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Prologue
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Since the night was balmy, James did not bother with a jacket. He stretched in the moonlight and adjusted the holster across his shoulders. He touched the handgun it contained, and ensured it was in no danger of falling out. For a full five minutes, he remained as still as a statue, absorbing the sounds and smells of the night. When he was satisfied all was well, he walked to the rear of the Renault.

Popping the trunk and easing it open, he was greeted by the sight of a naked body. They had already taken the precaution of stripping the cadaver, a foresight for which he was grateful. Relieving a corpse of its clothing was always a troublesome and time-consuming task. He did not want the additional complication tonight, as he urgently needed to get the job done and head back before yet more trouble began brewing.

Rigor was already setting in, although he had taken the precaution of bending the cadaver at the waist in order to create a more user friendly hoisting angle. Congratulating himself on his forethought, James dragged the corpse from the trunk and eased it over his shoulder, fireman style.

He stood for a moment and allowed the weight to settle. He made a small adjustment to his burden, then began to make his way up the hill, walking slowly and steadily so as not to create noise in the still of the night. He smelled the pigs before he saw them, and smiled with satisfaction.

It was not a pretty smile. A much-maligned animal, the pig. Perhaps one day soon he would have a home of his own, and be in a position to purchase a couple. They would make unusual pets. 

Needless to say, any offspring would have to be sent to market, or he would risk the old homestead being overrun with bovines. James resisted the urge to whistle as he made his way towards the farm.
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A stark-naked Horace Johnson emerged from the Kenmare River and shook himself like a dog. Trotsky was right behind him and followed suit, vigorously agitating his black mane to relieve himself of the burden of water. Horace squeezed the excess fluid from his hair and beard, then raised his arms over his head and stretched in the July sunshine.

The light glistened off the matted black body hair coating him from the base of his throat all the way down to his rather neglected toes. He ran his hand across his torso, casually flicking away water as he did so. Anybody watching him move might have voiced the opinion that the way his muscles rippled across his burly shoulders and arms gave him the appearance of an exceptionally hairy action hero. Even as a boy, Horace had taken his physical strength for granted, and would have been flabbergasted to hear himself described in such terms.

Fortunately, he did not have to suffer the indignity of being stereotyped because, aside from himself and Trotsky, Otter was deserted. Elaine and Eddie had succumbed to the temptations of Galway, and were currently staying at the most exclusive hotel in the city, being waited on hand and foot by the staff. Horace was pleased for them, and hoped they made the most of their few days away.

Not bothering with anything as inconsequential as clothes, he padded over to the house where he had deposited a couple of old towels. He used the smaller one to dry his own body, then took up the larger of the two and set about drying the dog’s shaggy mane.

‘We might try a spot of clipping this evening,’ he told Trotsky as he dried. ‘We don’t want you getting matted. Besides, you look younger when you’ve had a trim, and there are plenty of bitches in these parts who might look favourably upon your suit if you play your cards right.’

Trotsky wagged his tail enthusiastically, and woofed to indicate his agreement with the plan to seduce the local females with his good looks and general sex appeal.

When Horace was satisfied his pooch was sufficiently dry, he threw the towels over the back of an old chair he had unearthed in the shed then went into the kitchen to wash his hands and procure a glass of water. This done, he wandered into the sitting room and retrieved his striped boxer shorts. Feeling it would be impolite to sit bare-ass naked on somebody else’s stool, he reluctantly pulled them on and adjusted the elastic around his waist.

‘Might be time to invest in some new pants,’ he said to nobody in particular, and returned to the kitchen to make a cup of tea. When the beverage was sufficiently brewed, he took it to the island and set it down carefully. Then he opened the leather case protecting his iPad and ran a finger along the screen to activate the device.

The broadband speed was not spectacular, but at least it was all his, and could be picked up in any part of the house. At home in Shankill, his only internet access was via Amanda’s Wi-Fi. She was more than happy for him to share the service with her, although he was confined to the front of the cottage when using it. Once he walked behind his chimneybreast, the signal almost disappeared. Here at Otter, he could wander anywhere he liked and still play to his heart’s content. He was pleased to see he had two emails, one from Elaine and the other from Amanda.

‘Time for some accompanying music,’ he informed the gadget, as he slipped off the stool and went to the other side of the kitchen where his iPod was charging in its docking station. He smiled crookedly as he switched it on. It had taken a full month for Dorothy to forgive him for showing up unexpectedly at Liam’s funeral and upsetting Diane, yet forgive him she had. To prove it, she dispatched Josh and Deco to Shankill on his birthday with a car full of food and drink.

When he opened the beautifully gift-wrapped present from her, he was astounded to discover yet another piece of technology inside. The boys had given him a crash course in using the new toy and its state of the art docking station. They were almost as thrilled as he was when he opened Dorothy’s envelope and discovered six iTunes gift cards in the sum of fifty-euro each.

They bullied him into creating an account there and then, and loaded on the full three hundred in case he lost the cards. In between drinking, eating and playing guitar, the threesome spent the rest of the evening scouring the store for movies, games, apps or music that might be of interest to the birthday boy. By midnight, they had spent a hundred euro and earmarked another hundred worth of items for possible exploration once he had sobered up.

Horace hummed softly to himself as he selected the Blood On The Tracks album by Bob Dylan and set it running. He had a strong childhood memory of hearing it playing in the sacrosanct space that was his mother’s sewing room. She was an avid needlewoman throughout his childhood, although he often wondered if she had an ulterior motive for shutting herself away from the rest of the family and playing music some might deem unacceptable or even eccentric listening for a respectable woman of the 1980s.

‘A very respectable woman indeed,’ Horace murmured, as he returned to the island and his iPad. He scanned the mail from Amanda first. She had enjoyed a dalliance at Dorothy’s Fourth of July barbeque with a foreign chap called Emile, and hoped to see him again soon.

Emile was working as a software consultant in Dublin on a six-month contract, and Amanda was confident she could entice him into some sort of casual relationship for the duration of his stay. He’s incredibly randy, she wrote, hence I’m quietly confident I can lure him with promises of copious amounts of sex. Speaking of which, any talent in Kerry, or is the river keeping you warm? Ha ha.

‘Kick a chap while he’s down, why don’t you?’ Horace told the screen, and read on. The Gards freely admitted they had no leads on the perpetrators of the attack on Dorothy outside the Savoy. The bike had been found but not the shotgun. Security was even tighter than usual around their friend, although she was bearing up well under the strain.

She has a dinner date with Dorian Ganley when she gets back from Galway. Despite the shooting and the breakup with Mar-Lo, she’s trying hard to get on with her life. She was pretty upset when Marty dumped her, although you have to admit this is a very exciting development. Her parents are ecstatic over the whole thing. I’ve never seen Joey so overwhelmed. He almost cried with joy when we told him. I tried to get a pic of DG at the BBQ, but he also has a security detail, which makes it almost impossible to get close to him. Plus, I didn’t want to embarrass Dottie by behaving like a stalker.

‘No good can come of that liaison,’ Horace told the miniature screen. ‘There’s no way a man like Dorian Ganley will make her happy. Why does nobody ever listen to me?’

Trotsky wandered in through the open kitchen door. He barked once to indicate he was an avid listener, then padded outside again so as not to miss any of the July sunshine. Horace clicked on the first of Amanda’s attachments and smiled to see Eddie standing behind the enormous barbeque with a bottle of beer in one hand and a long tongs in the other. He was surrounded by a bevy of young waitresses carrying platters and bowls of food and smiling cheerfully at the camera. Horace whistled through his teeth. 

‘There are at least a dozen of them. I was under the impression it was a casual affair to thank her head of security for saving her life. I assumed incorrectly. It’s a full-scale garden party. It must have cost a bloody fortune.’

This theory was confirmed by the next photograph  showing Josh and Diane standing on either side of Jack as he blew out the candles on the magnificent stars and stripes cake that had been specially commissioned to mark the occasion. The twins looked rather drunk, and were waving sparklers and grinning like maniacs at the tall American. He gave all the appearance of a man who was humouring children, and barely managed to crack a smile for the camera.

‘What’s the matter, Jackson Earl?’ Horace enquired mockingly, ‘are things not going your way out in Howth, despite all your bulletproof technology? Gee, that’s a darn shame.’

The next photographs were of Josh and Deco posing with the band in the pavilion. Amanda had taken the pic from the opposite end of the room so Horace could appreciate the scale of the space. He shook his head and marvelled at the dimensions of the building. 

The next shot was of Diane and Emily playing mixed doubles with two unknown males, and the one after that was of a smiling Dorothy donned in a revealing sundress, surrounded by her closest friends. Horace shook his head sadly and said, ‘Still no Simone. That’s not a good sign.’

Curious to see if Elaine had taken any unusual photos of her own, he tapped her mail to open it. She also mentioned the excitement engendered amongst the throng of guests by the sudden arrival of Dorian Ganley in their midst. Jack was none too pleased as you can imagine, she wrote, although it’s a real coup for Dot. The magazines were full of her breakup with Mar-Lo, and it was quite humiliating for her. If she goes on a few dates with DG, the world will see she’s still got what it takes. I know that probably doesn’t make much sense to you, but it will give her a lift and that’s what counts.

‘Au contraire, it makes perfect sense to me,’ Horace told the absent Elaine. ‘But you can take it from me that Ganley is a bad choice for a woman like Dorothy. Surely she can do better?’

Elaine had attached a total of twelve photographs. Many of them had been snapped during the run-up to the party while the family were running around getting ready. There was a shot of Ralph supervising the arrangement of tables and chairs in the garden room that stopped Horace in his tracks. 

‘She has a garden room?’ he almost shouted. ‘I’m positive she never mentioned it before. It’s enormous. Must have cost a bloody fortune as well. What else does she have she’s never mentioned?’

His question was answered when he opened the next image and saw Emily and Diane snuggled up together in the love swing strung up between two magnificent specimens of laburnum trees standing easily five metres high. The trees were still in possession of their yellow blossoms, and the two girls looked as if they were about to be showered with golden rain.

‘Very nice,’ he murmured and moved to the next image. It was a group shot and delivered something of a jolt to his system. Dorothy was standing on the forecourt, clearly about to enter her Merc. Marco was holding open the back door of the car while Jive and Jack looked on. They seemed oblivious to the presence of the camera, and Horace wondered if Elaine had been outside taking pictures of the view, and snapped them unawares. 

Marco was smiling; Jack was staring intently at Dorothy, while Jive remained impassive as always. Horace enlarged the photo with his thumb and index finger and examined each face minutely. When he got to James, he addressed the unsmiling face, ‘Found something better to do with your time than intimidate innocent onlookers at funerals have you? Rotter.’

When he had looked his fill at each of the photographs, he took a large gulp of his tea and slipped off the stool again. He ran up to the substantial room on the top floor he always used, and rummaged in the pile of art supplies until he located his box of charcoal. His hand hovered over the pad of drawing paper but instead of picking it up he hesitated. 

Next to it were two tanned leather tomes stacked one on top of the other. One was his poetry journal and the other his scrapbook. After thinking it over for another few seconds, he picked up all three items, balanced the box of charcoal on top of the heap and carried it back down to the kitchen.

He deposited everything on the island then headed outside to check on Trotsky and set up the folding table he had also discovered in the shed. He made sure it was steady by placing a sliver of wood under the nearside leg, then spread out a piece of oilcloth on top. He lugged his drawing paraphernalia outside and set it down on the table.

Then he went to make another cup of tea, refill Trotsky’s water bowl and change the music on the iPod to Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto Number 3. Since there was nobody around to complain about the decibel level, he turned the volume up and opened the kitchen windows so he could hear it.

Then he carried his tea outside and made himself comfortable on the chair in front of the table. Once again, he flicked through the photographs he had been sent, unsure of where to begin. He finally decided to start with the one snapped on the forecourt, and began to sketch Dorothy in charcoal. Trotsky wandered over and put his head on his master’s knee.

‘If we stroll over to the farm later, we might be offered a Sunday roast,’ Horace told him distractedly. ‘Not yet though, old boy. I want to sketch those laburnum trees next. Dorothy’s gardener seems to know what’s he’s doing.’

Trotsky settled himself at the artist’s feet and nodded off to sleep. In the meantime, Horace began to sketch the harsh lines of James’s face, working hard at capturing the almost predatory look in the other man’s eyes.
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Amy Norris opened her bedroom door and peeked out into the corridor. There were no black-suited males standing outside Dottie’s bedroom door, an absence indicating she was still out. There would be no interruptions, meaning she had plenty of time to mail Simone.

Neither Amy, Viv nor Bel had been fooled for a second by Dorothy’s casual response about Simone at the barbeque. They knew she was hurting over her friend’s continued absence, yet felt powerless to intervene. It was becoming crystal clear that Simone had carved out a new life for herself in Oz, and seemed to have lost interest in her thirty-year friendship with Dottie.

Amy had enjoyed a heart to heart with Viv and Bel about the situation, and the friends had decided to let sleeping dogs lie for a while longer. If there was no sign of Simone coming home for Christmas, they would have to seriously consider staging some sort of intervention. This ridiculous state of affairs could not be allowed to continue unresolved.

~~~

From: ANorris@talkalot.com

To: SRedmond@chatchat.com 

Date: July, 11th, 2012

Hi Simone,

Donal has gone for a walk around Galway with Gerald, and Dottie is out with Bel, which means I am holed up in peace and quiet. I am used to living in rural France, and find it difficult to be in crowds for long periods at a time, so I pleaded a headache and stayed indoors.

Viv is here as well because Yvonne is with Garry for the next week, and Eric is minding the shop. She got up early and had breakfast with me, then went back to bed because she is worn out from all the running around and drinking over the past few days. She has been working hard in the shop as well. I think she overdoes it a bit, but you know Viv, always the workhorse. I hope you are not reading this mail in a hurry because I have loads to tell you.

We are here for the Galway Film Festival because last night was the first ever screening of the film Christy. As you know, Dottie is the sole backer; hence it would be fab if it did well. Kurt Palmer, his brother, and most of the cast and crew are here, and we were up half the night drinking and celebrating, which is why most of us are wrecked today.

I was not sure what to wear, but Bel decreed we should push the boat out, and she was proven correct. Perhaps not everybody was quite as well turned out as our group, but we certainly got a huge amount of media attention, and I was relieved I listened to her and wore Stella McCartney. Needless to say, I didn’t mention to anybody it’s my only designer gown. I made out I have a wardrobe full of Unstoppable Stella!

Dottie wore the famous champagne Meg & Mo gown from the night of the Red Carpet Incident. When she gave an interview afterwards, she told the press it had been made especially for her and was super-expensive; ergo she needed to get the wear out of it. They lapped it up. They love her, although she is not their biggest fan right now. As a matter of fact, they were lucky to get a few civil words out of her.

One of the Sunday tabloids, the Global Scum, as Dottie calls it, ran a piece on Marco. Remember his photograph appeared a few weeks ago when the Times did the feature on the SBAs? At the time, Dottie wondered if there would be any repercussions. Nothing happened for a while, although Rosa thinks maybe the journalists were having a good old dig around to see what they could unearth.

She also thinks that, initially, they didn’t realise Marco’s significance because they were so taken with the Tinman. Originally, they were all under the impression Jack was a ‘normal’ Navy man. Then they discovered about him being a SEAL and had a field day. This distracted them from everything else for a while.

Until Sunday that is, when this piece on Marco dredged up all the nasty details of his crime, his abusive stepdad, the trial and conviction, and also the fact this is his first real job since leaving prison because nobody else would employ him. At the bottom of the article, the paper invited the readers to text in and vote for whether or not they thought it was appropriate for Dottie to be employing such a person. Each vote cost two euro. Can you believe it?

Marco was not in Ireland when all this happened. He headed off to London two days after the barbeque with his latest boyfriend, because the Gay Pride parade was held on Saturday and they didn’t want to miss it. When the Sunday papers arrived, he was not around, which was something of a blessing. 

Jack was not in Howth either because he went off to watch Clare play hurling with a giant man called Dumbo, and afterwards they went somewhere else to watch Clare play football because yet another of Dumbo’s brothers is on the team...I think. Dottie said it was fortuitous both Jack and Marco were out of the house for the weekend, because it gave the gang a chance to absorb the nasty article in the paper and decide upon a strategy.

Even though everybody was annoyed at the paper, they weren’t as upset as I expected. Dottie told everyone not to give any interviews when the press called for a reaction, which of course they did, in their droves. Jack got back to Howth late on Sunday night, although I didn’t see him.

Then he and the Dumbo man and a few others had to go to Dublin airport on Monday morning to meet Marco off his flight. Keith said there was bound to be trouble, and he was right. Marco was swamped by media as he came through the doors into arrivals. Four of the biggest SBA men had to surround him and fight their way through the journos to reach the exit. They had a car waiting with the engine revving.

They didn’t seem at all put out by any of this when they got back to the house. I saw the Dumbo man laughing and slagging Marco about being a celebrity. I assumed the house would be in uproar and maybe the trip to Galway would be cancelled, but not a bit of it. We got our stuff together and took off in a massive convoy.

Simone, I can honestly say it was like travelling with royalty. It reminded me of Obama’s visit, when the secret service lads were standing around Moneygall talking into their wrist mikes. Dottie has eight minders with her (sorry, CPOs), yes eight. They all dress in these black suits designed and made by Meg & Mo, Ireland’s up-and-coming fashion designers.

You know when you roll up to a hotel and check in, it’s usually a low-key affair, even if you’re attending a conference? Well, not when you check into a hotel with Dorothy Lyle, it’s not. Rosa has to go in first, attended by at least one bodyguard, and deal with the whole checking-in business. Only then, when she has the room cards safely in hand, is Dottie allowed to exit the vehicle, and she enters the hotel flanked by no fewer than four minders. Even though most of them are normal-sized men, she looks tiny when they surround her, and you can barely see her. As if this isn’t weird enough, there are two additional minders with binoculars scanning the area for snipers in case somebody takes a shot at her.

Once Dot is safely in her room, Marco starts ordering porters to transport her luggage, and the rest of us are allowed to disembark and enter the hotel. Rosa has already checked us in, which means the manager is waiting with our key cards, all smiles. Then the luggage gets transported up to our rooms and Marco really gets excited because the unpacking begins. He refuses to relax until every last pair of knickers is removed from Dottie’s Louis Vuitton and safely stowed away.

In the meantime, there’s an incredibly intimidating retired SAS man standing by the door watching everything that’s happening, in case somebody tries to break in and hurt her. There’s another man, who I believe is an ex-policeman from Wales, over by the window with the binoculars, scanning the neighbouring buildings.

They both ignore Marco who is worse than any teenage girl. He pulled out one shirt with a tiny little thread pulled in it and was close to tears when he saw it. I was only in the room because I wanted to see the presidential suite, not because I was intending to sleep with Dottie or anything. I sort of wandered in to say hello. Fortunately, Jive, as they are known, did not try to detain me, which I suppose is one advantage to having stayed in the palace all week.

In the meantime, Dottie is oblivious to it all. She is setting up her laptop on the desk, sending texts, and chatting to me while this madness plays out around her. Once Marco has finished the unpacking, he makes one of the Jive men store the Louis on the top shelf of the wardrobe so nobody will kick it. He refuses to let the hotel put it into storage.

Then he examines the minibar and throws a hissy fit because it’s lacking certain items he specifically ordered. He calls down to reception and complains, and within five minutes there are no fewer than three hotel staff unpacking the minibar and repacking it with Marco’s requirements. Once they are finished, it all goes quiet because Marco has run out of things to bitch about. He sort of wanders around, glaring and checking for dust before he pronounces himself satisfied all is in order.

At this point, one of the Jive men pulls out a walkie-talkie and says ‘All clear’ into it. This is the cue for the Tinman himself to make an appearance in the presidential suite. He is wise to the ways of Marco. I know you’ve seen loads of photos of him and watched him on YouTube and everything, but it’s totally different to the reality. 

Did you ever get asked out by a man who was very attractive and single, but you said no because you knew he was trouble? Even though you couldn’t put your finger on what the trouble part of him was. Well, that’s what Jack Maddox is like. He sort of prowls around, sniffing the air like a crazy, air-sniffing, jungle cat beastie. I don’t think I’ve ever met such a suspicious and paranoid man in my life.

His eyes go sort of slanty when he’s tense and you find yourself sharing the same space as this enormous, bulging biceped creature with slanty eyes, who glares at everybody in a very suspicious way and makes you feel as if you’ve done something wrong. Plus he has this strange aura about him (for want of a better word), although when I asked Dottie about it, she said I was probably noticing the smell of death around him and not to get too close. Eh hello!!!? WTF?! That’s another thing!! They don’t say ‘what the fuck’ in Howth, they say Whiskey Tango Foxtrot!! It’s like living on a naval base or some such shite.

I mentioned this to Dottie but she laughed and said if I ever heard one of Harry’s stories about life on a naval base, I would never compare it to civilian living again. Donal says I’m overreacting about it all, but I’m not so sure. I don’t know how Dottie can bear to have Jack around. I wish you were here so you could form your own judgement. 

She threw the barbeque for him because he saved her life. That much is obvious, and she has never denied it. You might think that indicates some level of fondness for him, but I’ve been staying at the palace all week and I saw very little indication of any sort of affection. On the contrary, if anything she avoids him.

The party was a huge success, although I found the security personnel wandering around all day and night extremely off-putting. Even the ones who were supposed to be off duty and were there to enjoy the party didn’t seem to relax for hours, at least not until they started drinking heavily. There was one incident late in the evening when two SBAs suddenly descended on me and Viv (as we lay on the grass, star gazing, clutching our goblets of wine and comparing notes on how much we loved each other), demanding to know if we had seen ‘The Boss’, anywhere. 

It turned out poor little Dottie had gone for a stroll in the garden to get some fresh air and clear her head. They couldn’t find her for ten minutes and started freaking out. Now, Simone, I ask you, what sort of way is that to live your life? I suppose you heard about the shenanigans at the twins’ party. Well the barbeque was pretty tame compared to that. We didn’t notice anybody snorting coke off girls’ breasts, unless they were incredibly discreet about it.

I suppose you heard about our unexpected guest. Dorian Ganley turned up and stayed for ages chatting with Dottie. He invited her out to dinner and she agreed. Bel was nearly delirious with excitement as you can imagine. We don’t know what to make of it all.

DG has a reputation for being partial to girls in their twenties, so why does he suddenly want to go on a date with Dottie? Plus, he prefers glamorous women, and while she has her glamorous, designer moments, she is as happy running around in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt as she is in something stylish. In fact, she’s happier. My hands are falling off here from typing, but I have so much more to tell you.

The palace, for example. Do you remember that time when we were all about twenty-five, and Dottie hadn’t been back from London very long, and we went to stay with Gerald’s aunt Susan in Youghal? Do you remember when we got there, she was completely mad? Like Miss Havisham from Great Expectations, but nobody seemed to notice except us.

Well the palace is not dissimilar to that. At first glance, it seems normal enough. Everything about it is top quality. It has the most expensive fixtures and fittings money can buy, and everything is automated. You can browse the web while sitting on the toilet, that sort of thing. There is a button for everything. They have full air conditioning and underfloor heating. You can tell if any of the pipes are leaking just by looking at the right place on the computer. The master suite is as big as Dorothy’s entire house in Shankill. The kitchen is magnificent and is about a million feet long, although I prefer my own.

On the first day, we thought we were staying in a very swanky, yet fairly normal house. Then on day two, we started to notice the comings and goings and general activities that take place there. People arrive at all times of the day and night, and Dottie doesn’t even seem to notice. The SBAs constantly hang out in the basement. Sometimes it might be two or three of them, but sometimes there could be a dozen of them down there. 

Like on Thursday, the day after the barbeque, most of them stayed over, and I naturally assumed they would wake up and start drifting off home at lunchtime. They woke up all right, although there was no sign of them leaving. About three in the afternoon, Donal was taking a stroll around the gardens and noticed they had the barbeque on again and were starting another party in the basement. He mentioned it to Dottie, and all she said was she hoped they had remembered to buy enough charcoal. I couldn’t say anything, of course, because I’d already tried and failed earlier in the week.

We noticed their tendency to hang around, so we decided to suggest to Dottie (in a tactful way) it might be better to have more defined boundaries. After all, they are only her employees. Like Keith and Rosa, for example, will drive in at eight or nine in the evening to check on things and speak to Jack, and they might hang around for a few hours playing snooker. At least, Keith will play and Rosa will talk to ‘The Boss’. Dottie had at least one business meeting with Rosa at eleven o’clock at night last week, and she didn’t even seem to think there was anything strange about it.

Ralph and Bunny run tame in the house. They have at least one meal a day there and often all their meals. I’m sure Glenda does all their washing and ironing even though she is paid to be Dot’s housekeeper. Dottie absolutely dotes on Bunny, who admittedly is very funny, but he’s not her responsibility after all. He even has his own room for his toy trains on the first floor. Do you not think that’s a little odd? 

We said all of this to her (tactfully) and she stared at us as if we were mad. Then she asked us if we were incapable of recognising guardian angels when we came face to face with them. I am reliably informed they come in all shapes and sizes. She says the SBAs hang around so much because she is in danger and to leave them alone and quit being so negative. I don’t think she was annoyed with us, although she did seem very puzzled by our attitude. I promise you, Si, we were only concerned because we feel they take advantage.

You know the expression ‘what goes around comes around’? We were nailed to that cross the next day, I can tell you, girl. I was looking for Donal so we could have a game of tennis, and I overheard two of the minders talking. One of the women called Sam, who is even taller than you btw, was asking the big bald one called Bruno something about me, like ‘which one is Amy?’ So Bruno says, ‘Oh, she’s the French contingent of the two million club. You can always spot a member.’

Then Sam asks: ‘What do you mean, you can always spot one?’

Then Bruno goes: ‘They drive very expensive cars and hardly ever visit the palace. Maybe the boss should have given them three million.’

Then they both had a good old laugh at us. Can you believe that? Not only do they know what she gave us (all the same, apparently) but they think we are the ones who are not to be trusted because we gladly took the money but don’t see Dottie that often. I was mortified. 

Needless to say, it’s a pack of lies. Viv is at Howth at least once a month, as are Orla and Gemma. Bel sees Dottie at least twice a week for lunch or dinner or shopping. She might not always be popping around, but they see each other regularly. You and I live overseas for feck sake. What are we supposed to do? Hang out in Dottie’s basement every night so the SBAs don’t judge us too harshly?

I told Bel about it, but she advised me to ignore them because they all think they own Dottie and don’t like her having friends. She said not to say a word to Viv and the others because it would only upset them. Bel hasn’t much time for the SBAs. She wants Dottie to lock up the house and move to Edward Place in Dublin 4, but apparently Dottie has refused to leave Howth. It’s mad, Si, it really is.

I was there three days before I noticed the House Rules on one of the big screens. You can’t always see them because it depends on what’s showing in the room you happen to be in, and if you know how to change it over. It might be photographs set on a slide show, or it might be a particular film that keeps playing over and over again (don’t ask me why) or it might be music videos.

Sometimes you find yourself in a trance, watching CCTV images for hours at a time because you don’t know which button to push to make it go away. Anyway, Donal stumbled across the House Rules one day. Miss Havisham eat your heart out.


Rule 1: No sneaking up on Jack, anytime, anyplace, anywhere.


Rule 2: No guns in the house.


Rule 3: Any knives found lying around will be confiscated.

Rule 4: Do not interrupt the boss while she is in the pavilion unless the house is under attack or on fire.

Rule 5: No running or twirling in high heels on the marble floors. This includes you, Marco.

Rule 6: No tracking mud into the house. We have a boot room, use it. This includes you, Jack.

Rule 7: Any person caught showing Bunny material of a pornographic nature will be drown-proofed.


Rule 8: Panic buttons are not optional accessories.


Rule 9: Marco has sole responsibility for stocktaking and ordering for the cellar. Any attempts to coerce him into ordering excessive amounts of stock or inappropriate beverages will result in bad things happening.

Rule 10: Access to Bunny’s train room is by invitation only. See Rule 9 for consequences.

Rule 11: Just because Marco is female does not make him your slave. Clean up after yourselves unless you intend to embrace a new career working for the Squeaky Boys.

Rule 12: Regardless of the limitations of your brain, you must wear headgear when playing hurling and boxing. This means you.


Rule 13: All SBAs must carry cable ties at all times.

Rule 14: Marco + Hammer = a big fat NO.

There were a few more, but we didn’t get a chance to write them all down because we were being discreet. Rosa says they are starting a new feature called the ‘Daily Translation Tip’, which will help the non-national staff to understand and fit in better. This will be available at Barns as well as the palace. I am so coming back later in the year to see it. Btw, we Googled drown-proofing. OMG! Whiskey Tango Foxtrot!!!

Anyway, as I was saying six pages ago, we watched Christy last night and afterwards Dottie gave the press an interview. She answered a few questions about the film and then basically told them she was standing by Marco no matter what anybody said or printed about him, and they had all better get used to it. 

She also told the Global Scum journalist who was there he had better hope Dorothy Lyle never decides to buy a controlling interest in his rag of a newspaper, because job seekers allowance is less than two hundred euro a week. This caused a bit of a stir but Dottie didn’t care.

I was half-expecting her to tell them all to fuck off, although she managed to restrain herself. Check out YouTube, it’s bound to be there by now. Marco seems less concerned about the publicity than anybody. Except Jack, of course, who doesn’t seem to be affected by events like we normal mortals. I have never seen a relationship between two men quite like Jack and Marco’s. It honestly is fascinating to watch.

I was in the kitchen on Tuesday morning, the day before the BBQ, and they were in the breakfast nook together. Jack had his head buried in the paper and Marco had his basket. Marco has a wicker basket he carries around the house with him. It contains his needlework and knitting. It also contains a few books because he is trying to improve his reading. He has a deck of cards in there as well, in case he and Jack want to have a spontaneous game of poker, and of course a tube of poker chips. Then he has a colouring book and crayons and glitter pens. For stress relief.

So Marco pulls out this shirt he’s trying to mend and starts sewing, and nattering away to Jack about the barbeque, and what he intends wearing and how much he’s looking forward to the fireworks, while Jack keeps his head buried in the paper, and every now and again he grunts. It reminded me of my parents so much I had to go and ring them for a chat. It truly is a bizarre relationship. Dottie says they are soul mates. So that’s not weird at all then.

The only thing I have left to tell you is about the film itself. I’ll tell you the beginning, but won’t spoil the end for you.

Christy, the lead character, is an out-of-work electrician who lives in Dublin with his wife and two children. He has become a house husband because his wife works in the bank and has increased her hours since Christy lost his job, which means he has to take the kids to school and all that. One day, a man approaches him and asks if he will fit a few extra sockets in his house for cash.

Christy is drawing unemployment benefit so he agrees. When he gets to the house, the man tells him his wife has unexpectedly left him and taken not only his children but his cash as well. However, if Christy will do the job, he will give him an old computer as payment.

Christy goes ahead and does the work and takes the computer home and sets it up in the attic he has converted into a little den for himself. He has never used a computer before but discovers it has a word processing application loaded on it. His wife suggests learns how to use it and do his own typing so he can apply for more jobs.

Christy learns how to use Microsoft Word, and pretty soon he’s typing away. Then, because he has so much time on his hands, he wonders if there are other things he could type that might help him earn some cash. He goes for a walk one day and while he’s in St. Stephen’s Green with the kids, feeding the ducks, he overhears two brothers arguing. One is accusing the other of running out and abandoning the parents and the family business, and taking off to London to lead a fancy life, leaving his brother to pick up the pieces.

This gives Christy an idea, and the next day he sits down and starts writing a screenplay about two Irish brothers whose family have run a hardware shop for years. When the recession hits in the 1980s, one brother announces he is taking off to London to seek his fortune, while the other stays and tries to make a go of the business and take care of the parents.

In time, the London brother becomes a crime lord, while the stay-at-home brother turns the shop into a nationwide business. Then, in a series of bizarre twists, they are thrown together again, having been estranged for many years, and meet up for a very dramatic finale.

Christy finishes the screenplay which is accepted by an agent and sold to a Hollywood studio for a large sum of money. Needless to say, everybody is thrilled for Christy who has now become a local hero. I won’t tell you anymore because it starts to get very dramatic after that. Donal and I thought it was fantastic.

I had better go and wake Viv and maybe pour some water down her neck. She will be very dehydrated by now. We are heading back home tomorrow evening, which means you will not hear from me again for a while. It’s our busy season. We are fully booked for the rest of the summer, and shouldn’t really have taken ten days off, although I wouldn’t have missed this experience for the world. It has been a real revelation.

By the way, you know how you were asking if Dottie talks about you at all? Well, the only thing she said within my hearing was that you and Charlie have an open invitation to visit the palace. She also said she hopes you are happy in your new life. Is everything okay? If you want to talk, you know where I am. Bye for now. Love Amy. X
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The elevator door opened on the fourth floor and Clive stepped out first and spent a few moments inspecting the surrounding area. When he was satisfied all was well, he gave James a nod. As was her habit, Dorothy stepped out next, and James brought up the rear. The trio moved along the corridor searching for apartment 412. Dorothy had only been to view it once before and could hardly remember where it was. As it happened, there was zero chance of missing it.

The door to the apartment had been propped open by a footstool, and the sound of raised voices from within reached Dorothy and her protection team. Standing in the corridor with their backs against the wall were Paul and Tony, the twins’ protection detail.

Both men were thirty years of age. They both sported trendy haircuts and had trim lithe bodies as opposed to buffed ones. Adorned in their standard issue black suits, they looked more like office workers than a protection detail.

The duo stiffened when they noticed the visitors approaching, and seemed to stand to attention. Dorothy was well aware their change in body language was not down to the fact the woman who paid the wages was walking down the hall towards them. Like all the SBAs, Pony, as they were known, stood in awe of Jive, and would not want to be caught slacking in any way.

Jive nodded at Pony without smiling and then hustled Dorothy indoors. Clive made a point of removing the footstool and firmly shutting the main door to the apartment. Before it closed, he threw Pony a baleful glance but refrained from speaking. Dorothy felt a twinge of sympathy for the protection team who had the job of watching over the twins, but chose not to interfere.

It was best not to get overly involved in the day-to-day business of SBA. After all, in the unlikely event the twins became a target of the stalker, they would need the most professional protection money could buy. Especially as the POs could not legally arm themselves, and the bad guys appeared to possess an unlimited supply of weapons.

The four occupants of the apartment scarcely acknowledged the visitors, so busy were they bickering amongst themselves. They were standing in a group staring down at the large corner suite and its array of scatter cushions. All four were wearing shorts and sleeveless tops, although it was Emily Duncan who made the outfit look as if it belonged on a catwalk.

Her long legs seemed to go on forever and were covered in precisely the right shade of tan. The colour looked natural, as if the girl had recently returned from a two-week holiday in the Costa del Sol, although Dorothy knew nothing could be further from the truth.

The twins and their friends had gone to the South of France for a week in May as soon as college finished. They returned to Ireland at the start of June and spent the next three weeks planning their party, and generally driving all those around them nuts.

Two days after the party, they began the process of moving their combined possessions into their new apartments in Lower Mount Street. They had been in residence for the better part of two weeks, but had asked their mother to stay away until they were more organised.

As Dorothy had the Fourth of July barbeque to manage, as well as a commitment to attend the film festival in Galway, she had not hesitated to agree to their request. The barbeque was history and the Fleadh was over. She had viewed the finished product that was Christy and was not prepared to wait any longer. She was here to inspect the new pads, and offer any wisdom which might be required.

Deco was the first to spot the guest. ‘How’s it going, Boss?’ he greeted her.

‘Thank God you’re here, Mum,’ Diane said vehemently, ‘the boys are being super-annoying. Could you ask Jive to slap them or something?’

‘We’re not the ones being annoying,’ Josh protested. ‘You two are obsessed about cushions and candles and lamps. Why can’t you relax for five fucking minutes?’

‘Language, Joshua,’ Dorothy reproved gently.

‘Seriously, Ma,’ he retorted. ‘I’m not sure it was such a good idea for us all to be living in the same block. Maybe you should have bought me a place on the North Side, well away from these two miserable feckers.’

Dorothy was busy looking around the apartment in admiration, and scarcely heard him. ‘You girls have done a great job with the interior,’ she told them warmly. ‘It’s like a show home. I love this corner arrangement with the cushions.’

Josh and Deco groaned. ‘Oh, that’s just great,’ Deco moaned. ‘Tell them how fantastic they are, Boss. Now we’ll never get a minute’s peace from them.’

‘The boys have their apartment set up like a cave, Mum,’ Diane told her, sounding most vexed. ‘After all the money you spent on it, and all the trouble you went to on their behalf, they threw a few giant tellies in there and a load of towels that don’t even match the bathrooms.’

‘You should see what they’ve done to their study,’ Emily chipped in.

Dorothy perused Josh and Deco’s irritated faces. ‘You bought towels that don’t match the bathrooms?

‘The towels are brown and the bathrooms are brown,’ Josh replied snippily.

‘The bathrooms are cream and caramel and the towels are pistachio,’ Emily said stonily, as her eyes sparkled with ire.

Deco stamped his foot in an uncharacteristic display of temper. ‘I am so fucking sick of hearing how colour blind we are and how perfect you two are,’ he hissed.

Dorothy chuckled. Four pairs of accusing eyes turned in her direction. ‘I’m so glad I popped in now,’ she grinned at them. ‘I wasn’t going to because I only got back from Galway last night, but I’m so glad I did. You four are hilarious. It brings back happy memories of Deco’s eighth birthday party. Remind me again. Was the balloon pink or red?’

‘It was cerise,’ Emily said promptly. Deco looked as if he was struggling with his inner demons.

‘The balloon was definitely cerise,’ he uttered the words through gritted teeth, and Emily looked triumphant.

Dorothy chuckled again. ‘What a breakthrough. I can’t wait to see the pistachio towels. As a matter of interest, what exactly did you do to your study?’

Diane got in first. ‘They stuck a giant TV on the wall and put two of those massive gaming chairs in front of it,’ she reported with a hint of spite. ‘They have three games consoles in there, and a mini fridge. It’s disgusting.’

‘Where are you going to study?’ Dorothy raised an eyebrow at the two boys who were glowering at Diane.

‘At the big table at the bottom of the lounge,’ Josh said bitingly. ‘That’s what it’s for.’

‘That’s your dining table and you’re going to cover it with books and laptops,’ Emily said scathingly. ‘Where are you going to eat?’

Deco and Josh looked puzzled by this question. ‘We have a bar yoke in the middle of the kitchen and two couches,’ Deco spoke slowly, as if he thought Emily might be suffering from heatstroke and unable to understand him.

‘What about dinner parties?’ Diane demanded.

Josh and Deco exchanged a look before both boys bent over laughing. Deco caught hold of Diane and pulled her against him. He was still laughing when he bear hugged her in such a way her head was buried in his shoulder. Diane squeaked with outrage from somewhere around his clavicle.

‘Deco, man,’ Josh heaved with mirth. ‘I hope you remembered to buy the silver candelabra and the napkin rings for our first formal dinner party.’

‘Don’t worry, dude,’ Deco spluttered. ‘I have them all safely tucked up in the pantry. The butler will know what to do with them.’

‘If you don’t let me go right now, I’m going to scream for Tony,’ Diane’s voice was muffled from under Deco’s chin.

‘Clive,’ Dorothy said mildly.

The Welshman immediately stepped forward and cuffed Deco around the side of the head. Deco released Diane and she stepped back and glared at him. ‘I hate you,’ she said fiercely and hit him as hard as she could in the chest.

‘Ouch,’ Deco said obligingly.

‘Something bad is going to happen to you one of these days, Derek Moynihan,’ Diane pointed a finger in his face.

‘Maybe I’ll get wasted and end up snogging you,’ he suggested cheerfully.

Diane positively screeched in outrage. She raised both of her arms and seemed all set to attack him. Clive inserted his body between them and caught her hands. ‘You’ll hurt yourself,’ he said quietly. ‘Don’t worry, he’ll get his just desserts the next time he visits us at Barns.’

The implied threat seemed to pacify Diane, and she immediately backed away and went to stand with Emily. Deco grinned at her impishly, not seeming at all put out by Clive’s warning.

‘Have you any wine in the fridge?’ Dorothy enquired timidly.

Four pairs of eyes turned to her again.

‘Are you okay, Mum?’ Josh asked in surprise.

‘I thought we could have a little toast to the new apartments,’ she replied quietly. ‘Plus it’s been a crazy couple of weeks and I wouldn’t mind a small drink if you have one.’

‘We’ll go into the kitchen,’ Emily decreed, and promptly led the way. She extracted a bottle of white wine from the American style fridge and poured small amounts into six crystal flutes. Dorothy admired the kitchen that had recently been refurbished in glossy red. She noticed a camera in the corner and frowned. ‘Is that a security camera?’ she asked, as she gratefully accepted the half glass of Chablis from Emily.

‘It was Diane who answered, ‘Roy and Dylan installed one in here and one in the lounge. We have two panic buttons as well.’

‘And some sort of magical device that lets us talk to Roy on the TV,’ Emily added.

Upon hearing this, Josh and Deco snorted into their drinks. Before the conversation could grow heated again, Dorothy raised her glass. ‘Here’s to my children and their new homes and their oldest and dearest friends. May God watch over and protect you all in your new lives on Lower Mount Street.’

Six glasses clicked together and they all drank.

‘Seriously though,’ Deco tossed back the wine and set his glass down on the island. ‘You shouldn’t have that camera pointed at you like that. Do what we did with ours and cover the lens.’

The girls looked shocked by this proposed mutiny.

‘Jack says we need them,’ Diane said diffidently. ‘He wants to keep an eye on us.’

‘He came around himself and showed us how to set the alarm,’ Emily said with a hint of pride. ‘My ma was raging she wasn’t here at the time. She’d love to meet the Tinman.’

Dorothy’s hand crept to her chest and she surreptitiously rubbed at her heart. The Space Ache may be gone, but in its place I have a giant bruise that won’t heal.

‘Does that mean you don’t mind being leched by the SBAs via those cameras whenever you wander around in the nip?’ Deco enquired politely. ‘You’d want to remember you’re being spied on when you come home with a few drinks on you and start riding your boyfriend on that island unit.’

‘Why do boys think it’s romantic to have sex in every room in the house?’ Emily crossed her arms across her chest and looked affronted by the notion. ‘Is it any wonder neither of you morons can hang on to a girl longer than five minutes, if you keep trying to shag her on the kitchen table. That sort of shite is for the movies. What a pair of douchebags.’

Diane waited until her friend had finished her say before she added her nickel’s worth to the mix. ‘The cameras are not on all the time,’ she explained patiently. ‘They’re not on now, are they? There’s no red light. They’re only there for emergencies or in case we get scared. You don’t have to be so melodramatic about it all. This isn’t Big Brother.’

‘That’s not the point. You shouldn’t let yourselves be bossed around like that,’ Josh replied crossly. ‘There is no evidence to suggest either Di or I are targets. First we agreed to a PO each and now the Dog is drowning us in electronic surveillance. I’m sick of it.’

Even though Jive were standing five metres away from her, Dorothy felt them tense up. She was none too happy at hearing what Josh had to say on the subject of security either, yet could certainly sympathise with him. In many ways he was right. So far, there had not been the slightest hint either he or his sister was a target of either the Radleys or anybody else.

‘It will only be for a few more months,’ she told her son soothingly. ‘When we’ve caught whoever is responsible for what happened at the Savoy, we can review all your security arrangements. For now though, Josh, I would be very grateful if you would co-operate with all the necessary security measures. It would give me some much-needed peace of mind. Please, Joshie.’

Josh saw the concern in his mother’s eyes and experienced a pang of guilt. ‘All right, Ma,’ he grumbled. ‘I’ll go along with all of it for now. But just so you know, as soon as the Dog catches the bastard behind all this, I want rid of my protection detail. You can leave the electronics in our apartment and put a tracker on my car, but no more SBAs following me around. Is it any wonder I’m single? And before you say it, it has nothing to do with wanting to ride girls in every room of the house. I’d settle for the bed, thank you very much.’

‘We can revisit your security when the time comes,’ Dorothy hoped she did not sound as relieved as she felt. ‘I’m sure something can be arranged.’

Josh grunted grumpily and stared at his feet. There was an awkward silence.

‘Speaking of the ride,’ Emily broke the impasse. ‘Is tonight the big date with Dorian Ganley?’

Diane immediately perked up. ‘What are you wearing, Mum? You had better push the boat out. Have you a Vera Wang dress?’

‘Marco has already helped me choose an appropriate outfit,’ her mother told her soothingly. ‘Don’t worry my child. Your old mammy will not be disgracing any of yee this evening.’

‘You’re not going to his apartment, are you, Boss?’ Deco asked worriedly. ‘You don’t want to put temptation in his way on the first date.’

Dorothy snorted in a very unladylike fashion. ‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ she poked Deco in the ribs. ‘I’ll have Jive with me, and Dorian will have 007.’

‘That’s a bit OTT, Dorothy,’ Emily chipped in. ‘Could you not just take Clive, and ask DG to bring his little fella with the dark hair. If you don’t have the blonde giant with his bulging biceps and Jimmy and his hard stares cramping your style, you might feel more in the mood for a bit of a snog. I wonder if he’s a good kisser.’

‘He looks as if he knows what he’s doing,’ Diane pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘I’d say he’d be expert enough in the physical department. Mum could do a lot worse.’

There was a slight shuffle of feet as James Kirwan-Taylor drew himself up to his full height and squared his shoulders. The British man positively exuded disapproval. This was nothing compared to Joshua’s reaction. 

‘Our mother will not be making out with some guy on a first date,’ he said furiously. ‘You two should not be putting those sorts of ideas into her head. And don’t be encouraging her to wear a short skirt either, or any of the crap you girls go for.’

‘It’s been a long time since I made out on a first date,’ Dorothy said teasingly. ‘Maybe I should give it a try and see what all the fuss is about. Don’t worry, sweetheart. I won’t let Dorian get to second base. I’ll save that treat for the next time.’

Emily and Diane collapsed into a fit of helpless laughter at the expression on Josh’s face, and even though Deco did his manful best not to laugh, he could not help a grin of amusement. He saw his best bud was looking seriously pissed, and decided it was time to intervene with, ‘I expect DG is taking you to some really snazzy restaurant, eh, Boss?’

‘He is indeed,’ Dorothy smiled at him. ‘I’m sensing Cristal vintage champagne and Beluga caviar. I hope he won’t be upset when I tell him I don’t like oysters.’

‘Order the lobster,’ Emily said firmly. ‘You really enjoyed it when you tried it at his birthday party. You don’t want him thinking you’re a burger and chips kinda gal.’

‘Better go easy on the champers as well, Ma,’ Diane looked concerned. ‘You know how it makes you giddy. You don’t want him to think you don’t have what it takes to be his girlfriend.’

‘Girlfriend,’ Emily said breathlessly. ‘We’ll be able to tell everybody your ma is Dorian Ganley’s girlfriend. This is going to be so cool.’

‘I think you might be jumping the gun a fraction,’ Dorothy said mildly. ‘I’m only going out to dinner with the man. I doubt he has time for a relationship. He always seems to be very busy and on the run.’

‘All the more reason to get a steady girlfriend,’ Emily waved her fingers mysteriously. ‘Keeping the home fires burning and all that. Sure the poor fella hasn’t had a regular woman in his life for years.’

‘Aww,’ said Diane, ‘poor little DG.’

‘Jack calling. Jack calling,’ intoned a robotic voice, and Dorothy jumped guiltily. 

You don’t owe him anything. There’s no need to feel bad because you have a date tonight. Quite the reverse! You’re thrilled you have a date and don’t you be forgetting it!

Clive extracted his phone from the pocket of his jacket and disappeared off to take the call in private.
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