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As they entered another blind bend on the wrong side of the road, Peter Cody closed his eyes and silently prayed that nothing was coming the other way. Of course, they would see the lights. And the driver of any oncoming vehicle would see those of the van. But still he prayed.

Only when they had cleared the curve, the old transit rocking in response to Peter’s brother setting it on a straight path once more, did he manage to open his eyes. Trees were all around them, glowing ominously in the headlights, with long branches swaying above them like the arms of some gigantic creature grasping at them as they raced past beneath.

Peter swallowed hard. This was not him. Nothing that had taken place over the last few hours felt right with him. The past hours belonged in the books he read sometimes, or in the films he liked to watch on a Friday night. It was something he might see on the news, snippets of a world very far away and different to his own.

Yet here he was and there was no going back. He felt sick. The tension, the relief that they had got away with it, or maybe it was the blurry tree trunks flying past his window, something was turning his stomach. He tugged at his collar, feeling his throat beginning to draw tight.

There was at least some relief when he took off his mask.  Even the stuffy air inside the van felt pleasant and cooling on his hot cheeks. Stuffing the balaclava into the bag on his lap, he 

turned and spoke into the blackness behind the seat.

‘C’mon, c’mon,’ he said gruffly, knowing the nerves were dictating his tone. ‘Put the masks into the bag. Keep your gloves on until you get out.’

In the driving seat the silhouette that was his brother handed over his own mask and Peter Cody took it from him, knowing that his smile was lost in the blackness between them but glad that he did it anyway.

‘Less than an hour ‘till daybreak,’ Dillon muttered without taking his attention off the road. ‘Not much time left now.’

Still with the feeling that he might vomit, Peter said nothing. By way of response he simply reached out and gripped his brother’s arm. He knew that would be enough.

Finally the van eased to a stop on a narrow country road just near a copse of trees, the beginnings of the new horizon glowing faintly behind. And with the dawn came relief, comfort in knowing that the recent fear and tension would slip away just as the night would.

Dillon relieved himself against a nearby tree while Peter and the others stretched their legs, happy to be out of the stale air of the van.

‘How far to Sam’s bike?’ asked Peter when his brother strolled back over to them.

Dillon opened the door of the van and stood in the faint light, rolling a cigarette. Then he lit it and took a long drag. He looked like he needed it.

‘The junction is about a hundred feet further on,’ he said, pushing the door so it did not fully close. ‘Turn left and it’s about a mile. Even a little bit less, I reckon. If you set off now, you should be there before it’s fully light.’

The man called Sam remained where he was. Hands on his hips he looked from Peter to his brother and back again. ‘Why don’t you drive me right to it, instead of me having to walk?’

Dillon drew on the cigarette again, his face hard to read in the poor light. ‘We agreed we would do it this way. What if we were spotted in the van, dropping you off at your bike? That would be a connection that none of us wants.’ The strain in his voice was clear, but it was understandable.

‘How do I know you won’t run out on me?’ Sam asked, glancing to the fourth man as if seeking some support. ‘What’s to stop you cutting me out of the deal altogether, keeping my share for yourselves?’

The glow from Dillon’s cigarette flew over his shoulder and vanished in the long grass behind him. A second later he stomped over to where Sam was standing.

‘Listen here you, you shithead. You were hired to do a job and you did it. So well done with that. Now you just go and hop on your motorbike, just like we agreed, and we will pay you as soon as we collect the cash. We have been through it enough times already.’

Peter Cody was impressed. His older brother was certainly more confident and outgoing than he was but this was something else. He had never heard Dillon speak to anyone like that and he was enjoying the moment, despite the tension that came with it.

The man began to reluctantly walk away along the lane, already his outline becoming hazy and blending in with the black shapes of the trees.

‘We’re not the type of people to rip you off so you needn’t worry,’ called Dillon, sounding something more like his affable self. ‘We will be in touch. Don’t you worry about that.’

‘Next stop Kildare,’ said Dillon, once the remaining men were back in the van. ‘You do know the train times, right?’

A grunt came from the space behind them. ‘I’ll have a while to wait for the first train but I’ll live.’

Peter turned to face him, hanging his arm over the seat. ‘And you’ll stay away from Dublin for at least a few days, like we said? No need to tell us where you’ll be, just keep out of town for a while.’

Paddy chuckled quietly. ‘You two don’t do this sort of thing very often, do you?’ He didn’t wait for a reply. ‘It’s cool, it really is. Yes, I will keep out of town. I’ll give you a call in a few days to see how you have got on.’

No more had been said when they arrived in Kildare town. There Peter got out and shook Paddy firmly by the hand.

‘Don’t mind my brother,’ he said lightly. ‘He is alright. Like me he will feel better when we have finished with this.’

The other man gave an understanding nod. ‘Well good luck. And I hope you get paid alright.’

Peter felt a tug of emotion and had a bizarre urge to hug the man. They had only met a handful of times and might see one another one more time at the most. They had nothing in common and Peter had no desire to try and strike up a friendship. Still, it was not without a little sadness that he said goodbye and watched as the man he only knew as Paddy, slowly turned and trudged away in the direction of the train station.

Dillon had rolled another cigarette while they were stopped and it was hanging loosely between his lips. Giving Peter a smile he took a long drag and swung the van around, putting his foot down.

‘Not long now,’ he said through his teeth. ‘We can get rid 

of this old crate and head for home. At least we have what we wanted.’

Peter nodded and looked back at the rectangular shape, wrapped in black cloth and secured against the side of the van. If things went according to plan, they would be rid of it within just a few days. And then their worries would be over.

Within minutes they were leaving the town behind and heading for the country roads again. Perhaps it was the tension; something had him feeling totally washed out, and it was easy to let his eyes close.

A perfect plan, well-executed and with no hitches along the way, and it was all but over. It signalled a fresh start, debt-free and with some cash in his pocket too. The future seemed a lot rosier than it had only a few short hours ago and it was hard to fight the rising feeling of triumph.

He was still dreaming and silently congratulating himself when the van came to a stop and Dillon killed the engine. Now they had a job to do.

The industrial estate had yet to come to life and the car park in which they had stopped was empty save for one other vehicle. Dillon had parked his old estate car here last thing yesterday before they set off for the house.

Now with the prize safely transferred over, Peter started the engine of his brother’s car and eased it slowly forward until the exit ramp was just a few feet away. Then without looking back, he hopped out and sat in the passenger seat, aware that his heart was going ten to the dozen once more.

He knew what was going to happen. It was all part of the plan. But despite his expecting it, the sudden whoomph as the van burst into flames made him almost jump out of his skin.

‘Pity we can’t stay and enjoy the bonfire,’ said Dillon lightly as he slipped into his seat and hit the accelerator. ‘Mind you, it’ll probably blow up when those extra cans of fuel in the back ignite. It’s probably best that we head off.’

Peter nodded. Now he just wanted it all to be over. ‘Let’s get home.’

Dillon grinned and turned on the radio, a familiar tune filling the air. Neither of them heard the noise of the van exploding.

‘This is it,’ said Dillon fifteen minutes later, stopping the car with two wheels on the path. ‘You need any help getting that thing inside?’

Peter shook his head. ‘No. You had better get home and then head to work. I need to do the same. We might need the alibis.’

‘Somehow I don’t think we have anything to worry about,’ said his brother happily. ‘Now go on, clear off before I get done for illegal parking.’

Peter hesitated, the door half open and his eyes lost on the space between them. ‘Thanks. I know I owe you big time for this.’ He looked up into his older brother’s friendly face, the same calm eyes that he remembered so well. ‘You didn’t have to help me.’

Dillon squeezed his shoulder and gave him a broad grin. ‘I know that. But it’s all done now. And life will be that bit sweeter for both of us.’

‘Yes.’ Still Peter felt compelled to stay. Words he had thought about so many times yet had been unable to say now fought for freedom. If he could just get started he might be able to let it all out. But it was not so easy.

‘Thank you,’ he said at last, unhappy with the simplicity of 

it.

‘Look, if a cop car drifts by, you and I just might end up in deep trouble. So grab your booty and get lost.’ Dillon smiled again and they shared an edgy laugh.

Then with his prize clutched tightly against his chest, Peter hurried across the road and through the entrance to his apartment block, desperately hoping he would not meet anyone heading out to work. Behind him he heard his brother’s car ease slowly away.

***
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Meanwhile, twenty-five kilometres off the west coast of Ireland, the MV Shy Lulu eased slowly forward through the light Atlantic swell.

To anyone who saw her, either from above or from another vessel, she would simply be another cargo ship, laden down beneath a mound of containers, probably en route to Ireland, the UK or to further afield in Europe.

But these waters were a little off the beaten track for the one hundred and twenty metre vessel, normally running perishables between Philadelphia and Reykjavik. A favour called in and a simple bribe of a few thousand dollars had made the small diversion possible.

Standing on the bridge was a man of forty-three years, with rugged features and long, dark blonde hair that was currently tied in a ponytail.

He stared through the drizzle-streaked glass at the dark mass of land that was emerging from the night. There was a lighthouse somewhere ahead and a cluster of faint lights over to his right.

With his breath fogging the glass, he stared with morose fascination at the blurry contours of the land, still hidden by the remnants of the night, and he felt an unsettling hint of fear beginning to gnaw at him.

It made him think of some great creature, lying in wait, hiding just below the surface and waiting for them to blindly sail within its grasp. And then when it had them, it would throw them upon the rocks, batter them with thundering waves and grab at their flailing legs with hidden currents until they were nothing more than empty shapes following the run of the tide.

But it was just the shape of the Earth. It was just a high patch of ground that the sea could not cover. Nothing more than a big chunk of clay, rock and vegetation. He knew that, of course. So why did he feel afraid like he did?

Looking across to where the captain was muttering quietly to another member of the crew, he gestured with his head.

‘Ireland?’ he said simply and grunted to himself when the captain nodded back at him.

Well that was something at least. Jacob Westbay didn’t like the sea. He didn’t care much for the rain either and was already looking forward to getting home. Even the prospect of being stuck in the car all the way from Philadelphia to California held some appeal after being stuck on this floating bathtub for the last while.

One thing was for sure. He would be happier once the merchandise was on board and they were setting off across the Atlantic once more. With every rhythmic thump-thump of the ship’s heart they would ease closer to home, towards the sun and his own world. The thought cheered him some and he even managed a hint of a smile.

The rain was cold on his face when he stepped outside and flicked his cigarette towards the dark water. He could smell the salt, hear the whisper of the sea as it drifted past, and somewhere overhead an unseen gull was singing mournfully. God how he hated it all.

At least he found some comfort below deck. He trod on soft carpet instead of bare metal, and a scattering of radiators maintained a bearable temperature. If it were not for the occasional and unexpected roll of the ship, which would send him stumbling like a drunk after a long day, he could almost forget he was at sea. Almost.

Throwing a cautious glance at the door, he got to his knees and carefully retrieved his rucksack from beneath his bed. He did not bother to count the money this time. He had counted it at least twice daily since he came aboard, and he was confident that it was safe. There was no doubt that the crew were afraid of him. Not one of them would have the nerve to come creeping around his cabin. They would expect him to cut their throat for them and they would not be far wrong either.

Rummaging blindly through the tight bundles of cash he waited until his fingers closed around the hard metal of his gun, and following another furtive look to the door, he pulled it out.

Arranged just for this trip, it was a clean weapon, and nothing about it could be traced back to him or the States. Maybe he wouldn’t even use it. But then he smiled to himself. Who was he kidding? It was rare that Jacob Westbay completed a job without someone being on the receiving end of a bullet.

He passed a few pleasurable minutes letting off imaginary shots at imaginary characters that threatened to attack him or who ran across the far wall of his cabin in a bid to escape his bullets. It was a game he had played more than once on this trip, anything that would help pass the time.

But a deep roll of the ship jolted him back to reality and with one hand he gripped hard on the bed covers, barely daring to breathe until the vessel slowly righted itself again. Then with a silent curse he returned the weapon and slid the bag away from sight once more. The sooner he got home the better.

***
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Trying his best to ignore his headache, Kent Cross jumped from the shower and strode quickly into his kitchen, one hand towelling himself while he picked up his phone with the other.

The sight of an empty gin bottle, lying on its side next to one that was barely half full, made him stop and sigh. It was time that he stopped all this. He had forgotten how many times he had woken up late, his head banging or his stomach spinning so fast he could hardly stand. Even the occasional patch of dried vomit didn’t put him off.

Shaking his head sadly he turned his attention back to his phone. There were no new messages and the log showed that his last call was yesterday afternoon. Well that, at least, was good news. No late-night calls, words weighted with self-pity while he droned on about how it was and what might have been. And meanwhile one of his friends, of which he had very few, would do their best to offer soothing words and reassure him, reminding him that the solution was not to be found in the bottom of a bottle.

The fact that the last conversation on his phone had been during the previous afternoon carried with it another piece of good news. It also meant that there had been no call or message cancelling his upcoming meeting.

Every few months a buyer, a man he had known for the best part of three years, would meet with Kent and see what “special pieces” he had for him. The truth was that Mr. Chang fancied himself as a trader of “rare art” but could be talked into buying just about anything. Kent had no doubt that he either sold them at a considerable loss or was slowly filling up some enormous warehouse somewhere, hanging on until the market was ready for his collection.

But with more money than he knew what to do with, did it really matter? Mr. Chang was doing what he enjoyed, travelling the length and breadth of Europe and trading his pieces as he went. And for Kent, it meant that once or twice a year he got to clear out some items which, for some reason or other, were not so much collectable as uncollectable.

Glancing back to the gin bottles he swore quietly, hating himself again. He needed a plan to stop the cycle. This routine of drink – hangover – drink was killing him. But then he thought about why he drank. He thought about endlessly long nights, the smothering loneliness and the frequent torment which awaited him when he did sleep. And he knew he was not ready to give it up just yet.

When his phone, still gripped in his hand, began ringing and vibrating at the same time, he cleared his throat and hoped he sounded at least half-awake.

‘Hi, Cora.’

‘There was a message on the answer machine this morning,’ his assistant chirped, with no hint of noticing that his voice was not much more than a hungover kind of croak. ‘I thought you might want to hear it sooner rather than later.’

His heart sank. So the meeting had been cancelled after all. Mr Chang had called the shop rather than his own phone.

‘Save it for me,’ he said, his words coming out somewhat harsher than they were meant to.

Cora said something about it being a nice day but it did not feel like one right now. And as the call ended, his eyes gazed idly at the floor while his mood deepened.

Usually he liked to look smart when he was working, and a crisp shirt and tie would be the first things he picked from the wardrobe. But today, as seemed to be the case quite often recently, he opted for something more casual.

Donning a pair of stone-washed jeans and a white linen shirt he checked himself briefly in the mirror and set off, his mood glum. 

Even the warmth of the late morning sun, pleasant on his face as he walked the short distance to the shop, did little to lift his spirits. But he did feel a little better in himself. The sandwich he had devoured had settled his stomach and a couple of painkillers were already getting to work on his headache. He would just have to work through the disappointment and focus on other things.

An athletic figure that stretched to just over six feet tall, and with a shock of blond hair atop a friendly face, he made quite a striking figure. Each time that he spoke to his parents back home in New Zealand, they never failed to remind him that he could have any woman he chose. But they would say that. He was their only son and they loved him. But still their words of encouragement had helped him through many a dark moment.

But there was also a little truth in there too. In the two years since his wife had died there had been numerous opportunities for him to either enter into a relationship or to simply fall into bed for some short-term gratification. It was not that he didn’t like the women that had come his way. In fact, he had really liked more than one of them.

But each time he thought of sharing quiet sentiments with another, or even just a quick fling beneath the sheets, his mind conjured up images of her, his true love, staring up at him from the roadside. Through tear-filled eyes she searched his own, telling him how much she was sorry for everything, that only he mattered and that she loved him with all her heart.

She had known the end was close, despite his stumbling words to the contrary, and her spirit shone through as she wished only that he would strive to find new happiness. And with the strengthening wail of the ambulance, the light in her eyes had faded until he was holding nothing but a lifeless human being, broken beyond repair.

And as he lost his wife, he lost someone else too. A person once close, but then pushed a world away once the betrayal was exposed. The Kent Cross that emerged from the trauma of losing two people so close had left him a shell of his former self. And the confident and self-assured Kent seemed to be gone forever.

Pushing the feelings of self-doubt and regret to the back of his mind, he took a deep breath and focused on his surroundings.

The Monday morning rush-hour should have been long over as he paused with his hand against the warm glass of the shop door and gazed along Rathmines Road. But still there was the unmoving snake of cars, the junction where the lights were glowing green yet no one could move. And when he noticed the glum faces of the drivers nearest him, he felt his mood lift a little and even had the merest hint of a grin on his face. At least he was not the only one having a bad start to the day.

In the shop Cora was chatting to a middle-aged couple who called in every few weeks or so in search of a particular item or perhaps to enquire about an object on display which had caught their eye. If they happened to find what it was they were looking for, there would always be several minutes of hushed whispering between them followed by some fairly vigorous bartering over the price.

Kent sometimes thought they might be buying for another shop, or maybe simply trying to make a few quid selling the items on the internet. He didn’t mind. As long as there was at least some profit on the sale, he was generally happy to come down in price.

He noted that the lady in the partnership was holding an old wooden carving in her hands, turning it slowly and studying it as the man explained how they had recently seen one just like it for ‘less than half the price.’

He winked at Cora as he passed. She knew as well as he that they were a cunning pair and were almost certainly making this up to try and gain some leverage on the price. She knew too that the piece had been in the shop ages and that Kent would be happy to get rid of it.

In the back office he stuck the kettle on and made them both a coffee. He heard the couple call goodbye as he stepped back into the shop.

Cora took one of the mugs from him and lifted it to her mouth, blowing it gently before taking a cautious sip. ‘Piece of cake,’ she said, smiling. ‘And do you know how much I came down by?’

He took a sip of his own drink. He had made it too strong but would drink it anyway.

‘Five euro, that’s how much.’ She beamed at him, her eyes bright for a second before her expression lost some of its sparkle. ‘Are you okay?’

With a heavy sigh he moved across to where a pair of weathered leather armchairs nestled around an old fireplace which dominated one side of the shop. The idea was to make the place appear more welcoming and homely but in reality, the chairs served more as a comfortable resting area for the two of them when the place was empty.

He gazed up at a large painting hanging above the fireplace and waited until Cora had taken the chair opposite his own before speaking again.

‘Let’s have it then,’ he said quietly, bracing himself for the disappointment.

Cora’s cobalt blue eyes probed his, her forehead set in a frown but her lips showing a hint of a smile.

It often crossed his mind, as it was now, as to what would have happened to her if he, or someone else for that matter, had not given her the chance to change her life. But change it she had. In the time she had been with him she had proved herself to be honest and reliable, something his friends had told him was impossible. And with her delicate face and a sprinkling of freckles across her small nose, she was attractive in looks as well as in personality. She was an asset to the business.

‘So, the message,’ he prompted when she remained silent. ‘Did Mr. Chang give a reason for cancelling on me?’

Cora hurriedly swallowed the coffee in her mouth and shook her head. ‘Who said Chang had cancelled? It’s news to me.’

It was his turn to frown. ‘The message this morning, when you rang me earlier?’

Understanding appeared in her face. ‘No, no. You have it wrong.  There was a message. But it was not what you seem to think it was. It was Robin Riverton. He asked that you go and see him to, “talk about the bygone days”, to use his words. He mentioned this evening might suit.’

Kent laid his head back against the chair and sighed with relief. So the meeting with Mr. Chang would still go ahead after all. And his old friend wanted him to pay a visit to his wonderful house. The day suddenly felt much brighter. Even the coffee seemed to taste better and he drank off most of the contents of his mug, gazing at Cora over the rim and smiling with his eyes.

He spent the next hour going through his notes, checking, double-checking and then changing his mind and starting over. But what might have appeared to an outsider to be a fairly laborious process was something rather special to Kent.

Feeling slightly giddy with relief that his meeting was still on, he enjoyed poring over his list of stock immensely, taking his time in deciding just what he would be offering and at what price. It was something he looked forward to very much, rather like a child waiting for Christmas.

When one o’ clock came he left the storeroom and hurried down the stairs to the shop, called to Cora that he was leaving and walked the short distance to his apartment. There was a quick lunch of scrambled eggs on toast, which he thoroughly enjoyed now that the last tendrils of his hangover had released him. And then he jumped into his car and headed off into the afternoon sunshine.

It was a rare thing for Robin Riverton to get in touch with Kent, unless it was close to Christmas or one of their birthdays when he might ring to suggest dinner or drinks. An out of the blue call like this would probably mean that Robin had something that he wanted to sell. Perhaps some rare object had come his way and, after realising he had been duped into thinking he had the deal of the century and found himself lumbered with it, he had decided to share his good fortune with Kent.

With the warm breeze blowing pleasantly in through his open window he smiled to himself. The timing was uncanny. The piece that Cora had managed to sell that day had come from Robin Riverton. Another of his “shrewd” investments.

Happily singing along to the tunes on the radio, he gradually made his way out of the city, heading south to County Wicklow and turning towards the quaint village of Roundwood. On the R755 he passed the golf club, made a mental note to take up the game (like he did each time he drove by it) and took a sharp left. Then at nothing more than a snail’s pace he eased carefully along the kilometre-long stretch, cursing loudly at the bushes and thorns that clawed at the vehicle as it crept through the narrow gap.

His humour improved again the moment he reached the entrance to the Riverton property. There was something majestic about the wrought iron gates, the huge pillars of white stone that supported them, and the high wall, adorned with a thick coating of ivy that must have been older than he was, stretching away in both directions through the trees and undergrowth and out of sight.

And as he waited, listening patiently to the gentle purr of the Audi, the gates began to swing silently open, offering a magnificent view of the driveway as it weaved its way left and right through the scattering of trees.

He had always thought the house and surrounding grounds had something of a colonial feel about them. It was like something from a bygone era, a world that clung on to tradition and old values, respected class and the ‘proper’ way of doing things. There were not many estates like this one left, not in private hands at any rate.

With the gleaming white gravel crunching softly beneath the tyres, he eased the car to a stop and climbed out, his eyes already admiring the house before him. He turned at the approaching sound of footsteps.

Hugo was gardener, housekeeper and chef. He did pretty much what needed doing, as long as he was able. Dressed in blue overalls, which somehow did not suit him, he gave a cheery wave and approached slowly, one hand holding his hip.

‘You are earlier than expected,’ he said when he could speak without raising his voice. ‘Robin said you wouldn’t delay but I think you may have surprised even him.’ He was still holding his hip and now used his free hand to lightly dab a handkerchief at the perspiration on his face.

Although he had been with the family since he was a young man, he had always stuck with the more formal ‘Mr. Riverton’ despite Robin’s urges to call him by his forename. Hugo was more like one of the family at this stage. Certainly, Robin thought of him as such and made no effort to hide it.

‘Hello, Hugo,’ said Kent with a smile. ‘He still has you working hard then?’

Hugo nodded and coughed to clear a hint of a wheeze in his throat. ‘You know how it is. A big house like this and the work is never done.’

Glancing around at the manicured grass and the perfectly neat flower beds that lined the perimeter of the house, Kent wondered how he still managed it. He must have been seventy if he was a day.

‘He is down by the lake, and you know what that means.’ Hugo gave an exaggerated roll of his eyes and smiled. ‘I’d better get on. I’ll bring you tea when you get settled in the house.’

Kent knew exactly what he meant. Although Robin enjoyed taking in the scenery and walking along the edge of the reservoir, it was also his place to think. Whenever he hung around down by the water’s edge, standing with his arms folded and staring into space, or perhaps stretched out on the grassy slope, it usually meant there was something troubling him.

Following the narrow path along the side of the house, he set off briskly, eager to meet his old friend and curious as to what was bothering him. No doubt he would find out soon enough.

The gentle hiss of cascading water greeted him as he stepped past the side of the house and was able to see the gardens to the rear. The fountain, standing almost fifteen feet high, was surrounded by an intricate network of shrubbery, all perfectly level and perfectly straight, with vast urns of black ceramic, gleaming in the bright sunlight and overflowing with a multitude of coloured blooms.

He took the path to the left of the fountain, the sound of the water fading as he passed by the sunken garden, through neat lines of rose bushes and beneath a series of arched frames, the structures almost invisible beneath a smothering of colour.

With his hands on his hips, Robin stood at the very end of a narrow jetty which stretched out some twenty feet into the water. His attire was similar to Kent’s although the jeans were a more traditional blue and the shirt was of a more formal style; perfectly white and crisp-looking. He turned at the sound of Kent’s feet on the boards and his face filled with a smile.

He had not changed a bit. True, his fair hair may have thinned a little, and perhaps the hairline had crept back a few millimetres, but it was the same old Robin. With his arms open he took a step closer.

‘Kent, you old devil, it’s been too long.’

The embrace was prolonged, meaningful, and Kent held his friend by the shoulders when they separated.

‘What’s happened?’

Robin let out a heavy sigh. ‘You know me too well. I had hoped to chat over tea and do a bit of reminiscing before I had to get all heavy and tell you my problems.’

‘I knew something was wrong the second I saw you,’ said Kent with a straight face. ‘You are alone and staring at the water. And before you switched on your smile I caught a quick glimpse of it in your eyes.’

Robin took him by the arm. ‘We have been friends for the best part of ten years. I never have to switch on my smile for you.’

‘So why not share the burden?’ He gave him an encouraging smile. ‘I didn’t drive all this way out here for nothing y’ know.’

Robin’s arms dropped limply to his sides, his brow furrowed in thought and his stare was lost somewhere in the middle of the lake. ‘Yes. I should share the problem.’ It was some seconds before he returned from his daydream and blinked hard, looking puzzled for a moment as though trying to remember what they were talking about.

‘It is true though, what you said,’ he went on as they set off in the direction of the house. ‘All is not good in the Riverton world at the moment. Not at all.’ There was something of a strained brightness in his face when he added, ‘So tell me how you have been keeping. How is that pretty assistant of yours?’

Kent knew his friend would share his problems when he felt ready. It was a simple game of patience. In the meantime, they would chat like there was nothing wrong and dodge the conversation they both knew was coming. He told Robin that Cora was fine and knew almost to the word how his friend would reply.

‘It was a brave move of yours to take her on. I know I said it before but I mean it. Fair play to you, I say.’

And he had said it before. Many times, in fact. It was as though he wanted to make good his initial reaction when he heard of Kent’s decision to hire Cora and to give her a chance. There had been plenty of arm-waving and choice language, and comments that Kent must have been out of his mind. There were warnings that Cora and her friends from her past life would clean out his shop and probably his home too.

But that was because they did not know her.

So Cora had had a rough start in life. She had made plenty of bad decisions, including her choice of friends. But everyone makes mistakes and, for the most part, we are able to make amends and move along with our lives relatively unchanged. So what was wrong with offering her a new start?

She only needed a chance to work, a chance to start afresh, and most of all a chance to prove that she had as much to offer society as the next person. And she had proved herself a dozen times over.

‘She is working out fine, thanks.’

‘That’s good.’ His friend laughed as he slapped him on the back. ‘It really is.’

Reaching the house, they entered a spacious lounge that reeked of old-style class and looked like it might have featured as a set for a period drama. The scent of summer hung heavy in the air and mixed pleasantly with the woody fragrance of floor polish.

It was familiar and comfortable, and the hour spent catching up on news passed in the blink of an eye. Robin said that he spent almost all of his time in the house and rarely ventured out of the estate. He had all he needed to keep him entertained and Hugo arranged delivery of whatever supplies were required.

They had discussed at length what woes had befallen a mutual friend of theirs who, as Kent now learned, had just begun a five-year stretch for fraud. A sad change in fortune for a guy who used to employ over a hundred people and who often enjoyed hob-knobbing with the wealthy select in Monaco, Nice and other such places.  

Hugo had just left the room after exchanging a fresh pot of tea for the empty one when Kent sensed a shift in Robin’s mood. His friend visibly tightened up, preparing himself.

‘You know I am going to tell you anyway,’ he said with a grave voice, pulling his glasses from his pocket and carefully putting them on. ‘And the longer I wait the more difficult it is going to be for me.’

Kent had been standing in front of the magnificent marble fireplace. Now he sank into a cream-coloured leather chair, stretching out his legs as Robin moved to the open French window, his footfalls echoing against the wooden boards.

‘There was a robbery here, a burglary no less. Three weeks ago, someone violated my house and took something which did not belong to them.’ He paused to soothe the rising emotion in his voice.

‘They took a painting, “The Wondrous Young.” I don’t know 

if you remember it. It portrayed a young girl standing in a corn field with a barn in the background.’ He turned to face into the room. ‘You may not recall it. You might have seen it a dozen times and still not remember the particulars.’

Kent thought for a minute, closing his eyes and sipping at his tea. ‘A young girl, seven maybe. Fair hair. Smiling a bit but not completely happy. Grey top, I think.’

‘Pale blue top,’ Robin corrected with a light clap of his hands. ‘Sometimes I forget that you buy and sell art for a living. I should have given you more credit.’

Kent was still thinking hard. ‘The eyes,’ he muttered, tapping his fist against his chin. ‘There was something about her eyes.’

Robin smacked his hands hard together. ‘Bingo! You always were a stickler for detail.’

He walked over to the fireplace, fumbled with something on the mantelpiece, and took the seat opposite Kent. A few seconds later he sat back and nodded with contentment, his pipe dangling from the edge of his mouth. ‘The eyes were the best bit,’ he said quietly, gazing at the empty hearth. ‘She had the most intense stare.’

He looked up when Kent said, ‘So it was stolen. Did the police turn up anything?’

‘Nothing. Only that it was a professional job. They clearly knew what they were doing and what they wanted.’

‘Okay, so you are looking at an insurance claim then?’

Robin nodded and eyed Kent cautiously. He looked weary, as though he had been carrying a burden for too long. There was something bothering him, that was for sure.

‘Are you worried about the insurance company not coffing 

up?’

Looking once more to the cold fireplace, Robin shook his head slowly. ‘Oh, I am fairly sure they will pay. There is no reason for them not to.’

A long silence fell over them and Kent became aware of the rhythmic ticking of the clock in the centre of the mantel piece.

‘You’re going to have to give me a bit more, Robin’ he asked at last. ‘Is the painting of special interest to you?’

Robin did a strange kind of roll with his shoulders, as though he was trying to create a Mexican wave all by himself. ‘No, not really. Although that is not the strict truth.’

Kent grinned to himself. His friend did have a habit of being somewhat cryptic in his answers. He would explain himself in his own time.

‘They came during the night and managed to get in without setting off the alarm. Almost got away undetected by all accounts.’ He used his thumb to gesture over his shoulder towards the window. ‘Came in over there. There are two alarm systems, you see, independent of each other. They bypassed the first, got in and then went out through the front door. That’s when the second system kicked in and all hell broke loose.’

‘They just walked out of the front door?’

Robin flushed. ‘The key was in the lock. Stupid habit. I don’t do it now though, I’ll tell you that much.’

Kent walked over to the French window but there was nothing so see. Any damage had been cleanly repaired. ‘Was it an inside job? Someone must have told them how to get around the alarm.’

‘Then they would have told them about the second alarm, wouldn’t they? It is no secret that we have two systems. They 

could have just gone out through the window and slipped away without being heard. As it was they scarpered fairly sharpish.’

Kent was crouched on one knee, examining the window frames and surrounding woodwork. ‘Monitored?’

‘Eh? Oh, the alarm. Well, yes, one of them was. They discovered some external wiring close to that window and somehow, don’t ask me how, they rerouted the alarm right past the window.’

Robin sneezed violently and there was the sound of him blowing his nose. ‘One of the policemen said it was highly unlikely that they just found the dodgy outside wiring by chance. More likely they had been before and worked out the best plan of attack. I bet they couldn’t believe their luck when they found the wires.’ He blew his nose again and sniffed a couple of times. ‘Makes me shudder to think of them coming and checking the place out in advance. It seems worse than the actual break-in.’

The warm breeze was blowing in through the open window, carrying with it the wonderful scent of freshly-cut grass. It played with the bottom of the long white curtains, made them brush lightly back and forth across the gleaming parquet floor.

‘Any new staff at the house?’ Kent called over his shoulder, leaning out and glancing from one side of the horizon to the other.

Robin snorted. ‘Chance would be a fine thing. Money is tight. More than you would believe. There is only one of them left now. He helps with the grounds and does a bit of housework. It is way too much for poor Hugo.’

Something was not adding up. The house had paintings dotted about all over the place, and some of them were worth a lot of money. So why just take the one? And if someone broke into the house, surely they would be on the lookout for anything else 

that could be easily sold off.

Kent was drifting leisurely around the room, soaking up the ambience and almost wishing he could afford to live here himself. Pausing near a low table supporting an intricately carved chess set, he carefully picked up one of the rooks and turned it slowly in his hands.

‘You said one of the alarms was monitored. Which one was it?’

‘The one that they set off, as soon as they opened the front door. The system they managed to bypass was old, been there for years. One day, thinking about the dangers of modern times and all that, I got a firm in to update security. They wanted to replace the old system but I wouldn’t let them.’

Kent turned to face him, the rook still within his grasp. ‘Why not? Surely that would make more sense.’

‘I accept that now,’ said Robin through a long sigh. ‘But at the time I trusted the old system. It never let me down before.’ He raised his finger and wagged it unthreateningly. ‘In fact, it stopped an intruder some years back if you remember.’

Kent remembered it well. He had actually been staying over at the house after a celebration dinner when someone tried to get in. Once the alarm went off it was Robin who looked out from his bedroom window in time to see the culprit fleeing empty-handed. Recognising the face from a nearby farm it was not long before the guy was picked up and charged.

‘The Gardai responded to the alarm but we are in the middle of nowhere here.’ Robin gave a sad smile. ‘We may as well be on the moon.’

‘I just don’t understand why you would keep two alarm systems on the go. You may as well have got the whole job done 

right while you were at it.’

‘Well apart from my sense of sentimentality towards the old alarm, the decision was partly financial too. It saved me a fortune leaving the old system in and installing the new one in those areas not covered.’

It seemed fair to say that the painting may well not have been lost if the house had been properly alarmed but there was no point in rubbing it in.

‘Okay, so they bypassed the alarm,’ he said as he replaced the chess piece, returned to the fireplace and took his seat again. ‘Why just take that painting? What makes it so special?’

Robin shrugged. ‘My father wanted to buy that painting many years ago. When the opportunity presented itself and it was up for auction, he and another collector both wanted it desperately. They bid against each other and my father won. The other guy begged my father to sell it to him but he wouldn’t budge. I heard he cleared off abroad a few years later. Probably dead now, I should think.’

He grumbled to himself and tapped his pipe against the side of the fireplace, poking at it with his finger before sticking it back in his mouth. ‘My father would have gone skint if he had not died when he did.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘This estate costs a fortune to run. And what with his taste in art, not to mention his lifestyle...unsustainable, plain and simple.’

Kent was still thinking about other valuables in the house. ‘Would you sell any of your other paintings?’

‘Might have to, the way things are going.’

They paused at the sound of a gentle knock and Hugo’s head appeared at the door. When he asked if they wanted anything to eat, Robin rubbed his stomach and wrinkled his face 

up. 

‘I’ve not much appetite. Get yourself something and don’t mind us.’

Kent waited until the door was closed. ‘So now he calls you “Robin”. It’s about time.’

‘He is family, Kent. Sometimes he talks to me like I’m the son he never had.’

It was a nice development in their relationship after so many years and Kent said as much. He watched his friend now though, curious about what was coming next.

‘He has taken it badly, you know. Since the robbery I mean. Hugo was always strong of character, kind of take it on the chin confident, if you get my drift.’ He glanced towards the closed door, sorrow appearing in his face. ‘Now he seems unsure of himself. Scared of his own shadow half the time.’

With his head resting against the back of his chair, Kent found himself also looking to the closed door, thinking about Hugo and wondering what particular task he was getting on with now. It bothered him to think of the man becoming so fragile so quickly. It reminded him of the fragility of life and how it can all change so quickly. He thought about his wife.

When Robin leaped from his seat as though someone had prodded his backside with a pin, Kent was relieved to be pulled away from his wandering thoughts. This was not the time to sink into self-pity.

‘C’mon,’ he chirped as he made towards the French window at double-pace. ‘Let’s get some fresh air.’

They walked leisurely, stopping to admire flowers or discussing the arrangements of the various lines of shrubs and miniature trees, all chosen and organised, of course, by Hugo. 

They were by the fountain, watching flickering rainbows dance among the tumbling columns of water, when for the second time that day Kent sensed a shift in his friend’s manner.

‘They contacted me, you know,’ he said with his eyes lost in the fountain. ‘A guy rang me and said he was in a callbox in Dublin.’

Kent felt his heart rate quicken. ‘Did they give a name?’

‘Didn’t say. He offered me the painting back.’ Robin turned to him, his eyes almost closing against the glare of the sun. ‘He asked for a million euro.’

‘Are you going to pay? I guess you informed the Guards?’

‘No and no,’ came a distant voice.

Kent turned in surprise. He had not been aware that his friend had moved off and hurried after him.

Robin smiled and patted him on the back when he caught up. ‘That first call was one week ago, almost two weeks to the day after the theft.’

‘Okay. So now what?’

‘There is more.’ A slow shake of the head. ‘There is so much more.

‘The man rang again, just a few days later. He said I could have it back for a hundred thousand. By the time the conversation ended, probably less than two minutes after it began, he had dropped the price to fifty thousand.’

Kent was puzzled. ‘But that doesn’t make sense. If there was a gang of them then there doesn’t seem much point in selling it for fifty thousand. Maybe ten grand each? Not a lot for so much risk.’

Pausing close to the water’s edge, they watched half a dozen geese flap noisily overhead, the rhythmic tune of their wings quickly fading as they crossed the reservoir and vanished high above the forest that spanned the horizon.

‘The painting would fetch a million without a doubt,’ said Robin, the words almost lost in the small space between them. ‘In open auction it might get up to double that.’ He continued to stare across the still water, his face set in concentration. Perhaps he was trying to see the geese again but they were long gone.

‘Let’s walk for a while,’ he said as he moved off again. ‘I need to tell you about the third call, the most bizarre of them all.’

They walked and talked for the best part of an hour, following the narrow path that traced the edge of the reservoir. When the trail passed beneath the low branches of an enormous overhanging tree, they rested, happy to be out of the sun for a while.

Kent peered between two branches that stretched out over the water, the leaves on the outermost tips just catching the gentle waves as they eased by. The house, now over to their right, dominated the view from its position on the hill. He could just make out the glistening water of the fountain, the only sign of movement on the serene landscape.

Robin had climbed onto a huge rock with a flat top and was in the process of lighting his pipe.

‘So let me get this straight,’ said Kent as he found his own rock and tried to get comfortable. ‘This guy said that you have to meet him and take back the painting or he will go into a garda station and hand it over?’

Robin was fiddling with the bowl of his pipe and did not look up. ‘That’s it. Rang yesterday morning at about eleven o’ clock.’

‘And now he doesn’t want any money at all, just to get the 

painting back to you?’

‘Yip. And tomorrow is the deadline.’

Kent pulled at his ear lobe. ‘Well it doesn’t make much sense to me. But why not go along with it? Meet him somewhere where you know you are safe, just in case, and get the painting back. Job done.’

Robin was studying him through the pale smoke that drifted from his pipe. Not for the first time that day Kent had the feeling that his friend was choosing his words carefully. He was almost certainly hiding something.

‘The insurance payout on this painting would be very healthy,’ he said at last. ‘It would suit me down to the ground if this chap, whoever he is, would sell it to some secret collector and that would be 

the end of it. He must have a buyer lined up or at least have some idea of how to get rid of it.’

The solution seemed plain enough. ‘So then get it back and sell it. You said yourself that it could fetch a million. It all seems fairly black and white to me.’

Robin patted the rock he was sitting on and rubbed it affectionately. ‘I used to sit on this rock when I was young. Dad and I used to come down here sometimes. We walked for hours, and would talk about anything and everything. We were very close.’

Stretching out on his back, he made an exaggerated sweeping gesture with his arm. ‘All this. It came from nothing. And his collection of art was gathered meticulously over years and years. He built it all up from a fairly humble beginning.’

‘You are right to be proud of him.’ It was hard to see where this was going.

‘He loved that painting, Kent, more than you would believe. It was precious to him, very precious. And if I just decided to sell it, I would feel that somehow I was betraying my father, or at least betraying what was special to him. No, no. Selling it is not an option.’

Sitting up again, he shuffled forward to the edge of the rock and tucked his knees beneath his chin. ‘But if it disappears forever, the insurance will pay up and my conscience will be clear.’ With a quick glance along the path towards the house he gave a sniff and added, ‘Plus my finances will be a sight healthier than they are at the present moment, I have to say.’

So that was it. A bit of insurance fraud. It was good to get to the bottom of what this was about but Kent was reluctant to know more. He ran a reputable business, a significant part of which involved dealing in paintings, albeit of a much lesser value and status than this one. This scheme was not something that he wanted a part of. And it was hard to ignore the thought of their friend who was serving five years for an offence not too dissimilar.

‘Ah stop being so stiff,’ Robin snorted after he had listened to Kent's polite but firm refusal to get involved. ‘We all have to cut a few corners from time to time in order to get by. You have done the same yourself, I’d say.’

Using his hand
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