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IT WAS AN EXQUISITE summer’s day. From his vantage point on the cliff, the young man watched the flotilla of small craft making their way out to sea. It looked as if every vessel for miles around had been commandeered for the search. The Great Dane sitting by his heels woofed at a seagull that dared to land too close.

His master absentmindedly patted the dog’s head, his eyes never leaving the activity taking place in and around the ocean. There was a crowd mingling on the beach, although he was unable to make them out from this distance. 

He put his hand into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a small spyglass he had borrowed from his friend for the occasion. He would like to keep it since it was a vintage piece made by Dollands of London, but would be unable to do so as it was of sentimental value to the other man, and would have to be returned in due course.

The young man extended the gadget and placed it against his right eye. Then he adjusted the focus and aimed the implement at the crowd of individuals assembled on the beach below. His attention was immediately drawn to a group of three men standing close together without touching.

The younger and older of the group were almost identical, and could not have been anything other than father and son. They stared out to sea, their blue eyes fixed on the flotilla of craft, their jaws clenched in something that might have been grief, or possibly even anguish.

The third man looked nothing like the other two and was nowhere near as stoic. He chewed on his lower lip and appeared to be on the verge of tears. The young man scanned the area for other familiar faces but found none. After spending another minute viewing the body language of the trio below him, he slowly lowered the spyglass and addressed the dog with, ‘So far, so good, boy. Shall we see if we can find you a rabbit to chase?’

The dog woofed in agreement and the duo turned their backs on the chaotic scenes playing out below them and ambled away. As he walked, the young man scratched at the bristles on his chin. It was a warm time of year to grow a beard, nonetheless he was determined to persevere with the experiment. There was nothing to prevent him shaving it off if it proved too irritating.
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THE MAN WHO HAD BEEN masquerading as Horace Johnson for a decade gestured towards the kitchen table. ‘Perhaps you’d care to take a seat while I prepare the tea,’ he said in a voice that was not his own. At least, it was not the voice Simone and Dorothy were used to hearing. He spoke in clipped, precise accents and sounded very like James. This suggestion was greeted by a heavy silence which Marco chose to break.

‘Nelson’s dead,’ he said to nobody in particular. ‘He bought the farm years ago in a tragic boating accident. Jimbo, have you and this hairy dude been on the wacky backy?’

‘My brother faked his own death,’ James spoke through tight lips. ‘He’s been here all the time. Safe and well, not in the least bit dead, and living next door to none other than D-Ly.’

Clive cleared his throat, shuffled his feet and gave Dorothy a meaningful glance.

‘Perhaps we should do as Horace suggests and sit down so we can discuss the situation like grown-ups,’ she suggested brightly. ‘Shall I make the tea?’

‘There’s no need,’ Horace told her gravely. ‘Please take a seat and give me a minute.’

As he began to transfer mugs, cutlery, and a stainless steel jug of milk to the table, Dorothy slowly removed her coat and allowed Clive to hang it on the back of the door. Seeing her friend was all set to stay for a while, and experiencing a combination of shock and excitement at this latest development, Simone followed suit.

She was tempted to fire off a text to Charlie, but due to the incredibly sombre atmosphere that prevailed, thought better of it and reluctantly dropped her phone back into her bag before handing her jacket to Clive. She cheered herself with the thought there would be time aplenty to divulge the latest gossip when she got back to Howth. Whiskey Tango Foxtrot.

Looking severe, Marco and Clive removed their jackets and hung them on the back of their chairs. Not quite sure where to sit, Dorothy took a seat next to Simone with her back to the door. Marco grabbed the chair at the end of the table near the dresser, leaving two seats near the fire for Jive.

As soon as Horace had laid the table to his satisfaction and put the teapot sitting on its trivet, he took his own place opposite Marco. He cast a sidelong glance at his brother, who remained mute. A pale faced James hung his head and chewed on his lower lip. Dorothy kicked Clive under the table to get his attention. He knew what she expected of him and silently cursed her.

‘Nelson, you might be interested to know you’ve never officially been declared dead,’ he spoke in his best police inspector voice. ‘Naturally there was an inquest, although the verdict was left open for the requisite seven years.’

‘Why was I not declared dead three years ago?’ Horace looked puzzled.

‘Because your mother refused to allow it,’ Clive told him with a hard edge to his voice. ‘She said she wouldn’t believe it until she saw your body. Said you were too good a sailor to have been washed overboard, and too good a swimmer to have drowned. She believed in you. With good reason it would seem.’

‘Mummy was always jolly fond of me,’ Horace cleared his throat and looked at Simone. ‘It’s good to see you, Si,’ he smiled at her. ‘How is Australia suiting you?’

‘Very well, thank you,’ Simone blinked at him in astonishment. ‘I have a partner now and a baby.’

‘That’s excellent,’ his smile widened. ‘Do you mind my asking whether your partner is a man or a woman?’

‘A woman,’ Simone’s jaw dropped. ‘You knew?’

‘I saw quite a lot of you prior to your departure for the antipodes,’ he explained gently. ‘Believe me, you had my deepest sympathy. Difficile est longum subito deponere amorem.’

‘What does that mean?’ she sounded a little teary.

‘It is difficult to suddenly give up a long love.’

‘I met Charlie about three months after I moved,’ Simone told him. ‘I fell madly in love with her and was able to let Dottie go. At least at a romantic level. But I couldn’t get past the shame I felt, which is why I didn’t come back to visit for so long. Things are much better between us now, although every once in a while Dottie makes a really mean comment. It’s my punishment for being so dishonest and such a crap friend.’

‘So you have salvaged the relationship?’ he looked interested.

‘Of course we have,’ Dorothy butted it. ‘I’m practicing forgiveness, and Si is practicing not being such a dumbass, lanky bitch dyke. It’s working out well for us.’

‘Lucky,’ Horace murmured.

There was an uncomfortable silence which Simone did her best to fill by pouring out the tea. Even though nobody had the stomach for it, they dispensed varying amounts of milk and sugar then stirred their mugs as if they could not wait to sample the brew. Horace spent a full minute stirring his own drink, all the while staring down into his chipped blue mug. When he eventually raised his head, he found Dorothy’s eyes riveted upon him.

‘How long have you been aware of the truth?’ he asked her.

‘Only since last Friday. I heard your brother reading from the newspaper. It helped that he was sitting behind a purple tea cosy at the time. The scales fell from my eyes like your man from the bible.’

‘Dottie, how does the reading thing fit in?’ Simone looked puzzled.

Clive pulled his phone out of his pocket and brought up the novel he had recently downloaded. He handed the gadget to Horace. ‘Read that,’ he ordered curtly.

Horace did not seem at all put out by this abruptness and pointed towards the dresser.

‘Please hand me my spectacles,’ he looked straight at Marco.

The driver swivelled around and took them from the dresser. He handed them to Dorothy, who passed them to Simone, who passed them to Horace. He balanced them on his nose, bent his head over the phone and began to read. 

‘He was gone in a moment. His many-angled form sank into the darkness of the flinty tunnel, as swiftly as ever a schoolboy vanished, when that form became too conspicuous. Thyatira heaved a deep sigh, and sat down in the many-railed beechen chair at the head of her cruelly vacant table. She began to count the empty dishes, and with less than her usual charity mused upon the voracity of man. But her heart was kind, and the tear she wiped away was not wholly of selfish tincture.’

Horace lowered the phone again and looked at Clive. ‘Have you been a fan of R.D Blackmore for long?’ he enquired politely.

‘It’s uncanny,’ Clive ignored the question. ‘When you read, it’s like listening to Jimmy. Still a bit spooky the way you put it together though, Boss,’ he looked at her.

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Spooky just about sums it up. Welcome to my life.’

‘Were you not suspicious when I showed you his photograph and told you the story?’ James frowned.

‘I might have put two and two together if you had described your brother more accurately,’ Dorothy reprimanded her protection officer with her eyes. ‘When Marco asked you what sort of man Nelson was, you told us he was a sailing freak and a demon on the polo field. I’ve never seen Horace as much as touch a horse or set foot on a boat. You never mentioned anything about him being a chess nut, or about his proficiency at languages.

‘You also failed to mention his interest in classical music, his skill at the guitar, his aptitude at gardening, his love of nature, his artistic abilities, his rather peculiar habit of jotting down poems in whatever language he’s thinking in that day, his obsession with Latin, or the fact he’s a genius woodcarver. The man you described to me that day in London in no way resembled the Horace Johnson I knew. Even without the beard, I’m not certain I would have recognised him.’

James was clearly flabbergasted by this speech. ‘You haven’t been sailing or sat on a horse for a decade?’ he addressed his brother.

‘I’ve been flying below radar,’ Horace replied gravely. ‘Giving up those pursuits was a small price to pay for my independence. I’ve never regretted it.’

‘Were you not tempted to say something on the day of Liam’s funeral?’ James enquired in acute exasperation. ‘You were standing three bloody feet away from me, yet you never uttered one damn word. What sort of freak are you?’

‘I got the shock of my life when I saw you that day,’ Horace admitted. ‘I almost blurted something out as you approached. When it dawned upon me you thought I was a tramp, and had no clue as to my true identity, I decided to hold my tongue. I won’t pretend it hasn’t been strange for me knowing you only live a few miles away and your job is taking care of Dorothy. Well done on that Mayfair thing by the way. I read about it with great interest. I’m grateful she has you watching over her.’ Horace unexpectedly extended his arm and patted his brother on the shoulder.

‘What Mayfair thing?’ Simone enquired.

‘James shot a sniper who was after me,’ Dorothy told her. ‘He took out another one during the week I spent in France. They were hired by Declan before he realised the implications of the will being destroyed.’

‘That’s what he meant when he said he ran out of money and gunmen,’ Simone’s eyes were wide with shock. ‘I’ve seen the video three times, although I was too scared to ask Jack what Declan was talking about. Now I get it. Declan sent two snipers after you, and James took them out before they could hurt you. Way to go, Jimmy.’

This minor monologue triggered something inside Horace. He sounded croaky when he said, ‘Do you mean to say there’s some sort of recording of Declan’s final moments?’

‘In all its gory detail,’ Clive replied. ‘His head getting blown off has been captured for posterity.’

‘Did he suffer?’ Nelson demanded eagerly.

‘The bastard never knew what hit him,’ James replied woodenly. ‘If not for the fact that Roy managed to stick him with a blade during his final moments, the most he would have suffered was a slight sniffle because the house was so fecking cold.’

Horace groaned. ‘I was hoping you might have gotten your hands on him for a few minutes,’ he told his brother. ‘I can’t believe the rotter got off so lightly. Is it true you have an alibi, Dam? The coppers aren’t trying to pin his death on you, are they?’

‘I’m in the clear,’ his sibling replied. ‘Although I had to come clean with the governor and Lance about the Mayfair Incident. They’re my alibi for that weekend. They never let me out of their sight. At least that’s what they told the lads from Scotland Yard who came knocking on the door of Little Badger a couple of days ago. The governor gave them what for and sent them on their way. Lance says his performance was impressive.’

‘What about the French fellow?’ Horace fixed his brother with something akin to a glare. ‘Have the Direction Centrale de la Police Judiciaire expressed an interest in you?’

He spoke the words like a French native and Simone elbowed Dorothy gently in the side. James sighed heavily and cast a surreptitious glance in Marco’s direction. The driver remained motionless and mute, his eyes fixed firmly on Horace’s face.

‘There is not a jot of evidence to suggest any sniper was sent after the boss during our sojourn in France,’ James told his brother. ‘Some rather annoying froggie chaps asked a number of probing questions. It was obvious they were merely going through the motions, and it didn’t take us long to shake them off. The boss didn’t even bother to call in the lawyers. One chap even had the gall to hit on Shelly. Damned unprofessional feckers. Coming over here with their continental accents and putting the moves on our womenfolk.’

Horace regarded his brother in admiration. ‘Good show, old man. Two of the dirty bastards no less.’

‘Thanks,’ James looked stunned. ‘How did you know it was me?’

Horace unexpectedly chuckled and said, ‘After the shooting at the funeral, I guessed Dorothy was attempting to keep certain aspects of her stalker situation quiet. I stumbled across a report about a mysterious death that took place in London while she was staying there. By then I knew you were on her staff, ergo it didn’t take me long to put two and two together. I have absolute faith in your ability to bring down any sniper, Damerel.’

‘Thank you,’ James sounded bemused.

‘As a matter of interest, did you manage to lose a game of chess to the governor?’ Horace regarded his brother with amusement. ‘I can’t tell you how fascinated I was when Dorothy explained your intentions. Was the experiment a success?’

‘That was you,’ James was rocked to the core. ‘You’re the fellow who sent the notes that day. You’re a fucking genius.’

‘Did it work?’ Horace enquired eagerly. ‘Does he like you a little better now he’s managed to beat you at something? Seriously, Dam, you left it long enough.’

‘You knew?’ James gawked at his brother. ‘You knew that was the reason he didn’t like me?’

‘One hardly needs a PhD in clinical psychology to work out something like that,’ Horace frowned in puzzlement. ‘I assumed you knew but didn’t care. It never crossed my mind to interfere because I’ve always admired your robustness. I deliberately never mentioned to him I was one of the youngest ever Cambridge chess masters, because I knew it would gall the old duffer. So, are relations between you better now?’

‘They’re vastly improved,’ James shook his head in wonderment and suddenly sounded and looked exhausted. ‘Nellie, I don’t understand. Why didn’t you just say no to Lance and the governor? You had your own money. You could have gone anywhere or done anything. Why did you take such drastic measures?’

‘I’m not like you, Dam,’ Horace replied quietly. ‘I’m not good at confrontation. I tried saying no to the governor and it was as if he couldn’t hear me. I tried explaining my feelings to him, but every time we had a conversation, it invariably ended the same way. He told me it was time to start making my way in the world, and the best way to do that was to go and work at the company for a couple of years.

‘He behaved as if he was doing me a favour by setting me up with that loathsome job and providing me with my own office. After a few weeks of being steamrolled, I began to wonder if he could actually see me. I suspected I might be invisible to him. Then I began to wonder if anybody would notice if I truly was invisible. What if there was no more Nelson? That’s when I began to seriously consider the idea of taking off into the blue yonder.’

‘Was it your idea to fake your death?’ Clive asked.

‘No, that was Alex. She said missing persons tended to create an inordinate amount of publicity, but if everybody assumed I was dead, they wouldn’t look for me. She’s a very clever woman. Married to Bertie now, of course, with two children. They write to me twice a year and send me a Christmas card. Since Dorothy gave me an iPad, we’ve even exchanged a couple of emails. They’re delighted I’ve embraced twenty-first century technology at last.’

‘Bertie married Alex,’ James looked stupefied. ‘She was the mastermind behind the whole thing. That had us stumped,’ he explained to the rest of the table. ‘At the time, Lance hypothesised that Nelson’s disappearance might be some sort of prank, but the rest of us disagreed with him. Nellie might be fluent in Ancient Greek, but a criminal mastermind he ain’t. Alex and Bertie handled the whole thing, and presumably received their fair share of the loot for their efforts.’

‘I gave them a reasonable percentage,’ Horace shrugged it off. ‘Back then, it seemed like riches, and I thought nothing of giving them a chunk which would enable them to start a new life. Alas, I was never financially savvy, and failed to anticipate how I would need to make the funds stretch over the years. I used the bulk of it to buy this cottage and make improvements. I was quite well off in the early days, and spent a considerable sum on the garden. But the cost of living in Ireland is horrendous, and I used up the last few pounds from my trust fund about four years ago.’

‘In that case, how the fuck have you been earning a living?’ James was clearly bewildered by these disclosures.

‘I have a number of clients who partake of my services,’ his brother replied equably. ‘I teach guitar to four promising students, and I have six regulars for my gardening services.’

‘You’re a gardener,’ James reeled with shock.

‘Tell him the rest,’ Dorothy urged. ‘Between February and May every year, he’s in big demand for language grinds, and he also works for a publishing company as a narrator for their audio books. Every now and again he makes a piece of custom furniture for a client, and the income from that keeps him going for months. Lately he’s become a manufacturer of pet coffins. He tried weaving human coffins for a while, but that’s a much harder business to break into.’

‘Since Dorothy won the money, she regularly sends me cash,’ Horace explained to his astounded brother. ‘When she lived here, she used to keep me fed. I never appreciated her cooking until it was whisked away from me. I never valued her enough when I had her.’

‘Now don’t start getting all maudlin,’ Dorothy scolded gently. ‘The most I’ve even given you is a few hundred euro. You make it sound as if I call by here every week with bags of cash.’

‘The boss used to make dinner for you?’ James was incredulous.

‘I never realised how much food she used to provide until it was no longer there,’ Horace admitted sheepishly. ‘I really miss Dorothy and her cooking.’

Simone giggled and Dorothy joined in.

‘He’d remind you of Jack,’ Simone chortled. ‘Obsessed by food.’

‘Now we’re in possession of more facts, the case has become clearer,’ Clive frowned at the women. ‘But one thing I still don’t understand, Boss, is why you waited five days before you made your move.’

‘I wasn’t sure what to do for the best,’ Dorothy confessed. ‘Horace is a grown man. He knows where his family are, and there’s nothing to stop him contacting them any time he chooses to do so. Who am I to force his hand? I thought it best to give the situation serious consideration instead of rushing over here half-cocked.’

Clive frowned. ‘Boss, do you mean to say you were tempted not to say a word to Jimmy?’ he sounded shocked.

‘I was sorely tempted,’ she admitted. ‘Horace, or rather, Nelson, has had ten years to resolve this situation and has chosen not to do so. Furthermore, he has known since Liam’s funeral that his brother is in my employ, yet took the decision to continue avoiding him. Much as I sympathise with James and his family, I have a long history with Nelson, and would not have betrayed him so casually if circumstances had not forced my hand.’

‘Wow,’ Simone said. ‘That was quite a mouthful, Dottie. What the hell does it all mean?’

‘Yes, Dorothy,’ Horace frowned slightly. ‘What do you mean? Why exactly are you here, if not to reconcile me with Damerel?’

‘Who the fuck is Damerel?’ Simone hissed.

‘That’s what James is called within his family,’ Clive told her. ‘That’s Nellie,’ he pointed at Horace.

‘I’m glad my dad’s not an earl if you’re expected to have two names,’ Simone grumbled. 

‘Why are you here?’ Horace persisted, ignoring Simone’s comments.

‘Surely you can’t be that obtuse,’ Dorothy unexpectedly rounded on him. ‘I’m here to bring you back to Howth. Diane has barely eaten, spoken or slept since this nightmare with Declan, and you might be the only one who can help her. She needs you, Horace.’

He hung his head in a gesture of shame. ‘I’m sorry, Dorothy,’ he said apologetically. ‘I can’t help you.’

‘Are you sure about this, Dottie?’ Simone enquired warily. ‘He broke the girl’s heart. She’s unlikely to welcome him with open arms. Maybe you should leave well alone.’

‘What do you mean, he broke her heart?’ Clive unexpectedly growled. ‘Did Diane have a relationship with this fella?’

‘It was nothing like that,’ Simone jumped in hastily. ‘There was no relationship as such. Di fell for Horace when he was tutoring her in English. When she tried to take things to the next level, he rejected her. She was only eighteen at the time, so naturally enough she was devastated for a few weeks, but then she started college and put her life back together. No biggie. Personally, I don’t think she needs reminding of that period in her life, and I wish Dottie had discussed this with me beforehand. Surely the knowledge that her own father hated her enough to plan her murder is plenty for the poor kid to be dealing with right now, without bringing home yet another reminder of how unlovable she is.’

Dorothy watched Horace’s face throughout Simone’s little rant. ‘Now do you understand why I need you?’ she asked.
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HORACE GROANED LOUDLY and buried his face in his hands. He began to rock back and forwards. Sensing his master was in distress, Trotsky came padding over to investigate. He nudged Horace with his head but received no response. Looking woebegone, he sat on his haunches and began to whine. This stirred James in a way nothing else seemed to. He raised his head from contemplation of his mug and poked his brother in the arm.

‘Buck up, Nellie,’ he said sternly. ‘You’re upsetting Trotsky.’

‘Sorry, old chap,’ Horace instantly ceased rocking and instead stroked the dog’s head. ‘Why don’t you go and fetch your hat?’

The pooch wagged his few inches of tail and shot off like a puppy.

‘Please excuse Trotsky,’ Horace addressed the assembled group. ‘He gets upset whenever he hears Diane’s name mentioned.’

Before any of them could enquire further into this, Trotsky was back with something in a shade of dusky pink clamped between his jaws. He dropped the item onto his master’s lap and sat down on his haunches looking eager. Horace gently pulled the hat over the dog’s right ear. Trotsky put his head on one side and seemed to be inviting the guests to admire his head attire.

‘That’s one of Diane’s beanies,’ Simone said. ‘I was with her the day she bought it. She has a matching one in green.’

‘Yes,’ Horace nodded as if it was the most natural thing in the world for his pooch to be wearing it. ‘Trotsky misses her a lot.’ He turned to the dog. ‘Why don’t you put it away safely, old man,’ he suggested kindly. ‘You don’t want anything to go amiss with it.’

The dog lowered his head and the hat fell onto the floor. He picked it up with his teeth and trotted off again, presumably to stow it safely away. Simone eyed Dorothy out of the corner of her eye, but her friend’s gaze remained firmly riveted to the hairy man at the end of the table. She decided to keep schtum for another minute and see how things panned out. Dorothy had other ideas.

‘Simone,’ she said quietly, ‘do you remember the day we discovered Diane’s feelings for Horace? The day after his twenty-ninth birthday?’

Simone snorted. ‘I’m hardly likely to forget it,’ she said harshly. ‘What a Charlie Foxtrot.’

‘Why don’t you tell us about it,’ Dorothy suggested gently. ‘I think it will help to clear things up if the men understand precisely what occurred that day.’

‘Okay,’ Simone shifted uncomfortably, ‘although I want it on record that I’m doing this under duress. In my opinion, we should let sleeping dogs lie. There’s no reasoning with Dottie when she’s in one of her crazy moods. Quite frankly, I don’t know how any of you can tolerate working for her.’

She stared hard at the men, challenging them to argue. They remained silent and she saw she was not going to get a rise out of them.

‘Fine,’ she muttered rebelliously. ‘Why not lay it all bare while we’re sitting here so cosy? When Diane was younger, Horace used to tutor her in chess. When she turned eighteen, he started giving her grinds in English and modern languages as well. She used to spend a lot of time over here, but neither Dottie nor I ever suspected anything was going on between them.

‘For starters, Horace is ten years older than Di, and, no offence intended, he’s not exactly a pin-up. Diane was always attracted to clean-cut, high achieving types, and she had a lovely boyfriend called Matthew at the time, who was perfect for her. There was no reason for us to worry, or so we thought. About a month before the Leaving Cert exams, Horace turned twenty-nine. Dottie was at work all day so she didn’t see him, but the next morning he showed up on her doorstep looking as if he’d seen a ghost. He told her Diane had offered herself to him as his birthday present. She wanted him to be her first.’

‘Lord a mercy,’ Clive mumbled on the other side of the table.

‘Yes,’ Simone nodded at the protection officer emphatically. ‘To be perfectly honest, I was quite surprised she managed to hang on to her virginity for so long. She was almost nineteen years old at the time. Especially as Josh lost his so young.’

‘That might be a story for another day,’ Dorothy cut in.

‘Sorry,’ Simone said apologetically. ‘Horace let Diane down as gently as possible and as soon as the coast was clear he went rushing over to throw himself on Dottie’s mercy and beg for help. At first, Dottie thought he might be winding her up. Worse still, she was worried Diane might be playing a cruel joke on the guy. Don’t forget the girl was in a relationship with the captain of the chess club, and seemed blissfully happy with the boy.

‘Initially, Dottie didn’t take what Horace was saying too seriously and, after he calmed down, she promised to sort it out and sent him home. Diane was out with Emily at the time. When she got back, Dottie sat her down and told her they had to have a serious chat about playing games with other people’s emotions. She told Diane she knew all about what she had been up to with Horace.’

Simone paused and stared down into the dregs of her tea. ‘I can’t believe you’re forcing me to repeat all this, Dottie,’ she said without looking at her friend. ‘It’s not right. I’m clearing this table.’

She abruptly stood up and spent a minute transferring the empty mugs and cutlery to the worktop near the sink. Then she removed the teapot and trivet and gave the table a quick wipe with a scrap of cloth. Nobody spoke or moved while she did this, and she resigned herself to the fact she could delay no longer. She reclaimed her place next to her friend and took up the sad tale where she had previously left off.

‘Instead of Diane denying any of it, or admitting she had played a nasty prank on Horace, she was pleased to hear her mother wanted to chat about it.’

‘She was?’ Clive looked puzzled.

‘Oh, yes,’ Simone sounded bitter. ‘She informed Dottie that herself and Horace were in love. She said he was being coy about the whole thing because of the age gap, and because he had some weird notion that everybody would disapprove of their relationship. Diane assured her mum that Horace wanted nothing more than to marry her.’

‘The fuck,’ from Clive.

‘Dottie got a terrible shock,’ Simone watched the Welshman. ‘She called and asked me to come straight over. Fortunately, I was working nearby that day so I got here pretty sharpish. She explained the situation and asked me to talk to Diane. The three of us sat down and I tried to explain to Di that she had made a mistake. I told her Horace wasn’t in love with her. I assured her he had no desire to marry her, and he certainly didn’t want to be the beneficiary of her virginity. She refused to believe us. Dottie and I were at our wit’s end. 

‘Then Dottie had the brainwave of describing the terrible state Horace was in over the whole episode. She explained to Di that he had been over to see her and begged for her help. When Diane heard this, she was confused. Why would Horace ask her mother for help with getting rid of her? He loved her. In point of fact, he adored her. He was her future husband and the father of her children. Why would he go running to her own mother just because she was trying to move things along between them? She was almost nineteen and he was twenty-nine. Did I mention Diane decided they couldn’t wait forever, and chose his birthday as a way of giving Horace a little nudge?’

‘But when she heard he’d been over to tell the boss what occurred, she began to have her doubts,’ Clive guessed.

‘That’s exactly it,’ Simone sighed. ‘The rot began to set in and she realised she had misconstrued their friendship as something very different. We explained to her it’s the easiest thing in the world to misread that sort of situation. We assured her people do it every day of the week, and there was no need to blame herself for getting it so wrong. But the damage was done.’

‘We watched her heart breaking,’ Dorothy spoke in a dead voice. ‘I never thought I’d ever see that happening. You expect your children to have to suffer through certain events in their lives, and you understand you can’t protect them forever, but I actually witnessed my baby’s heart breaking that day. It was as if she shattered like a mirror in front of my very eyes.’

‘She withdrew into herself,’ Simone fought back a tear, ‘very like she’s doing right now. She hardly spoke for days and refused to leave her room. We were at our wit’s end again, but then Dottie had another brainwave.’

‘I promised her she would never have to see Horace again if she pulled herself together and got her life back on track,’ Dorothy told them sorrowfully. ‘I raided the college fund and rented an apartment for the twins in Santry. They left Shankill without Diane and Horace ever coming face to face again. She hardly came back to visit, and when she did, she was jumpy and couldn’t relax. It began to affect our relationship. 

‘At Christmas, she begged me to sell the house and move away from the area, but I was worried about getting into debt. I promised her I would think about it, but I honestly didn’t feel at all comfortable about trying to carve out a life for myself away from here. Two weeks later, along came the lottery and I took it as a sign I should move. The first thing I did on the day I collected my winnings was draw out some cash for Horace, and the second thing I did was make an offer on Falcon. I knew Horace would be disappointed when he heard I was leaving the area, and hoped the money might go some way towards cheering him up.’

‘That’s how you could afford to glaze the back wall,’ James addressed his brother directly. ‘The boss gave you some of her winnings.’

Horace’s eyes were boring holes in Dorothy’s face and he ignored his sibling. ‘Why are you telling us all this?’ he asked croakily.

‘You know why, you hairy sonuvabitch,’ she replied calmly.

‘I’m not sure he does, Dottie,’ Simone said doubtfully. ‘I’m not sure any of us do.’

Dorothy pointed a finger at Horace which had a brightly polished blue nail on the tip. ‘The not-so-honourable Nelson Kirwan-Taylor knows,’ she said in a hard voice. ‘If he’s man enough to admit the truth.’

‘What’s going on, Nellie?’ James poked his brother in the arm. ‘Tell the truth and shame the devil, as Nanny used to say.’

‘I can’t talk about it, Dam,’ Horace replied pitifully.

‘Did you hurt the girl?’ James suddenly looked worried. ‘Physically I mean. Did you force her?’

A great roaring bear of a creature came up out of his chair and grabbed James by the neck. Horace threw his brother onto the kitchen table and wrapped his hands around his throat. Simone gasped with horror and jumped to her feet, knocking over her chair. Clive also stood up, minus any of the drama. Marco and Dorothy remained seated and watched the brothers impassively.

‘Don’t you dare come into my house, Damerel Kirwan-Taylor,’ Horace roared at his brother, ‘and accuse me of raping my angel girl. Who the fuck do you think you are, you sick fuck?’

‘Don’t hurt him, Clive!’ Dorothy said sharply.

‘Let your brother go and put your arse back on that chair or I’m going to beat the living crap out of you,’ Clive gave Horace an unflinching look. ‘The only reason you’re not writhing in agony right now is because of your family connections. Cease and desist. Try to remember you’re not confrontational.’

Horace slowly released James and reclaimed his seat. Clive assisted his friend off the table. James rubbed his neck and regarded his brother ruefully. ‘Good to know you still have the same beastly temper, old man,’ he sounded amused. ‘What the fuck was that all about?’

‘You as good as accused him of raping Diane,’ Simone said sharply. ‘Oh my God!’

‘What?’ James looked at her. ‘What’s oh my God? What’s going on?’

Simone’s right fist unexpectedly shot out and caught Horace a smack in the jaw. ‘You sonuvabitch,’ she hissed. ‘You broke her heart for nothing.’

‘You need to work on that right hook,’ James told her. ‘He didn’t even blink. What was for nothing? I’m confused.’

‘It was all true,’ Simone hung her head and groaned. ‘He was madly in love with her. He wanted to marry her and be the father of her children. He totally desired her as a woman and wanted to be her first. He was holding back because he thought he wasn’t good enough for her, and was afraid of all the opposition to the relationship. Everything Di told us that day was correct. We spent two hours convincing the girl to believe a pack of lies.’

‘We really put our backs into it,’ Dorothy nodded in agreement. ‘We were so convincing, she fell for it. She believed us when we said he didn’t love her, but of course it wasn’t true. He was madly in love with her and would have married her in a heartbeat. Wouldn’t you Horace?’

He hung his head in shame and nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said hoarsely. ‘She’s the only girl I’ve ever loved. You see, for a long time I believed I was alone in my madness,’ he raised his head again so they could see his face. 

‘There was never really a time when I didn’t love her, and as she grew older, I began to fantasise about us settling down and spending the rest of our lives together. As you so rightly point out, I’m not much of a catch, and never expected her to return my feelings. I was hoping to enjoy a few more years of her company before I had to let her go completely. Imagine my shock when she announced one day she was well aware of how I felt about her, and told me my feelings were reciprocated. She laughed at me. She said when we were married, I would have to keep my hair under some sort of control because she wouldn’t want everyone to think her husband was some sort of wild beast.’

‘Good Lord,’ James regarded his sibling in shock.

‘Why didn’t you go for it?’ Clive was puzzled. ‘You’re the son of an earl for feck sake.’

‘Diane was unaware of that salient fact,’ Horace replied sadly. ‘And I hadn’t thought about that part of my life for many years. I don’t think about Nelson for months at a time. In many ways, he has been as dead to me these past ten years as he has to the rest of the family. There was never any question of approaching the governor and throwing myself on his mercy so I could marry Diane. The notion never as much as crossed my mind. 

‘I had nothing to offer the girl, and was not prepared to watch her life being destroyed by her association with me. Besides, she was far too young to know her own mind. Therefore, I let her go. I went to see Dorothy and asked for her assistance. I didn’t tell her my true feelings, of course, because at the time it seemed to be the wisest course of action.’

‘Wuss,’ Clive muttered.

‘You don’t think about us?’ James looked taken aback by this admission.

‘Not for many years,’ Horace replied gently. ‘Until I saw you at Liam’s funeral that day, I had almost forgotten I ever had a brother called Damerel.’

‘It kind of makes sense when he explains it like that,’ Simone said begrudgingly. ‘I can sort of understand he felt that Di was too young and would be throwing herself away on him.’

‘Yes, it sort of makes sense,’ Dorothy agreed sadly. ‘Tell me this, Nelson, if you could turn the clock back and return to that fateful day in May 2010, would you do anything differently?’

To their combined astonishment, a fat tear escaped from Horace’s eye and rolled down his cheek. He dashed it away impatiently. ‘Always been a tad wet,’ he explained apologetically. ‘It used to drive the governor nuts.’

‘What would you do differently?’ Simone rubbed his arm compassionately.

‘Everything,’ he gave an almighty sniff. ‘I would have whisked her off and married her before she had time to change her mind and discover she didn’t love me after all. I’d be D-Ly’s son-in-law now if I had followed my heart and not been such a wuss. You see I made the mistake of assuming I would get a second chance. I hoped when she got a little older and knew her own mind better we might be able to forge some sort of relationship. It never crossed my mind that she would walk away from me without looking back even once. I was a complete and utter fool, and I’ve paid a heavy price for my ineptitude. I blew my one chance at happiness and I only have myself to blame.’

‘How long have you been aware of the truth, Dottie?’ Simone was looking a little teary eyed herself.

‘I visited Horace here on the night I collected my winnings,’ her friend replied. ‘I used to blame him for the twins leaving. It was hard for me to forgive him for hurting Diane, even though I knew he didn’t mean to do it. I felt sorry for him because I used to believe he had worked as a teacher and lost his career over a scandal. I assumed that was the reason he was so freaked out over Diane’s infatuation with him, because it brought back all the trauma associated with that time in his life. It just goes to show how easy it is to invent a story about somebody and tweak the facts to fit your invention. Anyway, I came around that night to tell him that I was leaving Shankill and give him the money and I saw the chair.’

‘What chair?’ Simone frowned.

‘There’s a rocking chair on the other side of the fireplace,’ James told her. ‘It’s tiny.’

‘He designed it to suit her measurements,’ Dorothy said. ‘As soon as I laid eyes on that rocker, I knew something wasn’t right. I sent the inscription off to Josh and asked him to translate it.’

‘There’s a Latin sentence carved into the back,’ James explained to a confused Simone.

‘What does it say?’ she sounded impatient.

‘A home and a pleasing wife,’ James replied in a hollow voice. ‘Roy texted me the translation earlier. I assumed Nellie had fallen for the boss, but clearly I was mistaken.’

‘You knew he hadn’t made the chair for you,’ Simone looked at Dorothy, who shrugged.

‘Horace and I go way back,’ she sighed. ‘He’s been a good friend to me over the years, and quite frankly there were many times when I don’t know how I would have coped without him. I know he loves me like a sister, or even a mother. But he’s never harboured any romantic feelings for me. I don’t know much, but I know that with absolute certainty. It didn’t take me long to work out who the chair was for. But by then it was too late to do anything.

‘Diane had been living in Santry for months and as far as I was aware she had a new boyfriend. She was making a real effort to get her life back on track, and I certainly wasn’t going to tell her she had been right all along, and Horace was desperate to be the father of her children. Even if I had told her my suspicions, what good would it have done? She never mentioned his name and she forbade us all to discuss him within her hearing. To this day, Josh and Deco have to sneak over here to visit him. After that horrible day, Diane acted as if she hated him.’

‘Bad luck, old chap,’ James murmured sympathetically. ‘You really screwed up.’

Horace regarded his brother with something akin to hostility and said, ‘You’ll be forty in December, Dam. You must have a wife and family of your own by now. What’s the lady’s name?’

James squirmed and shifted his body on the chair. ‘I’m still single,’ he said curtly. ‘It would appear you’re not the only one who’s lacking a certain address in his dealings with the fairer sex.’

Seeing he had made his point, Horace unexpectedly chuckled and thumped his brother on the arm. ‘Never mind, old boy,’ he said cheerfully. ‘She’s bound to be back soon.’

‘Who’s bound to be back soon?’ James looked startled.

‘Horace,’ Dorothy spoke in a warning voice. ‘Please be careful what you say next. He doesn’t know her name or where she is.’

‘Who?’ James looked thunderstruck. ‘Who don’t I know about?’

‘You really don’t know,’ Horace smiled sadly. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I realised the woman of your dreams is a friend of Dorothy’s. It seemed like such a bizarre coincidence. But I suppose that’s life with D-Ly. One never knows what the cosmos might deliver into her orbit.’

‘He’s talking about the woman from the dream,’ Clive said in an undertone to Marco. ‘Jimmy’s future wife.’

Would somebody mind telling me what the fuck you’re all ranting about,’ Simone said crossly. ‘In all honesty, the bunch of you sound as if you should be committed.’

‘I’ll explain the whole thing to you and Charlie later,’ Dorothy placed a hand on her friend’s arm. ‘You might not get a chance to meet her. I doubt she’ll be back until closer to Clive’s wedding.’

‘You had better explain it to me,’ Simone grumbled. ‘In my condition, it’s not right to be torturing me like this.’

Horace instantly perked up. ‘You’re pregnant?’

‘Five months,’ she smiled shyly at him. ‘It was a turkey baster job.’

‘I’ve often wondered about the process,’ he seemed more than happy to become embroiled in a discussion about artificial insemination, and Clive felt it behoved him to interrupt before they got carried away. He elbowed his partner and said, ‘Jimmy has a recent pic of Diane if you’d like to see it.’

Horace immediately forgot about semen and turned to his brother. Desperately trying to focus in the face of so many distractions and disclosures, James extracted his phone and flicked to the photos folder. He brought up an image and held up the gadget so Horace could clearly see it. A large hairy finger gently touched the screen and a pair of hazel eyes filled with tears. 

‘Why is she wearing a ball gown?’ he sniffed.

Simone leaned over so she could see the picture. ‘It’s the dress Dottie wore to the gala dinner with Dorian Ganley,’ she explained. ‘We all tried it on. It looks amazing on Diane; it could have been made for her. That girl was made for emeralds.’

Horace raised his eyes and stared accusingly at his brother. ‘Why are you taking photographs of Diane trying on clothes?’ he asked in a hard voice.

‘I let her into the master suite,’ James replied coolly. ‘Whoever’s on duty always has to take a pic of her. How else is she to know what she looks like? The mirror might occasionally lie, but the camera never does. Would you like to see one of her wearing her mother’s pink bikini?’

They all distinctly heard the growl deep in Horace’s throat. James’s mouth twitched as if he had gotten the response he expected. Looking amused, he ran his thumb along the screen and brought up the next picture. 

‘She wanted to try on the matching set of jewellery so I fetched it from the safe,’ he sounded quite cheerful. ‘Care to see your little girl in the full ensemble?’ He held the phone facing outwards so Simone could also get the full effect.

‘What do you mean, you fetched the jewellery from the safe?’ Horace sounded exasperated. ‘What sort of a house are you running, Dorothy? You appear to have surrounded yourself with a right motley crew, if you don’t mind my saying. Opening safes any time the fancy takes them and photographing girls young enough to be their daughters wearing next to nothing.’

‘It’s truly shocking,’ Dorothy nodded gravely. ‘We don’t stand on ceremony in my house, especially not where the twins are concerned. I was chatting to Dorian that particular evening, ergo James kindly retrieved the jewellery for Diane. When I got off the phone, I was delighted to see her looking so happy, to say nothing of beautiful. Despite all the money, things haven’t exactly been a bed of roses for the girl these past few years. She occasionally suffers from what might be described as moments of melancholy. And that was before her father conspired to have her murdered.’

Horace narrowed his eyes and it was clear to all that his mind was racing. ‘How do these bouts of melancholia manifest?’ he enquired, sounding as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer.

‘Usually in a string of one-night stands,’ Clive replied with a certain brutality. ‘We have to keep a close watch on the chick when the madness is upon her. When she runs out of steam, she goes back to normal dating for a few months until the whole thing starts all over again. There have been a couple of occasions when your brother and I have had to deal with young men who seemed incapable of taking no for an answer. Some of them get quite excited at the prospect of becoming D-Ly’s son-in-law. It’s up to us to make them realise the pocket-sized princess hardly remembers their names the morning after.’

Horace bowed his head in sorrow. ‘She always was a precocious little minx,’ he said in an undertone. ‘How much of that behaviour is down to my deplorable treatment of her?’

‘Considering the girl was a virgin until she was nineteen, I’d say pretty much all of it,’ Clive answered harshly.

Seeing that Horace was genuinely upset and worried he might start crying again, Simone hastily intervened. ‘You can’t go back and change the past, but you have a chance to make up for it,’ she told him warmly as she rubbed his arm. ‘We need you to explain the truth to Di so she understands she didn’t make a total fool of herself. Talking to you might be just what she needs right now. Anything that snaps her out of the zombie-like state can only be a good thing.’

‘You surely don’t expect her to listen to anything I have to say,’ Horace looked flabbergasted. ‘You said yourself, she hates me. After everything she’s been through during this past week, how is the poor girl going to react when she sees me? She’ll be horrified.’

‘Maybe she will and maybe she won’t,’ Dorothy responded quietly. ‘I’m willing to take that chance. Anything is better than the coma she’s in at present. She doesn’t even seem capable of expressing anger, and from what I can gather, she hasn’t shed as much as one tear. This can’t go on. I need you to come home with me and talk to her.’

‘I’m sorry, Dorothy,’ Horace looked shamefaced. ‘I’m not prepared to do that. If I believed it would do the slightest bit of good, I promise you I would go with you in a heartbeat. However, I know Diane won’t hear me out, and the very sight of me might push her over the edge. I can’t go with you.’

There was a heavy silence and Simone looked at her friend out of the corner of her eye. Dorothy did not react and instead watched James.

‘What about me?’ James asked his brother in a dangerous voice. ‘Are you coming home with me?’

‘I’m sorry, Damerel,’ Horace said wretchedly. ‘I can’t go with you either. I don’t belong at Little Badger anymore. This is my home now and I don’t want to leave. I’m sure the family will understand if you explain it properly. Make sure to send them my best, and tell them you found me well.’
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THERE WAS A NOTE OF finality in Horace’s voice, as if he considered the subject closed forever. This time, Simone eyed James nervously, hoping he was not going to react badly to this dismissal. James remained impassive, although the blank expression in his eyes did not bode well for his sibling. Simone eased her chair a fraction closer to Dorothy, hoping she would not be caught in any crossfire. Alas for Simone, she moved her chair in the wrong direction.

Marco had hitherto been completely silent at the end of the table, listening raptly to every word, and trying to make sense of what he was hearing. He had finished processing the raw data and reached his own conclusions. Now he came up out of his chair like a tiger and, leaning both hands on the table, snarled at their host like a wild animal. Horace leaned back in shock and his jaw dropped.

‘I’m not exactly sure what you think is going on here,’ Marco narrowed his eyes at the other man. ‘So allow me to spell it out for you, you hairy, dumbass loser.’ He pointed at Dorothy.

‘D-Ly needs your help. Hence she will receive your help.’ Now he gestured towards James. ‘Jimmy wants you to go home, hence you will be going home. We can do this the easy way or we can do it the hard way, Horace, or Nelson, or whatever the fuck your poxy toff name is, but make no mistake, you will be not be calling the shots for the foreseeable future. You are coming with us.’

Marco’s eyes had grown frenzied and his face had become flushed with anger. He had a sort of primal energy radiating from him which only served to increase his attractiveness. Simone was desperate to take a photograph for Charlie, but dared not move and spoil the moment. Marco now pointed at a rather bemused Horace. 

‘I suggest you get your stuff together, hairy boy, because as soon as the Dog gets here, we’ll be off.’ He pulled out his phone while Horace’s eyes widened with horror.

‘Who are you calling?’ he demanded. ‘Not that ghastly American?’

‘That’s my best friend you’re talking about,’ Marco told him coldly. ‘He may be ghastly, but he’ll know how to deal with a sad sack like you all right.’

‘Damerel!’ Horace sounded panicked. ‘Are you going to allow Marco and his friend to kidnap me?’

‘I can’t stop them, Nellie,’ James did not sound especially sorry. ‘The boss needs your help. This is out of my hands.’

‘Jimmy, you and Clive take the women home,’ Marco ordered. ‘You can leave this to me.’

Jive exchanged a look and then, as one, rose to their feet.

‘Wait!’ Horace sounded desperate. He turned to his former neighbour. ‘Are you prepared to permit this outrage, Dorothy?’ he enquired plaintively.

‘I agree that James needs plausible deniability when he comes face to face with the family,’ she replied calmly. ‘He shouldn’t be present for this part of the operation. Don’t worry, Horace, they won’t hurt you as long as you do as you’re told. Let’s go, Si.’ She pushed her chair back and began to stand up.

‘Stop!’ Horace jumped to his feet. ‘Can we please discuss this like rational human beings? I don’t understand why you’re all behaving this way. Can’t you see how inappropriate it is?’

‘Inappropriate,’ Marco sneered at the other man. ‘You want to discuss inappropriate behaviour? You broke Diane’s heart, you miserable cunt. So you’re going to get your hairy ass over to Howth and see if you can cheer her up a bit. Personally, I hope she stabs you through the liver with a nail file, but she’s a gentle girl, ergo I doubt I’ll have the pleasure of witnessing that. After you’ve completed that element of your mission, you will be taking a little trip to visit the family you abandoned ten years ago. During that visit, you will apologise to your mother for allowing her to believe you dead all these years. You will also make a supreme effort to atone for that act of cowardice, you heartless, self-absorbed, piece of shit.’

The colour had drained from Horace’s face during this little tirade, and he slumped down into his chair. ‘Mummy,’ he said wretchedly.

‘Yes, Mummy,’ Marco repeated sarcastically. ‘Guys like you make me sick. You don’t deserve a mother, although no doubt she’ll welcome you with open arms and kill the fatted calf and invite all the neighbourhood toffs around to drink your health. Loser. I’d happily kill you with my bare hands for what you put that woman through.’

Horace eyed him warily.

‘Oh, don’t be such a sissy,’ Marco eyed him scornfully. ‘As if I’d kill you with Jimmy sitting there ready to defend his baby bro at the first hint of trouble.’

‘You’re very cross and I wish you’d shut up,’ Horace whispered in dejection. ‘I don’t respond well to threats.’

‘In that case, you’re going to love the Dog,’ Marco announced cheerfully, and picked up his phone again.

‘Dear God no,’ Horace held up an imploring hand. ‘Surely there’s another way.’

‘Of course, there’s another way,’ Simone sounded surprised. ‘Get in the car willingly and come with us. You can spend a day or two in Howth with Dottie and her gang. That will give James time to let your family know the good news and make arrangements for your homecoming. You’re a grown man, Horace. They can’t force you to stay with them against your will, although I agree with Marco that you owe them the courtesy of a visit. Why not spend ten days with them and then decide how to proceed? What’s ten days to you?’

‘A day for every year you’ve been MIA,’ Marco said nastily. ‘What a hero.’

Horace seemed to be mulling this proposition over so Dorothy sat down again and watched his mind churning. It took a full five minutes for him to reach a decision. 

‘If I agree to accompany you, you have to promise not to call that hideous American,’ he regarded Marco with a degree of hostility.

Marco snorted in derision. ‘I’ve never met such a Jessie,’ he scoffed. ‘The Dog would hurt a woman before he’d touch a pussy like you.’

‘Is that true, Dam?’ Horace turned to his brother.

‘Don’t worry about the precious Tinman,’ James smirked. ‘Do we have an agreement on you coming home for a while? I need to know right now, Nellie. This is super-important.’

Horace sighed sadly. ‘I’ll go to Little Badger for ten days,’ he said, ‘but that’s my limit. This is my home now, and I fully intend to return here in due course.’

‘That’s going to be a difficult proposition to sell the governor,’ James twisted his mouth in a rueful expression. ‘I might be able to sell three weeks or a month to him. How about it?’

‘How about what?’ his brother enquired in acute irritation.

‘How about you agree to come home for a month, and in return I persuade the governor not to pressurise you into staying when your time is up,’ James replied patiently. ‘You need me to broker this deal, Nellie. Otherwise you could find yourself out-manned, out-manoeuvred, and without a scrap of ammo at your disposal.’

‘Horace, you need James in your corner,’ Dorothy jumped in. ‘He’ll act as your liaison, but you need to meet him halfway. If you were my son and you came back from the dead, I would never allow you out of my sight again. Let James smooth the way with your parents. You’ll be back in this cottage in time for Christmas, assuming you decide against staying in the UK, that is.’

‘Why would I decide to stay there?’ Horace narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

‘You might fancy the idea of a family Christmas,’ she replied gently. ‘Stranger things have happened.’

The expression on his face suggested such an occurrence was highly unlikely, although he did not respond to her comments regarding the festive season. ‘Graviora manent. Very well, Dam,’ he sounded resigned to his fate. ‘See what you can do for me, old chap, I’m in your hands. For feck sake, keep the governor away from Shankill.’

James shot to his feet. ‘I need to see you outside, Bug,’ he said shortly, and hurried to open the front door. Grabbing his jacket off the back of the chair, Marco instantly followed, and the two men leaped up the step and into the fresh air. Marco pulled the door closed with a bang and searched his jacket pockets. 

He located a packet of cigarettes and handed one to James. Then he pulled the lighter out of his pants pocket, cupped his hand around it to shield it from the November wind, and lit it. James inhaled deeply with his eyes closed. They remained closed for another twenty seconds as he desperately tried to gather his scattered wits. When they opened, Marco saw by the glint in them he was ready.

‘Don’t worry about that hairy bollocks,’ the driver said firmly. ‘Go and get it sorted. Best of British.’

‘Thanks, man,’ James said gratefully. ‘Don’t let him give you the slip.’

‘I’d love it if he tried anything so stupid,’ Marco laughed. ‘What a girl.’

With the cigarette in one hand and his phone in the other, James jogged around the corner and was lost to sight down the lane. Marco made sure he was not coming back then knocked on the door. Clive admitted him to the house and both men faced Horace.

‘Find a box for your stuff,’ Marco’s voice was steely. ‘Don’t worry about clothes, you’ll be getting new duds. We’re not sending you home to your ma looking like a tramp. Just bring any personal items you can’t live without. That Latin shite and your sissy poetry books or whatever.’

‘Would you like us to help you, Horace?’ Simone smiled. ‘I quite like the name, Nellie. Would you mind if I called you that instead?’

Horace began to back away from them with a hunted expression in his eyes.

‘I can’t believe he’s related to Jimbo,’ Marco remarked in disgust.

In the meantime, James found a sheltered spot beside the ring fence surrounding Bluebell Wood. Willing his hands to stop trembling, he dialled his father’s mobile. The earl answered the phone promptly and his narrow face appeared on the small screen. He was seated behind the desk in his study. 

‘Damerel!’ he sounded pleased. ‘These new-fangled phones are capital. Every time you call, I can see your face. How are things with you, old chap?’

‘Dad,’ James found his voice was letting him down badly.

The earl’s expression grew alarmed and, with his free hand, he reached for the black phone on his desk.

‘Dad,’ James repeated croakily.

‘Now you listen to me carefully, Damerel,’ his father said slowly and carefully. ‘Do not say one word to the coppers until your lawyer is present. I’m calling Lancelot on the other line. He’ll know who to send. Not one word, do you hear me, lest you incriminate yourself further. I’ll make sure he sends his best pilot to deliver the chap to you.’

James made a strangulated sound in the back of his throat, and the earl began to grow red in the face. 

‘This is not helping the situation, Damerel,’ he said sternly. ‘How many men did you kill? Was it self-defence? Please say it was. Your poor mother. As if the woman hasn’t had enough to contend with these past few years without you embarking on a killing spree. I blame all those filthy Wild West films you used to watch as a child.’

‘Not that,’ James managed to get the words past the lump in his throat.

‘What do you mean, not that?’ the earl snapped. ‘What the devil is going on over there, Damerel? Are you in trouble with the law or not?’

‘Not,’ James took another pull on his cigarette. ‘You might want to fetch yourself a brandy,’ he said, before he inhaled a vast lungful of smoke. He closed his eyes.

‘Stop behaving like an infant and tell me what is happening this very instant,’ the earl suddenly roared at his son. ‘Are you trying to give me a heart attack? I’m not a young man, you know. This behaviour is deplorable. Are you drunk in the middle of the day, you irresponsible young thatchgallows?’

James slowly exhaled before opening his eyes and regarding his father with a hint of wickedness. ‘Nelson faked his own death,’ he said cheerily. ‘He’s alive and well and I’m standing outside his house as we speak. I’ve been drinking tea with the bollocks for the past hour. He’s amenable to paying you a visit for a month, but not until you agree to his terms. For all intents and purposes, you can treat me as his manager in this negotiation. By the way, Governor, I appreciate your offer of legal assistance. I’ll bear it in mind the next time I plan a killing spree.’

The receiver of the old-fashioned telephone dropped from the earl’s right hand, while simultaneously every jot of colour drained from his face. The mobile phone landed on the desk with a crash and James heard a thud as his father collapsed in a heap on the floor. 

‘This might take a while,’ he said aloud. ‘I should have bummed another ciggie when I had the chance. Perhaps I should have called Mater instead.’
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