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There was always a certain amount of toing and froing amongst the residents of the Falcon apartment block on a Sunday morning, making it virtually impossible for Ahmed to sneak out for a smoke. He sighed despondently from his spot behind the concierge desk, and glanced at the clock on the opposite wall for the umpteenth time.

If he could hold out until eleven, he would be able to take a break with a clear conscience. The residents knew the desk was closed for fifteen minutes at that time, and would not complain about dereliction of duty. Not that he had many complaints on his record, although it paid to be cautious. This was a cushy, well-paid job he was determined not to screw up and risk losing. Especially as his wife was expecting their first child.

Ahmed flicked over the page of the magazine he was reading, and spotted an ad for e-cigarettes. His wife had mentioned the possibility of buying him one of the gadgets for Christmas, although he was far from convinced they would provide a satisfying alternative to the real deal. He groaned inwardly at the prospect of forsaking his beloved coffin nails.

Then a picture of his wife’s face popped into his head, and he mentally chastised himself. He would be a dad by the spring, therefore it behoved him to set a good example. What sort of man smoked around his child? He may as well give up attending Friday prayers, and fill the fridge with beer while he was at it.

He resolved not to be such a wuss, and make a supreme effort to give up the filthy weed once and for all. If that involved some sort of weird vapour gadget, then so be it. He had to start somewhere, and where better than a piece of cutting edge technology? He picked up his phone to text his wife, but paused with his fingers on the keypad when he realised he was not alone. When he raised his head from contemplation of the device, a burly man with serious blue eyes was regarding him steadily.

‘You’re Keith Munroe,’ Ahmed blurted. ‘I saw you on the telly.’

‘Good morning,’ the visitor replied amiably. ‘My co-workers and I need to have a private chat with you. Could I trouble you for your jacket?’

Ahmed glanced down at the grey blazer he was wearing with the Falcon Apartment block logo embroidered on the breast pocket. Due to the fact he had it professionally cleaned at his brother’s shop at least once a month, the garment was in fairly good condition.

‘Why do you want my jacket?’ he enquired in a voice that quaked, and held his hands in front of his body in a way which suggested he would not willingly relinquish the blazer.

‘One of my men needs to borrow it,’ Keith explained patiently. ‘Once we’ve had our little chat, you’ll understand how important it is. Give it up right now, Ahmed. I have neither the time nor the patience to pander to you.’

The main door opened and another body entered. Ahmed gawked at the newcomer in wide-eyed amazement. ‘You’re the Tinman,’ he gasped. ‘What’s going on?’

‘A shit storm of trouble is about to kick off in this building,’ the American told him. ‘You would be well advised to take cover after you give up the jacket. You’ll have to hang around because we can’t risk blowing the mission.’

‘A mission,’ Ahmed sounded impressed as he slipped the blazer off his shoulders. ‘Is Miss Lyle okay?’

‘Not yet,’ the American replied grimly, as he accepted the garment. ‘Although by dinner time, she might be a heck of a lot better. Why don’t you head outside for a smoke? It’s gonna be a tough couple of hours.’

Ahmed opened the largest drawer of the desk and pulled out the old black fleece he regularly wore on his rounds. Then he shoved his box of ciggies and lighter into the outside pocket and, snatching up his phone, almost bolted to the lift. Telling the hard-faced guests he would be in the underground car park if they needed him for anything, he pressed the button and disappeared.
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It was a balmy September day and Horace Johnson was reluctant to abandon his garden and go indoors. Nonetheless, he put down his shears and stretched his aching limbs. Trotsky needed water and there was no doubt his master deserved a break from the strenuous work in which he had been engaged all morning.

The dog’s stainless steel water bowl was sitting on the grass in a shady spot next to the outdoor tap. Horace rinsed it and refilled it with cool liquid. He set it back in its usual spot, and Trotsky wagged his tail gratefully as he went to lap up some of the clear fluid.

‘I’m feeling a tad dehydrated myself,’ Horace told his pet, as he made his way indoors to wash his hands and see what he had by way of refreshment. There were a couple of bottles of beer in the fridge, a leftover from Josh and Deco’s last visit. Horace checked his watch then shrugged off the early hour.

Since his return from Otter in July, he had been making a concerted effort to reduce his alcohol consumption. That said, one beer during the day could hardly be classed as imbibing to excess. He extracted the bottle and whipped the cap off with the opener before he could talk himself out of it. Tipping his head back, he poured half the contents down his neck. Then he held the cool glass against his hairy cheek as he gazed out the front window in the general direction of Amanda’s house.

‘My face is ridiculously warm. By rights, I should have shaved at the start of the summer,’ he told the passing motorists. ‘I even bought a packet of disposal razors in the two-euro shop. The funny thing is I never quite got around to shearing myself. I wonder why that was.’

Finding no answer to his query in the passing traffic, he turned away from the window and carried his beer over to the kitchen table. He opened the cover of his iPad and activated the device.

‘A five-minute break before I head back out,’ he told the gadget. ‘It might be raining tomorrow, and there’s still plenty to do out there.’

He reread the email from Elaine. She had taken plenty of photographs during the three weeks Dorothy had spent with her entourage at Otter in August. His favourite one was of Jive playing a rather rambunctious game with Lukie, the beagle. Horace examined Clive critically, noting the cauliflower ear and craggy face.

‘He’s nothing but a middle-aged goon,’ he scowled at the screen. ‘Yet I know for a fact he’s engaged to a most attractive lady. I am reliably informed his wedding will be the highlight of the season. Lucky sod.’

He picked up his beer and swallowed half of what was left in the bottle. Then he held it up to the light and addressed it with, ‘The green-eyed monster is a vengeful spirit. It’s hardly the fault of the Welsh copper you’re single, and generally regarded as an unappealing specimen.’

Receiving no response from the bottle, he put it back on the table and flicked through the rest of the photographs. He smiled dourly to see Dorothy emerging from the Kenmare River, clad in a pink and black wetsuit, flanked by Jack Maddox and Marco Kelly. 

Being almost entirely black, the American’s suit was the plainest of the three. Marco’s was the most flamboyant, adorned as it was by three vivid orange racing stripes across the torso and near the ankles. Jack had already removed his tanks and was helping Dorothy out of hers, while Marco looked on, clutching her mask and other accessories, seemingly oblivious to the weight of the tank on his own back.

‘An attractive trio,’ the comment from Horace was uttered in a bleak tone which indicated he was not altogether happy with this state of affairs. He moved to the next picture and paused to absorb the detail. 

Four men sat in a group around a small table. A chessboard had been set up in the middle of two opponents. With a look of fixed concentration on his narrow face, James Kirwan-Taylor faced Jack Maddox. Next to Jack, Marco clutched a piece of paper and appeared to be reading aloud from it. Clive Paskin stood next to Marco with his arms folded. The protection officer’s eyes were riveted to the game, and even in the photograph it was obvious he was willing his friend to win. Or rather lose.

‘How to be a chess loser, 101,’ Horace told the picture. ‘Courtesy of Horace Johnson, formerly of Burrowbridge.’

Forgetting he was supposed to be outside doing his chores, he got up to fetch his drawing pad and charcoal from the kitchen dresser. The lure of the chess game on the iPad screen was proving too difficult to resist. He reclaimed his seat, and immediately began to sketch the four men, starting with Clive.

‘At least you have friends who are happy to assist you in learning to be a loser,’ he told the image of James. ‘There’s no denying you have gumption. I wonder if the tactic worked. Does your daddy love you more than he did before? One of these days, Dorothy might give me the update on your family life. That would assuredly be most interesting.’

He finished the sketch in record time, and immediately flicked back to the image of the beagle puppy playing with the two men, and began to draw. 

‘That’s one handsome little chap,’ he said approvingly, as his hand flew across the page. ‘I look forward to meeting him. I hope Elaine and Eddie head off to the villa before Christmas. If they decide to stay home all winter, I might not get to see Otter until next year.’

Having recalled the existence of the Spanish villa, he stopped sketching and instead opened the latest email from Dorothy. In it, she gave him all the current news, and attached a dozen photographs of her recent trip to Mallorca. Her diminutive form looked overwhelmed in the group shots, surrounded as she was by protection officers. Horace frowned as he absorbed the sheer bulk of Jonjo and Dylan.

‘I read somewhere that most protection officers are normal sized men,’ he said accusingly. ‘Why does she have to surround herself with these hippos? I mean to say, look at the size of these chaps. Surely a more moderately sized fellow would be as effective at keeping her safe?’ 

He ran his finger across the screen and brought up the next picture. Dorothy relaxed in the hot tub with Rosa and Helen, while the one called Dylan watched over them from a respectable distance. Horace stared hard at the young man’s face, and was quick to note the way his eyes rested a shade too warmly on his employer when she wasn’t paying attention.

‘That’s bloody nice, that is,’ Horace said savagely. ‘It’s not enough he’s the size of a buffalo, he has to behave inappropriately to boot. Shame on him.’

Feeling miffed at the discovery of Dylan’s little crush, Horace moved to the next picture. Alas for his peace of mind, this one was almost as infuriating as the last. Wearing only a pair of swimming shorts, Jack stood next to Dorothy, staring down into her face. Adorned in a jade green bikini and matching sarong, she was laughing up at him. The expression in Jack’s eyes told Horace far more than a million words ever could. He groaned aloud and for a brief moment rested his face in his hands.

‘Is it not enough we have to watch you playing the big hero in the Machete Video?’ he demanded of the picture. ‘Don’t you dare try to wriggle your way into her affections, you beastly American.’ He glowered at Jack’s biceps and obvious scars. 

‘I wouldn’t mind taking a gun to you myself, you oversized ruffian. I could finish off what some very sensible chap started a long time ago. I wonder who took a whip to your back. No doubt it was some fellow who resented your attentions to his daughter.’

Feeling marginally better for having insulted the image of Dorothy’s head of security, Horace quickly flicked through the remainder of the pictures, searching for one face in particular. ‘Where is she?’ he frowned at the screen. ‘She was there last year.’

He stood up and went to fetch his scrapbook. He placed the large tome with the nabruk leather cover squarely in the middle of the table, then opened it at the place he anticipated finding Dorothy’s Spanish holiday from the same period in 2011. It only took him a few moments to locate the printed photographs she had sent him afterwards, in the days before he succumbed to the lure of technology. Sure enough, Rhona Sinclair’s buxom loveliness and sensuous smile was on full display in the hot tub next to Dorothy and her other cronies.

‘Where the devil is the raven-haired beauty this year?’ Horace furrowed his brow. ‘Surely they haven’t fallen out?’

He briefly considered the possibility of texting Dorothy and making enquiries about the absence of Rhona from the latest holiday. Reaching the conclusion it would seem odd at best and inappropriate at worst, he resisted the temptation. The mystery of the missing beauty would have to remain exactly that. 

Unless...Horace strolled to the dresser and picked up his phone. It was the same basic model he had purchased in 2011 as a means of maintaining contact with Dorothy. Apart from a reliable alarm clock, its only true features were the ability to make calls and send texts. With his finger poised over the keyboard, he paused. 

‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ he told the phone. Then he pressed the button.

Josh answered after three rings with ‘S’up, dude?’

‘I know this is going to sound rather suspect,’ Horace said without preamble, ‘but do you happen to know why the beautiful lady called Rhona Sinclair did not accompany your mother on holiday this year?’

‘She’s working for an organisation called Friends of Mozambique,’ Josh sounded amused. ‘She’s setting up some sort of clinic in Africa, and won’t be home until Christmas. Mum’s totally pissed over the situation, although that hasn’t stopped her sending Rhona thousands of euro to help build whatever the fuck she’s building. I never knew you fancied the darker ladies. You’re a dog so you are, Horace Johnson.’

‘She certainly looks very attractive in her photographs,’ was the wary response.

‘If you think she looks appetising in one dimension, you should get a load of her in the flesh,’ was the cheerful response. ‘She has the sort of boobs a fella could curl up in and never want to leave. Deco made a complete tool of himself over her last Christmas, although she’s so nice she pretended not to notice.’

‘Thanks for the information,’ Horace told him stiffly. ‘There’s no need to mention this little conversation to your mother. I wouldn’t want her to think I’m sniffing around her friends.’

‘I’ll put in a good word for you when Rhona gets home,’ Josh offered. ‘You never know, if you had a shave and put on a decent outfit, the chick might take a shine to you. Stranger things have happened. Hey, dude, maybe she’s your soul mate.’

‘I have no desire to discuss soul mates,’ Horace replied coldly. ‘Thanks again, Joshua, and see you soon I hope. My regards to Deco.’

He hung up before the young man could expand further on the subject of Rhona, and soul mates in particular. At least he was now in possession of the explanation for the lady’s absence. Things might get interesting if she did indeed come home for Christmas. 

Feeling cheered by the prospect of Rhona Sinclair’s presence in Ireland, Horace yet again picked up his stick of charcoal and finished off the sketch of Lukie and Jive. When he was done and happy with the result, he put everything away in its usual spot so it wouldn’t get dusty from the ash which was an inevitable by-product of having such an enormous fireplace.

They were enjoying a warm spell at present, although it wouldn’t be long before the nights began to draw in and the temperatures to plummet. He would need every single one of the logs he had sawn up the previous year to see him through the cold season. Even though the kitchen was warm, Horace shivered at the idea of yet another lonely winter at Old Hen, with only Trotsky for company. Pushing away the melancholy thoughts, he left the house through the back door and informed his dog it was time to quit slacking and finish his chores.
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The changing room at Barns reeked of sweat and musky shower gel, although the men who occupied it did not appear to notice the malodorous surroundings. Noel Cavendish finished tying his bootlaces, and resisted the urge to blouse them in the style of the Dog.

He straightened up and checked his tie in the nearest mirror. As he and his partner regularly worked close protection for the boss, it behoved him to look smart in case they were papped. Satisfied he was as presentable as a man with sandy hair and slightly crooked teeth could be, he turned away from the mirror and saw Bruno watching him.

‘You’re a ride,’ the other man informed him with heavy irony. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you about the Dog’s birthday. Did we miss much?’

‘It was mixed,’ Noel replied carefully.

‘What do you mean by that?’ Bruno scowled. ‘Either you had a good time or you didn’t.’

‘It started off pretty good,’ Noel picked up his used towel and flung it into a hamper as he replied. ‘The boss was on the champagne the night before and was in great form. She told us not to expect to see her up before lunch, so on the morning of Jack’s birthday we headed into Arta to buy supplies and pick up a few souvenirs. We arrived home about lunchtime, and Jive told us the boss was in the shower singing birthday songs and none the worse for wear. When the Dog heard this, he started smirking like the cat who got the cream. He was all set to milk the fact it was his birthday and get as much attention as possible.’

Aonghus appeared from nowhere and regarded Noel suspiciously. ‘That bastard didn’t buy vodka, did he?’ he barked.

Noel looked shifty and remained silent. Still with a towel around his waist, Olsen appeared at Bruno’s shoulder and shot his partner a warning look.

‘Carry on with the story and don’t mind this miserable hoor,’ Bruno urged Noel.

‘Out of the blue, Rosa’s phone rang and she got this weird look on her face,’ the protection officer obediently continued. ‘She called Marco and they headed off to see the boss. Marco came back looking sick, although he was the one who had to break the news to the Dog. Dorian fucking Ganley’s yacht had only docked at Port Adriano, and he was calling to see if it would be convenient for him to drop by and pay a social call.’

‘Holy fuck,’ Bruno whispered.

‘That wasn’t the worst of it,’ Noel said glumly. ‘We could have handled a little visit from the guy for a few hours, but that was only the beginning.’

‘What happened?’ Bruno’s voice began to grow quite high-pitched, and even Aonghus was looking uneasy.

‘He arrived in a limousine as you would expect,’ Noel replied, ‘with 007 in tow. He hung around for an hour acting all sociable, wishing Jack a happy birthday and being all fatherly towards Dylan.’

‘Then we noticed a lot of activity taking place,’ Olsen decided to take up the tale. ‘Marco was running around looking edgy. Next thing you know, the luggage made an appearance.’

Bruno and Aonghus exchanged looks of dismay and disgust.

‘The rich, tycoon bastard never took the boss away on the Dog’s birthday?’ even Aonghus sounded horrified at the prospect.

Noel nodded sadly. ‘He took Rosa and Jive as well. By three o’clock, they had all left for the yacht. It transpired DG was throwing some fancy weekend party. They didn’t come back until Sunday evening. We think they would have stayed even longer except DG had to return his kids to school. He had the three younger ones with him and, strictly speaking, they were late starting the first term. I guess if you can afford to donate a new science lab, they’re prepared to overlook your children being a day or two late back. At first, we thought Marco would have to go as well, but DG said he had an assistant with him who would be more than happy to help the boss with her hair and stuff like that, so the Bug stayed with us.’

‘Did the boss seem happy about going?’ from Aonghus.

‘Initially, she seemed a tad taken aback at the way DG turned up out of the blue like that and invited her,’ Noel was the one who answered. ‘I’d go as far as to say she looked a bit unhappy about it all. Then she saw how excited Rosa was, and started to relax and get into the swing of things. She said she was glad Marco had made her bring so many designer clothes, because otherwise she wouldn’t be able to keep up with the style among DG’s cronies.’

‘What about Helen and the others? Were they not shocked at her taking off and abandoning them like that?’ Bruno wanted to know.

Olsen was the one who replied. ‘Helen met a fella on the second day and starting seeing him, so she didn’t mind. Besides, she thought it was a great opportunity. The boss was never on a yacht before, did you know that? Patrick and Martin were grand. They didn’t care as long as she was happy, and it’s not as if she was gone for long. It was barely two days.’

‘What did you all do after she left?’ Aonghus asked.

‘We got ready and headed into town,’ Noel took up the story again. ‘The Dog was very tense, of course, and a bit quiet, but not too bad for him. The boss had slipped a thousand to the chief so we could have dinner and a few drinks.’

‘Did you end up in a brothel?’ from Bruno.

‘There was talk of that and we heading to one some fella recommended, but we stopped off at a club on the way and met a gang of women,’ Olsen grinned lasciviously. ‘They were of mixed ages. A few of them were Spanish. There was one French girl, a couple of Englishwomen, and two girls from Scotland. They were all part of a club of some kind, something to do with architecture or art or some cultural shite like that. Anyway, we invited them back to the villa for a party.’

‘And they came?’ Bruno’s mouth dropped open.

‘Yep, they ended up staying for the rest of the weekend,’ Noel grinned.

‘Does that mean you all got laid?’ from Bruno once more.

‘All except Dumbo,’ Olsen chuckled. ‘He’s not in to that carry-on, he says, and certainly not prepared to risk his marriage. The chief hooked up with one of the Brits. She had an unusual name. I’d say she was about forty. He was looking considerably more relaxed by Sunday morning, I can tell yee. The word is he might be seeing her again, although I can’t see that happening myself. After all, the chick lives in Nottingham over in England. 

‘The French moth took a shine to Dylan and the boy hasn’t stopped smiling since. The Dog took a fancy to one of the Spanish girls who was easily six feet tall with jet-black hair down to her waist. I don’t think he let her out of his sight all weekend. It turns out the Dog has a few words of Spanish. Although, in all fairness, I don’t think there was much chatting going on.’

‘Did Patrick and Martin not mind all this carry-on?’ Bruno was curious now.

Noel chuckled. ‘Sure there’s nobody like the queers for a party. Pedro, the pool guy, brought a few pals around and somebody lent Patrick a guitar, and they had their own little gay soiree in the corner. They were delighted, they were. The only time there was trouble was when Dylan’s bottle left a ring mark on a table because he didn’t use a coaster, and Martin nearly had hysterics. 

‘He went for Dylan, and we had to pull him off. You should have seen the big eejit. He was terrified Martin was going to hurt himself and the boss would blame him. It was actually pretty amusing. When Helen turned up, she was a bit put out, but since she had the new boyfriend with her and had clearly brought him back for the ride, she couldn’t exactly say much. I expect she ratted us out to the boss though. She had that look in her eye.’

Aonghus asked, ‘What mood was the boss in when she got back?’

‘Very chilled, as if the yacht experience totally agreed with her,’ Noel told him. ‘The word is she spent some quality time with the Ganley kids. They really took to her apparently.’

‘Oh, Holy Jaysis,’ Bruno’s face was a picture of dread.

‘Affirmative to that, buddy,’ Noel nodded glumly. ‘Rosa was over the moon because she hooked up with some rich fella. Keith took the news well because he’d been screwing your one all week. Juliet, that’s her name. Juliet Livingstone. You could see he didn’t enjoy hearing about Rosa’s adventures, but as he had his own bit of juicy gossip, he was able to take it on the chin.’

‘Were there any repercussions? How did the last week go after all that?’ Aonghus suddenly sat down hard on a bench as if he had sustained a shock.

‘Very well,’ Olsen took up the story. ‘Bel turned up on Monday. Her kids had been playing her up, messing around with booze and giving her attitude. She was very upset by it all, so her husband told her to get on a plane and take off to Spain. The boss was thrilled to see her and they spent the week together. 

‘Once Rosa saw the way things were working out, she took off back to work with the chief. I think she found the villa a bit dull after her few days living the high life. Jack sent Dylan and Dumbo home as well, which meant we were quiet enough. Marco and the Dog hung out with Martin and Patrick. Helen spent every spare minute with the new man. Bel and the boss spent quality time together, and we took shifts with Jive. It all worked out grand. It just wasn’t what any of us were hoping for, that’s all. The Dog missed the hurling final as well. Roy made sure we got to see it online, but he would have gone to Croker if he’d stayed home.’

‘The boss has been quiet since she got back,’ Bruno pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘She says she has a huge amount of work to get through because she took so much time off. I wonder if it’s DG she’s thinking about, and not work at all.’
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Dorothy was indeed thinking about DG as she sat in the breakfast nook reading the supplement from the day’s newspaper. It was all about weddings, and she was mentally choosing her favourite dress and accessories, grateful for the few minutes’ peace. It was exactly ten days since Dorian Ganley’s limousine returned her to the villa, yet the experience was still fresh in her mind and for more than one reason.

She was proud of how well she had acquitted herself on board the seventy-six-metre yacht. She had not committed any social faux pas, or acted like a complete hick. Rosa had undertaken the task of bestowing suitable gratuities upon the necessary crewmembers, thereby ensuring her boss was not embarrassed in any way. Dorothy had spent some time with the younger Ganleys, yet had not attempted to behave like a mother towards them. Instead she had acted more like an old friend of their father’s.

Over the course of the weekend, Amy, the youngest child, had requested a few cuddles, which she had happily provided, telling herself the child was barely six years of age and was perfectly entitled to a few lousy hugs, regardless of how it might appear. The other guests had exchanged knowing glances whenever the Ganley children sought her out, although this was nothing to the way DG had looked at her. 

He had looked at her with pride rather than passion, but at least he had treated her as if he truly valued her, even if he had not tried to do any more than kiss her once or twice. He was good kisser, and she had allocated him an eight on her kissing scale.

She had never been prouder of herself than when she returned to the villa, and Helen instantly informed her that Jack had spent the entire weekend in the arms of a Spanish beauty with legs up to her armpits. She had smiled at them all as serenely as she knew how, and told them how glad she was to see them. She congratulated them on keeping the villa so clean and damage-free, jokingly referred to their two-day party as if the entire episode was a super-great laugh, and nothing but a source of everlasting joy to her. Then she had taken herself off to her room, locked herself in, and cried on her bed for a full hour.

She did not blame him. After all, she had ditched him on his birthday and swanned off to Port Adriano in a limo, where she had spent two days on the yacht of Ireland’s richest man. She had not slept with Ireland’s richest man, although none of the SBAs knew that. 

There was little doubt Jive knew, but since they were the human equivalent of clams, they were unlikely to disclose it. Even Rosa could not say with absolute certainly what had occurred on board ship after lights out, and Dorothy had been deliberately coy when asked. It suited her to let them all believe that she too had been screwing around.

During the second week, Bel’s presence had saved her, for Bel had a way of keeping things in perspective. Accompanied by Jive, they had driven around the island, taking multitudes of photographs, finding new and interesting places to eat, snorkel, and of course, shop. It had been pleasant in a broken-hearted sort of way, and Dorothy felt she had gotten through it admirably. Bel was considerably happier by the end of the holiday and, hugging her friend tightly, thanked her for a great week. Now they were home and once again Dorothy had to face up to her responsibilities.

She had the situation at the Tiger’s Roar to deal with, as well as myriad other business commitments. She was no closer to a decision about the forty-acre site in Cavan, although the agent kept making noises about how she was likely to miss out on a fantastic opportunity if she did not act soon. 

Dorothy did not believe him for one instant. The land had been on the market for over a year, and neither she nor Rosa imagined a delay of another month or two would make a blind bit of difference. While on board the yacht, she had received a couple of very interesting tips from DG and his cronies, and instructed Claudia to act upon them. 

She knew Keith and Rosa would no doubt buy some of the highly-tipped stock as well, but did not think this would make a difference to what was about to happen to the share prices, hence did not trouble herself over it. Good luck to them if they could make a few quid out of whatever deal was brewing, especially if it took Rosa a step closer to her dream apartment.

Her solitary musings on investments were interrupted by the unexpected arrival of Martin, Jack and Marco, who threw themselves into the nook and, not content with switching on the television, also stole the papers.

‘What’s the plan for the day, Boss? Do you need me?’ Marco sounded hopeful. ‘I was sort of planning to go into town with Martin.’

‘Daphne’s minding the shop all day,’ Martin explained. ‘We really need new clothes and stuff.’

‘Mum, Orla, and Gemma are coming around for lunch, and it’s Glenda’s day off,’ Dorothy gave them her best sceptical look. ‘Am I to be abandoned?’

‘We’ll make big bowls of salad and leave everything ready,’ Martin offered eagerly. ‘Besides, Auntie Pat will take over when she gets here. You know she won’t be able to help herself.’

‘I guess that’s true,’ Dorothy admitted grumpily. ‘Go on then, feckers.’

Martin and Marco grinned and nudged each other like a couple of schoolboys. ‘I wonder what Patrick is up to,’ Martin enquired in a deceptively casual tone. ‘Maybe we should call him and see if he wants to do lunch or something?’

If he was trying to sound blasé, he had chosen his audience poorly. The other three occupants of the table were highly experienced at hiding their true emotions, and were not fooled for an instant.

‘Are you and the piano queen an item?’ Jack enquired, turning the page of his paper and wishing Dorothy would offer to whip up some chow, since it always tasted better when she made it.

‘Lord no, we’re just good friends,’ Martin continued in his heroic attempts at nonchalance.

‘Have you fallen for Patrick?’ Dorothy poked her cousin in the ribs, wondering if there was something in the water at Howth.

For a moment, Martin looked set to deny it, but then sort of shrugged and rolled his eyes at the same time. ‘Pathetic, isn’t it?’ he asked bitterly. ‘I’m thirty-five years of age. You’d think I’d know better.’

‘I’m not sure age is a factor, Martin sweetheart,’ she told him kindly. ‘After all, the heart wants what the heart wants. None of us can help who we fall for, regardless of age. Have you spoken to Patrick about your feelings?’

Martin shook his head in mute misery. ‘No, I haven’t. I’m too big a wuss. I thought something might happen between us at the barbeque, but it didn’t. He wasn’t with anybody else, and I drew comfort from that. Then in Spain, I was convinced something would happen, but even though we had a great time while we were there, he treats me as a friend. No more. No less.’

‘Did he get off with anybody in Mallorca?’ Dorothy asked softly, pitying Martin deeply.

‘He had a few offers from those Spanish lads, but he didn’t take up any of them,’ Martin sniffed. ‘I thought it was a bit odd at the time. I mean, why would he turn them down? They were all smoking hot I don’t mind telling yee. I was hoping it was because he wanted to be with me, but again nothing. I was tempted to grab him, but I’m terrified if I say anything, I’ll mess the whole thing up and lose his friendship. At least this way, I get to see him. If we fell out, I don’t know what I’d do. I’d miss him so much.’

‘You’re in love with Patrick!’ Dorothy was astounded. She had always regarded Martin as a tiny bit shallow, although he was certainly not giving any indication of any such thing at present.

‘If that’s what you want to call it,’ her cousin replied miserably.

‘It sounds remarkably like love, not that I’m an expert,’ Marco piped up. ‘How do you feel when he’s around? Do you get all gooey and start imagining coming home to him on cold winter evenings after a hard day at the shop or what?’

Martin screwed up his face. ‘It’s not like that. I don’t find myself staring at him and thinking how cute he is, although I do think he’s cute, of course. It’s so much more than that. It’s how he makes me feel about myself. When I’m with him, I feel like a great man. Not a mediocre man. A great man. He makes me feel as if I have no limitations. That I can be anything I choose to be.’

Jack lowered the paper and he, Marco and Dorothy stared at Martin open-mouthed, and asked themselves if they had really seen him before.

‘What about the physical side of things, if you don’t mind me asking?’ Dorothy couldn’t resist. ‘He’s twenty-five years older than you.’

Martin looked rueful. ‘Yeah, I’m considerably younger and stronger. A few times lately, I thought I was going to throw him down on the nearest piece of ground and hurt him. I’m beginning to feel like Aonghus on one of his horny days. Lately I don’t recognise myself. I’ve never been the sort of man who forces himself on another. He’s like a fecking disease with me, so he is.’

Rather than shock his companions, this statement had the effect of making them snigger. Even Jack chuckled.

‘Thinking is not the same as doing,’ Dorothy reassured her cousin. ‘We’re all guilty of indulging in crazy moments of lust. The important thing is that you haven’t acted upon it. So what’s your plan? You can’t go on like this.’

‘I don’t know, Dottie,’ Martin hung his head. ‘I desperately want to say something, but I’m so afraid I’ll lose him altogether if I do. If only I had some clue about his feelings. He’s always so cool. He treats us all the same.’

‘That’s true,’ Marco nodded vigorously in agreement. ‘He’s a hard guy to read.’

‘The little queen is mad for you,’ Jack was once again using the paper as camouflage, and now spoke unexpectedly from behind its black and white surface.

‘He is?’ Martin looked hopeful. ‘How do you know?’

‘Nothing gets past the Tinman,’ was the cryptic response.

‘Well, that’s certainly true,’ Dorothy said slowly. ‘He does tend to be something of a one-man secret service. Even so, Jack, give us a little clue, there’s a good boy.’ She tentatively reached out and stroked his arm encouragingly. Marco and Martin exchanged a knowing glance, but said nothing. Jack lowered the paper, pretending not to notice the little hand.

‘We spent two weeks living in the same house,’ he growled. ‘The rest of yee may be blind, but I know what I know. The piano queen didn’t hook up with any of those Spanish fags because he’s saving himself for you. That’s all I’m prepared to say on the subject. It’d be romantic if it weren’t so stomach churning. Go make the lunch and beat it, the pair of you. Don’t forget to take the guy a little present if you’re intending to screw him until you both go blind. It would be the sensitive thing to do.’

Marco and Martin turned to face each other, their eyes glinting with excitement. ‘Invite him out for dinner first, or turn up on his doorstep and rip off his clothes?’ Marco demanded. ‘What do you think, Boss?’

‘Somewhere in between,’ Dorothy replied slowly. ‘Get him something pretty, as Jack suggests, and take him some flowers for his apartment. As he’s arranging them in the vase and asking you what the occasion is, gently but firmly move in and make your move. If Jack is right, and he’s seldom wrong about these things, Patrick will be ripping his own clothes off within two minutes.’

‘Good plan,’ they immediately approved.

‘Come on, Marty,’ Marco leaped out of the booth like a gazelle, ‘let’s do what we have to do then haul ass. We need to find you the perfect outfit. Preferably one with Velcro fastenings. We can discuss the present as we make the salad.’

Finding no fault with this plan, Martin obediently followed Marco to the kitchen, where they were soon heard making coffee and chopping lettuce. Almost before the booth occupants had time to catch their breath, Martin was back brandishing a pot of coffee, a thick sandwich for Jack, and a bagel for his cousin.

‘Sorry it’s nothing fancy, but we’re on a deadline here,’ he gushed dramatically, and rushed off once more.

‘I hope it all works out for him,’ Dorothy fretfully cut into her bagel. ‘He’s so excited. He really does love Patrick.’ She lowered her voice and checked to make sure Martin was not within earshot. ‘I always thought gay men were only attracted to young guys. I know it’s a horrible thing to say, but I always had this idea that once a gay man reached a certain age, he was considered past it. Not unlike women.’

Jack watched her with an enigmatic expression. ‘Your cousin lost his ole man when he was only fifteen years of age,’ he replied, still regarding her strangely. ‘Ergo, he’s attracted to older guys who fill that need in his life.’

‘Wow,’ she poked his arm, ‘you’re like Gandhi or Buddha today, Maddox. You’re like the guru of Dublin 13. I could hire you out to bring couples together. Maybe you and Marco could set up a matchmaking agency specialising in gay romance.’ 

She chortled happily into her bagel and he pulled her hair. She slapped his hand and was about to start berating him for being a bully when her attention was arrested by the sight of a piece of jewellery on the screen. She grabbed the remote and turned up the volume.

‘This asscher-cut twelve carat diamond ring,’ the presenter was saying, ‘is known as the Bluebell Diamond. It was named for Florence Bluebell, wife of eccentric movie producer, Timothy Schieb. He purchased the ring for his wife on the occasion of their first wedding anniversary, and she is reputed never to have taken it off during fifty years of marriage. 

‘Last year, Florence and Timothy passed away within months of each other. Their heirs say they must, regretfully, sell part of the estate, including the ring, in order to pay death duties. It will be auctioned by Christies of London next Wednesday at 11 a.m. The reserve price is half a million pounds, although experts predict it might fetch as much as one million due to its history. Envy the lucky lady who will become the new owner of such a magnificent specimen.’

Dorothy was unable to tear her eyes away. ‘An asscher-cut diamond,’ she breathed. ‘It’s the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen in my whole life.’

Jack sat watching her face and occasionally glancing at the TV to get another eyeful of the ring, as various shots of its beauty were displayed. ‘I never saw you take a shine to a pretty bauble like that before, Boss,’ he commented in a neutral tone. ‘Trust you to take a fancy to one of the most expensive rings in the world.’

She giggled and was about to reply when yet again they were distracted by the news.

‘This just in. Repeat. This just in.’ The anchor was in a highly excited state. ‘We have breaking news from Rome. An attempt has been made on the life of his Holiness the Pope. Our sources tell us that, while celebrating a special mass in honour of Saint Eustochins, who is allegedly the Pope’s favourite saint, a shot rang out. It was initially feared his Holiness had been struck, as his body jerked and he stumbled on the balcony. Fortunately, these fears proved unfounded. The Pope’s mitre was shot off and this is what caused him to clutch at his head and stumble. I repeat, the Pope’s hat was shot off his head in St Peter’s square today, the feast day of Saint Eustochins.’

Still holding his sandwich, Jack froze and watched the television screen mutely. Multiple boffins hypothesised a variety of possible motives for the attack, while he desperately tried to process this latest development. When he was eventually able to drag his eyes away from the television screen, he found Dorothy regarding him with a hint of amusement in her brown eyes. 

‘Heston is a good shot,’ she remarked casually.

Jack tensed and his eyes narrowed threateningly. Dorothy seemed unfazed by this. ‘It’s a bit late to start trying to scare me now,’ she told him crossly. ‘If you want me to believe you’re capable of hurting me, then quit saving my life all the time.’

He dropped his shoulders and his eyes returned to their normal shape. ‘What do you know about Heston?’ he asked gruffly.

Dorothy sighed and shook her head. ‘You know, Jack,’ she said irritably. ‘If you will insist on sleeping in my room, you had better learn to stop talking in your sleep. Perhaps you should try hypnotherapy.’

His hands shook very slightly as he picked up his coffee cup and took a sip. ‘I talk about Heston in my sleep?’ he enquired hoarsely.

‘That’s an affirmative, Commander. There’s also a lot of chat about something called reconnaissance, whatever that is.’

Jack abruptly pushed his mug and plate away and buried his face in his hands. Dorothy took another bite of her bagel and watched him with interest. ‘When was the last time you were in contact with him?’ she asked when she could take the silence no longer.

He raised his head and looked at her. ‘We haven’t spoken since before I went to Libya,’ he said, ‘although I did send him an email back in July.’

‘What did it say?’

‘Fuck you and your hottie and your dog and your garden shed and your boner pills.’

‘Is that code for something scary?’

‘That’s a negative, Boss.’

She mulled this over for a few minutes while she ate more of the bagel. ‘He knows you’re pissed with him, and he’s trying to get your attention the only way he knows how,’ she commented after a while. ‘He must have a most interesting personality.’

‘You could say that,’ was the dry response.

‘Is he a very bad man?’

‘That he is, Boss, although there’s no need for you to worry about him.’

‘Why do you think he chose the Pope of all people?’

Jack grimaced slightly and looked shifty. Dorothy watched him wrestling with his conscience. ‘What are you afraid to tell me?’ she asked curiously.

‘It’s a matter of public record you’re no fan of the Catholic Church,’ Jack sort of spat the words out. ‘Heston is saying hello to you.’

Dorothy reached out her hand and tapped him on the arm imperiously. ‘Go and pack your stuff,’ she said urgently. ‘Get your badass on a plane to Rome this very evening and tell your pal, the internationally renowned assassin, not to send me any more messages. Tell him I already have the world and its mother after me. I don’t need any more men with guns in my life.’

‘I take it you don’t want me to bring him back here for a visit?’ Jack looked innocent.

This time she punched him as hard as she could on the arm. Marco came rushing in with a fresh pot of coffee and saw what was happening. ‘Boss, why are you boxing the Dog?’ he looked bemused.

Dorothy pointed at the television and increased the volume so he could hear the commentary. The scene in which the Pope’s hat was shot off was being played and replayed on an almost constant loop, in case viewers were just tuning in. Marco chucked when he saw it and turned back to Dorothy. 

‘Looks like Heston is saying hello to you, Boss,’ he remarked cheerfully. ‘The crazy fucker is some shot, isn’t he? Jimmy will be interested in this. I wonder if he’s seen it yet.’

‘Marco,’ Dorothy said earnestly. ‘Jack has to go to Italy to find Heston this evening, in case the crazy bastard shows up here looking for him. I know you’re mad busy today, but will you please ask Shelly to arrange a ticket and then help Jack with his packing. I’m terrified the sonuvabitch will arrive on the doorstep. I suspect he makes the Tinman appear emotionally stable and well rounded. I can’t handle it. What if he goes on a killing spree while he’s in town?’

‘No problem, Boss,’ Marco said soothingly, seeing how upset she was. ‘Let’s head down to the basement, bro. I’ll pack your clothes into the holdall, and you can fill your backpack. Martin will have to be patient a few minutes longer. Do you think you might need a suit seeing as how you’ll be in Italy?’

The head of security silently arose and looked down at Dorothy. ‘There’s no need for you to be scared, Boss,’ he said quietly. ‘I won’t let him hurt you.’

‘I’ve seen him, Jack,’ she whispered. ‘I didn’t know who it was at the time, but now I do. I don’t want him anywhere near me, and I hope the only contact you have with him after this visit is an annual exchange of Christmas cards.’

‘Wow,’ Marco muttered. ‘What’s he like, Boss?’

‘You can take it from me, Marco,’ Dorothy replied in a hard voice. ‘Heston Devereux is about as emotionally stable as a grenade with its pin pulled.’

Marco gestured with his head at Jack and the two men speedily left the nook. The stylist paused long enough to tell Martin there was a small crisis and he would be back in ten minutes. The florist said he would spend the time making a fancy salad, and urged haste. Marco and his soul mate left the kitchen at a run, and as they made their way down to the basement, Jack asked his friend, ‘Have you ever heard me talking in my sleep, bro?’

‘Lots of times. What’s a sit rep?’

‘It’s a situation report.’

‘You talk about them all the time and you use a shed load of military jargon. I don’t understand most of what you say. It’s like a totally different language. You’re obsessed by co-ordinates so you fucking are. I wouldn’t mind betting that’s the real reason Imogen dumped you. What normal woman would want to share a bed with you?’
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It had been seven days and Jack was still not home. Marco had received a number of texts and one call to say all was well and he might be back on Thursday although, thus far, this was the only contact. His continued absence and its unintended consequences were making Dorothy extremely uptight.

The attempted murder of the Bishop of Rome had been a five-day wonder. The world’s press was thrilled with the drama, and descended on the city in their droves so they could interview every expert within a thirty-mile radius of the Vatican.

The Swiss Guard were blaming the Vatican Police for the attempted homicide and vice versa, a situation which had the press nearly wetting themselves with ecstasy. Needless to say, nobody was any closer to solving the mystery of the unknown gunman, and no group had come forward to claim responsibility for the shooting.

One pundit even suggested it had all been a prank, although this theory could not have been shot down more effectively if hellfire from an Apache helicopter had been unleashed upon it. The cardinals, to a man, were convinced some fundamentalist nutcase was out to get their boss. Interest had begun to wane as other world events began to dominate, a development for which Dorothy was truly grateful as Mitregate, as it had become known, was becoming rather boring.

She rubbed at her chest in irritation. It was hardly surprising the Space Ache was acting up. Jack had gone to spend quality time with his partner, arguably one of the most dangerous assassins on the planet. Would he be tempted back to his old life? Was that the reason Heston wanted to talk to him? 

Perhaps Heston was ready to go back to work and wanted his trusty wingman alongside him. Dorothy clenched her fists at the very idea. Who did Heston Devereux think he was to be poaching her head of security? It made her furious just thinking about it. She tried hard to force her thoughts in a different direction, and was grateful when her phone rang. It was Bel with an invitation to lunch. Dorothy explained she had faithfully promised to visit Brother Damien at the shelter, ergo would not be able to make it without rushing around like a mad woman.

‘I have a meeting at the Tiger’s Roar tomorrow morning,’ she added. ‘Could meet up for lunch afterwards?’

As this alternative proposal suited Bel very well indeed, the necessary arrangements were speedily made. Things had settled down with the Kinsella boys since their mother unexpectedly scarpered off to Spain and abandoned them. As a result, Bel had been spending more time with the family and, since their return from holiday, Dorothy had scarcely laid eyes upon her. 

She was looking forward to catching up with her friend over lunch, and wondered if Jack would be home by then. In the meantime, she had to talk to Damien and also run her eye over the mission accounts. She trusted him, but Damien said he felt better for her having sight of the numbers, and she had stopped arguing with him a long time ago.

As per their usual routine, Marco drove Dorothy and Jive to the mission. She spent an hour listening to Brother Damien running through his plans for 2013, all the while trying not to let her thoughts drift away to be with the Tinman, wherever that might be. She eventually managed to escape from Damien and his income and expenditure statement, and left by the front door. 

Dorothy was mortified to see the queue for the lunchtime meal was already starting to form. A few of the folks standing in line called her name, having recognised her face from the papers. Not wanting to appear standoffish, she waved to them. Possibly taking this as a sign she was willing to interact, some of the crowd surged forward, even though one of the shelter volunteers working as a doorman did his best to hold them at bay. 

Jive moved in with their crowd control techniques, placing themselves firmly on either side of their boss and not hesitating to hold anyone back who they deemed to be getting too close to her.

Marco pulled the car up on the double yellow lines and, seeing that Jive were under pressure from the horde, jumped out to render assistance. As he reached the pavement, a number of voices called his name and he turned away so he could wave and call greetings to his admirers. In the brief window of opportunity afforded by Jive holding back the crowd and Marco waving to his fans, the attacker made his move. 

A man sprinted from the middle of the line and hurled himself at Dorothy with an upraised knife in his right hand. It happened so suddenly, she did not even have time to squeak. She was aware of him moving towards her at high speed, and equally aware there was not a force on earth fast enough to stop him.

I’m not even wearing my kevlar and I wish Jack was here, was her final thought before something moving faster than a speeding bullet threw himself between her and the knife-wielder. From Dorothy’s perspective, it looked as if Marco actually walked up the man’s body, tipping him over so that a second later he was lying prostrate on the ground. 

The stylist calmly stamped on the attacker’s wrist, until, with a howl of pain, the man released the knife. Using the toe of his shoe, Marco pushed the blade across to Jive, before kicking the man in the ribs a couple of times for good measure. Then he whipped out his cable ties and bound the attacker’s arms and legs in a cool and professional manner.

By now James had confiscated the knife, and Clive was hustling Dorothy into the back of the car. James and Marco picked up the perpetrator, and after a brief consultation with a horrified and embarrassed Brother Damien, deposited him in a small storeroom at the back of the shelter, where he could safely reside until the authorities came to collect him. Arranging with Damien to direct the Gardaí to Barns where they would give their statements, James and Marco ran back to the car and the group took off without further ado.

‘We’re heading to Barns, Boss,’ Marco casually addressed her over his shoulder as he drove down the street. ‘The Shades will meet us there and take our statements. Jimmy was dying to interrogate the bollocks in his best SAS style, but the chief would have killed us if we hadn’t gotten you away from there pronto, in case your man had a pal lurking. The Dublin traffic would have your heart broke so it fucking would. We’re less than ten minutes from Barns, but we’ll be in the car for at least twenty. It’d be quicker to run so it would.’

‘Marco, what was that?’ Dorothy wheezed, barely able to speak.

‘What do you mean?’ he sounded genuinely puzzled.

‘You sort of walked up him. What the fuck was that?’ she demanded.

He chuckled. ‘Oh that. That was Muay Thai. Jack taught me. As a matter of fact, he taught us all, although he says I have a natural flair for it.’ He sounded proud. ‘It’s a combat sport that originated in Thailand.’

Dorothy looked over at a grinning Clive.

‘Boys, I own about a thousand televisions,’ she said firmly. ‘I watch the Discovery Channel. I watch CNN. I’ve seen plenty of shows about those SEAL fellas. They walk under water with straw in their hair and black stuff painted on their faces. They carry big guns. They jump out of those Black Hawk helicopters. They shoot anybody who gets in their way. They grab the hard drives and laptops and any hot women who happen to be hanging around, then jump back into the Black Hawks and take off. At no point in the proceedings do they attempt any form of martial arts, or try to walk up the bad guys!’

‘I don’t think the Special Forces are in the habit of abducting hot women, Boss,’ Clive volunteered doubtfully, ‘maybe you shouldn’t watch Act of Valour when you’ve had a few drinks.’

‘It’s the only one he doesn’t shout at,’ she informed him coolly. ‘At least he only shouts five or six times during the movie, which is pretty good. Never mind Act of Valour, what else has he taught you?’ She sounded very shrill now.

‘Krav Maga,’ Marco replied in a small voice.

‘Explain!’

‘Krav Maga is the official self-defence system of the Israeli Defence Forces,’ Clive obligingly filled in the blanks. ‘Lots of law enforcement agencies use it. The Dog has his own version, of course. I don’t think any of us will be winning any official trophies or prizes the way we use it.’

‘If he ever shows his face again I am going to kill him,’ Dorothy hissed in fury. ‘We’re running a respectable security company and he’s teaching you martial arts. What else have you learned?’

‘Combat jujitsu, the girls are pretty good at that,’ Marco was more cheerful now. Don’t tell him I told you this, Boss, but he goes a bit easier on the women. We think he’s terrified they’re going to cry all over him or maybe start menstruating.’

To Dorothy’s surprise, Jive sniggered along with the chauffeur.

‘Oh, and close quarter combat, of course,’ Marco added as an afterthought. ‘That goes without saying. Jimbo is just about the best at that. We reckon those fellas from the Regiment might be nearly as tough as they’d like us all to believe.’

James gently clipped the driver around the ear.

In the back seat Dorothy groaned. ‘Restraint techniques. Conflict management. What happened to those things?’

‘We learn those things, Boss, as well as boxing,’ Marco explained kindly. ‘Clive is an excellent boxer. It’s just we also learn to inflict serious pain on our fellow man should the need arise. As it did today. I hardly ever get to use it outside Barns. Pretty cool huh?’

‘Marco!’ Dorothy sat bolt upright. ‘Did Jack teach you the chin jab?’

‘Now, Boss,’ the driver said plaintively. ‘Please don’t start obsessing about that again. What if he did? It’s not as if I’ve ever used it on a human being. Just some poxy mannequin yoke we have at Barns.’

‘Your man with the knife had it coming,’ Clive growled.

‘He certainly did,’ the chauffeur agreed. ‘I would have used it on the scrote as well, if not for the audience. The Shades would be only too delighted to throw my ass back into the slammer.’

‘I’m super-relieved you didn’t chin jab that man,’ Dorothy said firmly. ‘Marco, you were incredible. Thank you for saving my life.’ She realised how ungrateful she must appear. ‘I got a terrible fright when I saw you doing that crazy manoeuvre. Why does Jack always have to be so violent?’

‘Well, you see, Boss,’ the stylist replied quietly, ‘the Dog got a bit of shock when he turned up in Ireland. He wasn’t exactly expecting to find a leprechaun on every street corner, and curly headed tots herding sheep down O’Connell Street. At the same time, he wasn’t expecting to find himself living slap bang in the middle of a society where only the bad guys carry guns, and the rest of the population are expected to take their chances against them without any real means of defence. 

‘He can’t get over it. The reason he teaches us martial arts is so that when we come up against fellas with knives and guns, at least we stand some sort of chance against them. Not much of a chance. You can’t really argue with a Glock shoved in your face. But at least it provides us with some means of defending ourselves. The Dog says he’s very rusty and wouldn’t want to be put to the test by a martial arts expert, but it’s good enough training for us.’

Dorothy sat quietly and absorbed Marco’s words. ‘I wish he’d come home so I can shout at him,’ she eventually said in a small voice. ‘I hope he’s eating properly and staying out of trouble.’

Taking this as a sign the crisis had passed, her three companions heaved sighs of relief and relaxed.

‘I must get you something extra nice for your birthday, Marco,’ Dorothy was feeling considerably calmer now. ‘When is it by the way?’

‘Halloween, Boss, as if you didn’t know,’ he replied and, reaching into the inner pocket of his jacket, extracted a folded piece of paper. James passed it back and Dorothy unfolded it. She and Clive saw an image of a young man wearing a rather flamboyant jacket and scarf.

‘The state of yer man,’ Clive muttered.

‘It’s so you, Marco!’ Dorothy was delighted. ‘I’ll hold on to this if you don’t mind. I wouldn’t want to end up with the wrong thing. I wonder what Jack intends to get you.’

‘He’s promised me a good knife,’ Marco spoke with quiet pride. ‘He’s already ordered it from the same guy who made his. Aonghus is going to be pure jealous when he sees it, so he fucking is.’

‘Ah yes,’ Dorothy said thoughtfully, ‘who can forget the knife incident during Operation Handbags at Ten Paces. Let’s hope James doesn’t take a shine to your new toy and try to take it away from you.’

The result of these few innocent sentences was a heavy silence in the Mercedes. They had made slow progress from Bow Street due to the volume of traffic, and Marco now pulled the car over on Merchant’s Quay and parked illegally in a loading bay. He swivelled around in his seat to look at her. ‘You’re not supposed to know about that,’ he said severely.

‘Oops,’ she gave him her best smile.

In the seat next to her, Clive was glowering and James had also tensed.

‘Who squealed?’ the driver demanded.

‘I’d rather not say,’ she replied meekly.

‘Bet it was Dylan,’ Clive muttered.

‘It was not Dylan!’ Dorothy cried hotly. ‘If you must know, a young lady overheard some of you discussing the details at the barbeque. She was concerned somebody was going to get hurt so she came to see me. Naturally, I told her not to worry about it, and thanked her for bringing the matter to my attention. After that, it was easy to make sure I had full access to the live event. I never cease to marvel at how easy life can be when one has so many millions at one’s disposal.’

‘You mean to say,’ Marco looked thunderstruck by this, ‘that all the time we thought we had you fooled, you were going behind our backs and arranging to watch the fight at the palace?’

‘That’s an affirmative, bro,’ she deepened her voice. ‘You’re an amazing fighter. Needless to say, I bet on you to win, although Mum bet on Aonghus. She took a real fancy to him at the party. She was so upset he lost, she still talks about it. She also blames James for Aonghus losing his mojo.’

Marco opened and closed his mouth a few times. ‘You all watched it?’ he squeaked. ‘All the women you had in the house with you that day watched it live?’

‘That’s right. We drank way more vino than was good for us as well. We had to close our eyes during the really gory parts. It was a bit like watching a Bruce Willis movie, except you rarely see a gay man featured in one of those, never mind two of them doing their level best to murder each other. Talk about exciting. Mum kept screaming at the television, she was a sight to behold. When Dad came to collect her, she insisted he watch the whole thing from start to finish. He was most impressed by your antics, although he said it wasn’t suitable viewing for Diane and her friends.’

‘Did the girls enjoy it?’ Marco looked curious now.

‘Of course they did. I haven’t seen Diane and Emily so excited since their Debs ball. Becca developed a little crush on James when she saw him in his casual clothes.’

‘The fuck she did,’ Marco looked aghast. ‘That chick is only twenty-two.’

‘I said it was a crush,’ Dorothy frowned at him. ‘She has a new boyfriend now. I believe he’s twenty-five and is currently working towards a PhD in microbiology. I don’t think we need fear for her future emotional wellbeing.’

Marco exhaled long and hard and said, ‘I told the Dog we had you fooled. He said maybe you were in the dark and maybe you weren’t, and to carry on as if you didn’t know anything. I don’t mind telling you, Boss, I’m feeling a little betrayed right now.’

‘Sorry,’ she replied meekly.

‘You’re a very annoying woman, Boss,’ he injected a note of harshness into his voice.

‘My bad.’

‘Did you know about Operation Transwarp Beaming before we left for London?’ he demanded.

‘Of course not! I was totally blindsided by that. I almost had a heart attack when I saw the four of you and your antics on my television screen. I’ve never witnessed such appalling behaviour. I don’t know why I keep such unstable men in my employ.’

Marco relaxed when he heard this. ‘It’s because you love us, Boss,’ he told her cheerfully, then turned back to start the


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ELLA CARMICHAEL





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





