nuggets you can find. Stuff that might not necessarily be on file or the PNC, especially where the Connollys are concerned."

      "I've heard they like doing one or two top brass the odd favour."

      "You know more than you think," I said. "And you'd be right. So I need you to keep your ears peeled. Talk to a few coppers, especially some of the older lot. Find out what you can."

      "And the Badowskis?"

      "Same with them. Anything you can dig up, especially on Lukasz."

      "It might take me a while."

      "There's no rush," I said. "Just let me know what you can, when you can."

      "I'm on it," she said. "But I'm regretting calling you now."

      "Why's that?"

      "Well, you've just given me a load of work to do."

      "It's what I'm paying you for, don't forget."

      "Well, it is keeping me in good knickers, I suppose."

      There she goes again. Flirting. There was always that pause when I did a double take and she waited for me to catch my thoughts. It was as if she wanted to stop me in my tracks on purpose. Playing games. Pushing the boundaries (and my buttons). I liked the fact that she was a bit cheeky, though it made me a tad uneasy, especially when she was with me in the flesh. Because, although I kept denying it, I had to admit to myself that I was attracted to her. Which made our mutually platonic relationship difficult. The thing was, I wasn't sure if she was just playing around or she meant it. Either way, I knew it was only a matter of time before any professionalism we had went out of the window.

      Her cackle down the phone brought me back to reality, and I had one eye on Kian, too. I didn't want him getting bored and wandering off.

      "Listen, I'm gonna go."

      "Okay, love."

      "Keep me updated," I said. "Anything you come across, remember?"

      "I'll be in touch as and when."

      It was my cue to hang up. I turned to Kian, who was already halfway through his pint, and sat opposite. Took a long drink and sparked up. Took that shit in deep.

      "A woman?" he said.

      "How did you guess?"

      "They like to chat shit, don't they? So anyway, how did you become a private detective? Police not exciting enough for you?"

      "Something like that," I said. "They booted me out, so I had no choice."

      "So what did you do?"

      "None of your business," I said. "And anyway, we're not here for me."

      "Touchy type, eh?"

      "Not at all," I said, thinking about how much I'd like to punch the little shite. "Just keen to get down to work."

      "So you've summoned me here because...?"

      "I want to know more about your sister. It's not lost on you that your dad wants me on her case. So I need a few things."

      "Go on."

      "We'll start at the beginning. How did you find out she was seeing Lukasz Badowski?"

      He laughed and shook his head. Took a drag on his smoke and looked me in the eye. "She told me. One night after she'd had a few. She'd had a row with my dad and later on, when I found her in the pub, she just came out with it. Told me there and then over a drink. Said they'd been an item for a while."

      "When was this?"

      "About a month ago."

      "And they'd been together a while, like a few months?"

      "She didn't say. Maybe."

      "And how do you feel about that?"

      He looked away, then down at his beer before taking the last of it. "It's her life, I suppose."

      "So you're not too happy about it then?"

      "What makes you say that?"

      "Tone of voice. Come on, Kian. Lukasz Badowski? About your age, isn't he? What are you, twenty-three?"

      "Twenty-five. He's twenty-three, same as Aisling."

      They were just kids, all three of them. No doubt Kian thought he'd seen it all, but I knew, just by sitting here and looking him straight in the eye, that he hadn't. I had years of experience on this kid, was old enough to have fathered him myself, and yet he was cocky. An air of self satisfaction graced his perfect face, and I knew instantly, the moment I first met him, that his smugness reminded me of everything I hated in people. Robertson had the same look about him. And sure, weren't we all cocky at that age? I know I was. And I wish, just like this kid before me, not a care in the world or a weight on his shoulders, that I was twenty-five again.

      "Do you think it'll last?"

      This time, he said nothing. Which told me everything. The Connollys were worried.

      "So, how did your dad react to the news?"

      "He wasn't happy, as you know, otherwise he wouldn't have roped you into following her around."

      "And what about your brothers?"

      "What about them?"

      "They feel the same way? I mean, it can't be easy seeing your little sister going out with the enemy."

      "You'll have to ask them."

      "But what do you think?"

      "I don't think Connor's very pleased."

      Connor Connolly. The eldest of the five siblings, pushing forty and just a year or two younger than me. The last I'd heard was that he was about to go full real estate tycoon with the refurbishment of an old warehouse out in Ancoats. Trendy and expensive apartments for trendy and expensive people. The city's Northern Quarter had morphed into a vast bohemian suburb in the middle of the city, once run down and disused, a throwback to Manchester's glorious industrial past. Now it was all ultra cool bars and quirky restaurants, restored facades and revolutionised warehouses. Connor, no doubt representing the Connolly family, had become one of these developers. There was every chance dirty money had been involved in this substantial investment. Refurbished warehouse apartment blocks didn't come cheap. Drug money, blood money, or both. Perhaps Aisling going out with a Badowski was an unwelcome distraction.

      "So," I said, changing the subject. "You have a good night last night?"

      "Ah, you know. Paddy's day, isn't it? Always a good night."

      "And Aisling?"

      "As far as I know, yeah."

      "You talk much?"

      He shrugged. "No more or less than usual."

      I nodded. "So, do you hang around together? Some brothers and sisters do, don't they?"

      He shook his head. "Not us. We sometimes end up in the same bars and stuff but she's usually with her mates and I'm usually with mine."

      "Well, this is the kind of stuff I need from you, actually. If you want me to find out what she's up to."

      "It's not me that wants to know, though, is it? It's my dad."

      "All right then, your dad."

      "What kind of stuff?"

      "Just the little things," I said, knowing they could turn out to be big things. "Who her mates are, what she does at weekends, where she likes to drink and hang out, that kind of thing."

      "Suppose you've got to start somewhere, eh?"

      "That's right." I took out my notebook and pen. "Mates first."

      He sighed and fumbled with some cash. "I'll get us another."

      "Not for me, thanks."

      I watched him head back to the bar and order two more pints. I sparked up and thought about making my excuses. A drink was the last thing I needed right now. Trouble was, it was the thing I needed most as well.

      "You don't seem too keen on helping me out," I said when he returned. "I got the impression from your dad that none of you were overjoyed about her seeing Lukasz Badowski."

      "That might be true," he said. "But I'm not gonna start dictating who she can and can't fuck either."

      "And your dad does, is that right?"

      "There's two things," he said. "First off, the family business. We're not too keen on the Badowskis, as you know. Well, I say we..."

      "That include you, then?"

      He smiled, shrugged, took a drink. "Different generation, you know. Do I really give a fuck? Is that what you're asking? Not really. I'm not one for playing at gangsters. The rivalry is no different to the rivalry with the Montones or the Jewish lot, yeah? But this is the twenty-first century and times have changed. Things have moved on. My generation has a different perspective on matters."

      But I didn't quite believe him. "Is that why Aisling and Lukasz can get it together, you think? You know, without killing each other?"

      "And what would be the point of killing each other? No, my dad and uncle Jimmy have got this older generation thing going on. Carrying on like it's the Godfather or something."

      "And is it?"

      "Is it fuck, man."

      "All right then," I said. It was my turn to take a drink, and I cringed when I noticed my hand shaking as I lifted the glass to my lips. Swallowed and carefully placed it back down. "What's the second thing?"

      He took a final drag on his smoke and stubbed it out. I rolled the Montecristo in my pocket.

      "The second thing is the simple fact that my dad is overprotective and can't stand that she's a grown woman having sex and living her own life."

      "Seems a bit much to have her followed around."

      "It is. But you don't know him like I do. He's not happy because it's him, but he wouldn't be happy, anyway. You got kids yourself?"

      I did. A daughter I'd managed to let down too many times. It was something that needed to change. "A daughter."

      "It's that father and daughter thing," he said. "Dubious about who she's seeing. He's been like that with all her other boyfriends growing up. He was the same with our Siobhan. I bet you're protective of your daughter as well."

      "She's not at that stage yet," I said, although I had to admit that when that stage came, I'd probably be following her around like a ghost. "Thankfully."

      He nodded. "So that's how it is. The older he gets, the worse he is. The fact that it's a Badowski she's seeing only adds to the paranoia."

      "So you think he's paranoid?"

      He shrugged. "Just a bit."

      "Tell me, Kian. I'm curious to know. Have you met Lukasz? I mean, do you know him?"

      "I've met him," he said. "Seems okay."

      "First impressions?"

      "He's just another lad, really. No different from anyone else. He knows I'm not interested in any of that family stuff."

      "And him? Is he the same, do you think?"

      "Hard to say. I don't know. Maybe, maybe not. Maybe you should ask him."

      Maybe I should. But I wanted more on Aisling before I moved any further. "So, are you gonna give me something on your sister? Where she drinks, that kind of stuff."

      He sighed. Rolled his eyes. "There's four of them," he said. "Aisling's mates. They all went to school and stuff together, you know. Grew up together, really. There's Kerry Ainsworth. She works at a gym in Castlefield. Lynsey Byrne. Daytime bar manager at Grain. It's in the Northern Quarter."

      "Whereabouts?"

      "Over near Piccadilly station. Then there's Lisa Browne, she's Lynsey's cousin."

      "What does she do?"

      "What doesn't she do?"

      "What do you mean?"

      He grinned. "Nothing. As far as I know, she doesn't work. Her boyfriend's a top banker. One of these traders, you know. A big cheese in finance. Keeps her well, so I'm told."

      "So she basically lives off him, that what you saying?"

      "Something like that, though she's known to do favours, you know?"

      "What, sex?"

      He grinned, like he knew from experience. "If you play your cards right, Jimmy ..."

      A flashback of the Angel case suddenly came flooding back to me and I had to take a drink.

      "You said there was one more."

      He nodded. "That'll be Claire MacGowan. She's the sensible one. A nurse. Works at the MRI."

      I sparked up. Tried to picture the five girls, all best friends together. Different, but the same. Girls who'd no doubt shared their deepest secrets over bottles of wine and lines of coke. Probably supplied by Kian himself.

      "You got any pictures of them? On your phone or something?"

      He shook his head. "No, but I'm sure you'll find them on Facebook."

      "Isn't everyone on there these days?"

      He raised his eyebrows and nodded. "In terms of where she goes, I couldn't tell you other than she's sometimes out around here. In the bars and stuff."

      "She go clubbing?"

      "Sometimes, probably. She's just like any young woman, really."

      "What, fiercely independent?"

      "Fierce is one way of putting it, I suppose."

      "Meaning?"

      "She can be feisty. Takes no prisoners. Don't be fooled by her soft side."

      I nodded. Seamus had said she was soft on the outside, hard on the inside. But did either of them really know her at all?

      "What about during the day? Does she work?"

      He laughed. "Work? No. She's been playing around with various degrees for about ten years. Dad's kept her sorted for money up until now. You might find her behind the bar at Grain. I think Lynsey keeps her busy."

      I had my doubts, though. About both claims. I didn't think Seamus could abandon his daughter financially like that, especially given the power and wealth he had. And he wouldn't see her working behind a bar in a million years.

      I thought I might have enough, for now. Except one important thing.

      "You got her phone number?"

      "Aren't you supposed to be keeping inconspicuous? Why would you need that?"

      Why indeed? I thought of Dave, the computer wizard who, along with Fiona, had saved me from being blown up.

      "Just think it might come in handy, that's all."

      I had no doubts that any under cover surveillance I carried out would last about ten minutes. Kian would be on the phone to her before I even got back to the car. I could see by his expression that he didn't trust me as much as I didn't trust him. There was a game being played here, a subtle one, and I didn't quite know whether to believe anything that came out of his mouth.

      He tapped on his phone until he brought up a number and showed me the screen. I jotted it down quickly and pocketed my notebook.

      "Anything else?"

      "Yeah, you been eating kebabs recently?"

      "What?"

      I pointed to the chilli sauce stain down the front of his tee-shirt. "I'm not a fan of dealing with the washing, either. Thanks for your time. I'll be in touch."

      I looked back at the table as I left and weaved through the traffic. He was already gone.
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      I supposed the next thing would be to start as I mean to go on, which meant tracing exactly where Aisling was right now and taking it from there. My guess was that with it being a Saturday, and that she was currently enjoying the honeymoon period of a blossoming new relationship, tonight might be date night. Question was, what was on her agenda?

      I reached the Volvo and decided the best place for it now would be parked up at the flat. An early afternoon sun was trying to break through the dense grey, but at least the spraying rain had stopped. I drove away from here and into town through crowded Saturday south Manchester roads until I made the city centre as the clouds had gathered again and a downpour caught me just as I reached home. There were a few things I needed before I stepped out again, not least a shower and a change of clothes.

      Laura had left half her wardrobe lying around the bedroom floor, her little basket of make-up scattered across the bed. She'd mentioned she was going out shopping for the afternoon with Maya. Shopping that would no doubt turn into a girlie lunch complete with a bottle or two of white wine.

      I showered and changed and stuffed my pockets with hard cash. Then I opened up Laura's laptop and parked myself on the couch with a large coffee, black. Sparked up and opened Facebook. Figured it would be easy enough to find out who Aisling's friends really were and what they looked like. More importantly, perhaps I'd find out what she was up to tonight.

      I started with Aisling herself. She made no secret of the fact that she was out there and it took me all of two minutes to find her among a relatively short list. Clicked on her profile and scrolled through what was on her wall, which I knew would give me some indication of her character, though not entirely. There were the usual memes everyone shared, she was a member of a few closed groups that would need further inspection, and like most young women her age, she liked a photograph, especially ones of herself and her friends and the cocktails they were enjoying.

      I had a quick look through her friends list to see if Lukasz Badowski was among them, but there was no sign of him. Yet. I suspected it was only a matter of time before I came across their shared connection somewhere online. Everyone did social media these days, even kids from gangster families. Especially kids from gangster families. I had these two down as no different. However long they'd been seeing each other, no doubt it would be documented somewhere online. A photograph here, a tweet there. I'd dig them out or, even better, get Laura or Fiona to dig them out for me.

      And sure enough, there it was, right at the top of her profile page. A meal out 'with the man of the moment', though she didn't say who that was. You didn't have to be a genius to guess. Beside this status were love heart symbols and an emoji of a girl in love and blowing kisses. Another giving a cheeky wink. Several glasses of red wine in a row. Now all I had to do was find where she had a table.

      I clicked on the first person of interest. Kerry Ainsworth worked at a gym in Castlefield, Kian had said. Judging by her photographs and status updates, she more than just worked there, but lived the lifestyle that went with it. She didn't appear to ever be out of running gear, as if she couldn't be seen in anything else, except when I found pictures of her in an evening dress and sipping mojitos with Aisling and the others on Lisa Browne's twenty-second birthday night out. Kerry was pretty and athletic, even in a sports vest, and she carried her figure with confidence. She struck me as the obsessive type, perhaps a fridge overloaded with energy drinks and obscure protein shakes instead of a fridge like mine that was full of beer and cheese and not much else. They said you could tell a lot about someone by what was in their fridge. I guessed they'd have no problems with Kerry Ainsworth. There was even a photo of her with her arms full of the weirdo non-food supplements that fitness freaks had for tea these days, her thin smile only spoilt by the stretch wrinkles at the side of her mouth, like this photo had been taken straight after a hard session on the bench press. It was a look I couldn't find sexy on a woman, even a young and pretty one like her.

      Perhaps the same could be said about the next person of interest, but for different reasons. Lynsey Byrne had a face like she spent most of her time sucking lemons. Was it really so difficult to crack a smile? Looking into her eyes, her expression hard and cold, it was no wonder to me she'd been bemoaning the fact that she'd been single for over seven years. It was all over her Facebook page, this problem of hers, yet she failed to see the obvious staring her in the face every day. She carried her misery like a comfort blanket, unable to shake it off for anything because she needed it like I needed a drink every day. It was a part of her, it was who she was. But her persona did little to attract this man of her dreams she seemed to spend most of her time looking for.

      I quickly moved on to friend number three, the one I was most interested in. The one Kian had suggested moonlighted as a lady of the night, albeit when it suited her. Lisa Browne could have her pick of men, no problem. She was stunningly attractive in every way, her mixed race skin a pale brown, her naturally curly hair long and buoyant, her curvaceous figure flaunted at every opportunity, along with her fluttering eyelashes and her soft, wet lips. Sure, she was beautiful. On the outside, at least. But as I scrolled through her Facebook page, every opportunity she had of showing the world just how good looking she was, was taken. She came across as the type of girl who knew she was supermodel fit but was clueless when it came to personality or how ugly she was on the inside. She seemed to have had a long line of ex boyfriends leaving a bitter trail behind her - or were they clients? - and her current man, a Matt Baker of Coutts Financial, seemed like merely the latest in a long line of suitors. I thought about what Kian had said, implying that this guy kept her in money, no problem. It wouldn't have come as a surprise. Perhaps the two were made for each other. He got what he wanted; she got what she felt she deserved. A rich prick in all senses.

      Claire MacGowan was the most difficult to find, which didn't come as a shock. She, by all accounts, was the most sensible of the five girls, holding down a respectable career as a nurse on the cardiology unit at the MRI. She was probably the one who worked the hardest for the least pay, the complete opposite to Lisa Browne. I
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