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			Chapter One

			Heads or Harps? 

			October 1997

			At its crest, it hung a moment there. The men, with bated eyes squinting in the morning sun, searched skyward, then gasped at its dazzling descent, a meteor fading in the fall to land once more in Hegarty’s hand.

			‘Heads it is, fucko. In you go,’ Hegarty guffawed, pocketing the coin.

			‘I’m not doing the talking,’ O’Brien protested.

			‘You lose the toss; you do the talking. You know the rules.’

			‘I did the last one.’

			‘I don’t give a fuck. I’ve done hundreds.’

			‘You should be used to it so.’

			‘You need the practice.’

			‘Practice? My bad news technique? On these poor people? It’s inhumane.’

			‘I’m not saying a word, so you better get ready, and sharpish,’ Hegarty snapped as he pressed the bell, then stepped back briskly from the door.

			‘You rotten bollix,’ O’Brien hissed, straightening his jacket and cap. Then, waiting a moment and motioning with his chin towards the door, he added, ‘I think it’s broken. Smart prick – serves you right.’ 

			‘What’s broken?’

			‘The doorbell, it doesn’t work.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Sure look at the state of the place.’

			‘Well fuckin’ knock then, you useless prick.’

			

			‘Knock? You knock.’

			‘You’re starting to wind me up now,’ Hegarty growled, then stepped forward and knocked out an almost jovial ‘rat-a-tat-tat’ on the ramshackle door, then retreated, cringing. Three firm non-rhythmic knocks were Garda policy for wooden doors without bells when delivering bad news.

			The Boy woke on the second knock, more formal now, a call to order. Rise ye from your beds peasants and let ye be told of all not well in the world, it rattled. He listened as his father struggled into his trousers and made his way ungainly to the landing where he stopped, rubbed his eyes, scratched his head uncertainly, then took in the dark figures obscured in the frosted patterned glass, waiting. The Boy continued to listen as Daniel picked his way down the stairs, opened the door and began his muffled exchange. A ‘sorry’ here, a ‘thank you’ there, with some ‘okay-now’s on repeat for a measured finish punctuated by the rattling clang of the closing door.

			She was gone. He knew it. In his bones, he knew it. He’d known for some time that she was not long for this world and now, at his bed’s end, a once great man reduced to a simmer, confirmed the inevitable.

			‘Is it Ma?’ The Boy asked.

			‘She’s gone, son,’ Daniel started, ‘the Guards… they said she was already gone when they got to her. There was nothing they could do.’ He sat on the bed, looked at the floor and continued. ‘I must go to the hospital. I must confirm… identify her… your Mam. I’ll ring Fallon and your Nan to collect you shortly… will you be alright here for a bit if I head down there now?’

			‘I’m grand, go on,’ The Boy lied. ‘I’ll see you down there,’ he told him, knowing in his breaking heart that his old man was pub-bound. He pulled the light fleece tight about his neck and retreated to the pretence of sleep as Daniel made his way to the room next door, dressed, then exited the house.

			A sigh followed by a whimper escaped The Boy’s lips, and he thought about those early days at the big house on Lovers Walk. That high home, with its harbour views to spare and its comings and goings until the goings outnumbered the comings, and all were gone. He sees her now in those dreamy days, standing magnificent by the big bay window in the back room, smoking as the sun raged in its sorry sky and she willed it there aloft. And the people, always so many people. Poets, professors, Doctor Pilkington the eminent extractor. An editor of some national paper, that girl who’d been shortlisted for the prize for that book… what was it called… what was she called? He couldn’t remember. Freedom fighters on the run. Romantic smugglers of gear and guns. That poor painter fella who, heartbroken, hung himself over that ugly yoke he’d married. Your man off the radio, Ryan… Ryan… Gerry bloody Ryan…! That’s the boyo. With your wan who read the news… Anne Doyle. Circling, all of them circling, like moths about his Ma’s magnetic flame, each to be burned.

			

			She was beautiful then and Da loved her, he recalled. Loved the bones of her. Every fucking sinew and molecule, he knew them all. It was palpable. He hung on her every word, each utterance prompting some response. A little nod or chuckle, some approving myoclonic return often unnoticed even to himself. Not that he was some lovesick fool. Oh, no! He, too, was a handsome wild bastard. Dangerous, funny and brilliant, with a shock of black hair atop a rogue’s ceann. Those piercing blue eyes that could stop a charging rhino dead in its fuckin’ tracks. Charm the bastard right down off his huff. Rubbing his tusk now, whispering, it’s all right sure you’re grand, don’t go wrecking the gaff, then lilting, aren’t you an awful bollix charging around the place like that ya little fucker. The rhino in a playful headlock, all bashful and apologetic as they frolic in the grass there, laughing. He, she, all of them – fabled in his mind now, dancing, as the sun set low on their banter and they pushed back the darkness with their faint lights, ever fading.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Daniel

			Daniel leaned against the door of the St Leger Arms. 

			‘Locked to fuck’, he cursed, then stood back, shielded his eyes to the morning sun and gazed up at the first-floor window. There was light in the back kitchen, though he could detect no movement within. The smell of the pub oozed through the locked door and the hunger in him grew. Walking to the side alley, he put his shoulder to the slip door, hoping. The door gave way, and he stepped cautiously inside, eyeing about the place as he went. 

			‘Tony, are you there?’ he called out. ‘It’s Daniel.’ 

			‘We are closed, Dan,’ Tony replied, half-joking, from the backyard, barrels rattling.

			‘Closed, me bollix, I’m serving myself. Come out here when you’re done,’ Daniel called back as he made his way behind the bar. He started a pint, left it to settle, then drew up a double. ‘Fuck it,’ he thought, adding a third for good measure. 

			‘One, two, three baby. Doo, doo, doo,’ he hummed. 

			The pint complete, he sat on his stool and made short work of it. The drop followed and momentarily he was back behind the bar, the process on a loop. Imagined punters now, calling for rounds from Daniel the barman. 

			‘Why certainly, my good-lady,’ to some woman in her Sunday best.

			‘But of course, sir, we only serve the finest champagne,’ to an old fella, all moustache, monocle, and misery.

			‘Another? Ya thirsty little bitch,’ he joked. ‘Sit down and I’ll bring it over. And what about himself? Has he not got a throat on him?’

			

			‘He can fuck off,’ came the reply suggestively. 

			‘None of that malarkey now,’ Daniel winked back, all master of the house, but decent.

			‘No, I’m sorry,’ to the fat accountant, ‘there’ll be no more drink until your current tab is settled in full. Now I hate to be a bastard, but those are the rules, and the rules is the rules as the man says. I only work here.’

			‘Yes love, what can I get ya?’ to a young Mammy. ‘Why certainly petal, sit down there and I’ll bring it over, some Rolos for the babbie now, perhaps?’ And she shot him a menacing blasted glance then turned to her young to reveal her back ablaze, and he called out to her as she bent to the child and he could see that the child too was a raging fiery ball and he screamed to the Mammy to rip off the blanket as the fat accountant, now alight, spun to reveal his melting face that poured down his shoulder where his arm used to be, then he fell to the floor as his legs gave way and the thirsty bitch laughed as she, too, felt the flames and soon the whole pub was engulfed with the flaming souls of troubled Ireland’s dead as Daniel’s legs failed him too and he fell to the floor and he sobbed like a fool as they climbed o’er the bar to tear shreds from his soul.

			‘Will you get up, to fuck?’ Tony sniggered as he entered the bar, jostling the bottle trolley over the threshold. Daniel jolted from his abstraction, looked at Tony teary-eyed and confused, then stood and gazed about the empty bar.

			‘Are you alright Daniel?’ Tony asked. 

			Daniel wiped his tears with the heels of his hands. 

			‘Yeah, I’m grand,’ he said, looking about the empty bar, uncertain. ‘It’s Marie. She passed… last night. The Guards called to the house earlier. I’m sorry but…’

			‘Jaysus Daniel. I thought you were fuckin’ about,’ Tony said, and he took him by the arm and led him to his seat. ‘Sit down here,’ he said, ‘and I’ll get you a drink,’ then shot behind the bar to fix him a stiff one.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Fallon

			Fallon bolted upright in his bed and kicked back the sheets, wild-eyed and maniacal. Bawling and gasping for breath, he clutched at his throat, then ripped the sheets to the side, screaming.

			‘What the fuck, Fal?’ Sonya screamed, shocked from sleep. ‘What are ya doing, ya crazy wanker…?’

			He looked at her, kicked the sheets again, then glanced about the room, confused. ‘What?’ he said, embarrassed, composing himself, slowly getting a hook on things, her face some tangent to reality.

			‘Are you alright?’ she asked, then reached for him. 

			He shrugged her off, climbed from the bed and looked for his trousers.

			‘Fuckin’ rats again,’ he thought as he picked his T-shirt from the floor and wiped the sweat from his forehead and chest. He’d had the dream again, the rat dream. What the fuck? he thought, catching his breath. He picked up his trousers and checked his pager. There was a message from the phone box outside his old man’s house. He searched the room, grabbed his phone, and dialled. Three rings later, it picked up.

			‘Who’s this?’ some prick enquired.

			‘It’s Fallon here, is my brother about? He paged me.’

			‘Howya kid? What’s the craic? I can’t see him. Will I give him a shout?’ the prick chimed reverently.

			‘Sound,’ Fallon replied, and waited as the phone box door creaked shut… then silence. 

			What a fucked-up dream, he thought to himself, trying to remember then trying to shake it off as fast. ‘Fucking rats… again?’ 

			

			He hated rats. In the dream, he wakes in a doorless room, with rotten floorboards and soft damp walls with tiny holes everywhere, nocturnal animals scurrying behind the plasterboard. Then a rat, friendly at first, pokes its head through, and Fallon chases it back and repairs the hole with whatever he can find in the room. And so it goes, rat after rat all through the night, each more menacing than the last, crazed and throwing themselves violently at the walls trying to tear their way into the room over and over in ever decreasing intervals.

			A high-powered motorbike rolled past the phone box – he could hear it through the handpiece – throttle down. Then it revved up and moved on. 

			And he remembered the dream again, where the light flickers and dies and they’re in the room with him now, the rats. Some scurry behind his back. Others chance a nip at his toes as the walls, groaning now, implode, followed by a deluge of fat, flopping sounds as they land, then right themselves, sniffing, scratching, seeking him out, Fallon screaming, as the rats in their thousands crawl up his legs and back clawing at his face and eyes, one slipping down his throat as he opens his mouth to bawl— 

			Fallon jumped as the phone box door creaked in reverse, followed by a familiar voice.

			‘Fallon? I fuckin’ paged you, ages ago like,’ The Boy moaned.

			‘Sorry kiddo. I’m only out the bed; I’ve got one of those mobiles now. I’ll give you the number later—’

			‘Mam’s dead,’ The Boy cut in. ‘The Guards… they called earlier and told Dad, then he fucked off to the pub.’

			‘What…? Are you alright? What happened?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘I’m coming straight over. Go back to the house. I’ll be there in a minute.’

			Fallon hung up the phone and dialled The Big Fella.

			

			‘You’re up early,’ came The Big Fella’s voice, warm, avuncular, cunning.

			‘I know yeah,’ Fallon replied. ‘Listen, we need to put that bit of business on hold for a few days. My Ma… she’s dead… I need to look after the brother. Me old fella has taken to the pub, and you know what he’s like…’

			‘Jaysus Fal, that’s desperate. What happened?’ The Big Fella said, stopping Fallon mid-sentence.

			‘I don’t know. I’m going over there now.’

			‘You do what you need to do and give me a ring when you’re sorted. I’m sorry, lad. Let us know if you need anything. I might give you a quick call in a couple of days to see where we’re at, but there’s no hurry. I’ll make sure Tonto puts the kids to bed in the meantime and we can take care of the paperwork when you’re sorted.’

			‘Sound,’ Fallon replied, then hung up.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			The Big Fella

			The Big Fella was a hard fuckin’ man. There was no doubt about it. The eldest of three boys, he grew up in Barrameena Manor, Cork’s toughest address on the Northside of the city. The Manor, a Bronx concentrate, had all the violence, crime and social neglect of an entire New York borough crammed into a cul-de-sac of twenty-four houses where you grew up fast, or you stayed a small boy forever. A great observer from a young age, he discerned that there were two types of people in the Manor: the victim and the punisher. He decided at twelve years of age, as he held a kitchen knife to his old man’s throat and prised him from his screaming mother, that there would be no victims in his household. He marched his old man to the front door, stared him down hard and left him in no doubt that to ever return would be a terrible mistake. They never saw their old man again. 

			The Big Fella was determined to rise above this culture of pathogenic microbial fission. He would not be some standard reproduction spawned of hate and rejection and was determined to cut a path for his younger brothers, that they might escape the stigma of the ‘Manor born’. A tall boy with an affected bad attitude, he was rarely challenged, but when required to step up to the mark, he bulldozed headlong in a blur of violence and fury unseen even in the Manor’s darkest corners. He soon gained a reputation as a violent contender, the consequence of which was a free pass for the two younger brothers. At home, he exercised complete control over the boys. In the absence of a father figure, he assumed the role of patriarch with their mother working long hours at the care home in the city. When they arrived home from school, they were put to their lessons and soon, under his supervision, they excelled at their studies, a sacrifice that paid off in later years as both boys thrived in their chosen professions.

			

			It was natural that The Big Fella would gravitate towards drugs and crime. He teamed up with the local big head, Bomber the Bastard, and soon they had complete autonomy over the Northside, driving the Southside gangs back across the Lee, venturing themselves across the water to try their luck at the lucrative dealing spots on the Southside of the city. By the age of nineteen, he was a notorious figure on the Cork crime scene and known, in certain circles throughout the country, as a young man to be feared and respected.

			By twenty-seven, he had put his brothers through university and had already made headway into the world of legitimate business. He owned many properties and had heavily invested in several developments up and down the country. His reputation as a fearsome negotiator was known the length of the Island and although his involvement with crime and punishment was often rumoured within his new circles of influence, the topic was never raised in his presence. 

			Now in his forties, his title ‘The Big Fella’, was not only a nod to his position in the country’s burgeoning crime scene but also an acknowledgement of his physical prowess, presence and established position of influence in political and business circles. His involvement with the underworld was handled exclusively by his two protegés, Fallon and Tonto. Tonto, the junior of the two, ran a crew of duckers and divers who dealt mostly with distribution and retribution, while Fallon, a few years his senior, dealt with the negotiation and logistics of the operation, acting as a buffer between The Big Fella and the underworld. Bomber, the bastard, had long since been put out to graze. Bomber now resided in a sleepy gated villa on the island of Tenerife, where he maintained links with the runners and riders on the continent, ensuring a steady flow of contraband to serve the crew’s needs. In Bomber’s mind, he was still the boss, but as with everyone in this close-knit family, Bomber was exactly where The Big Fella wanted him to be.

			

			The Big Fella picked up his phone and rang Tonto.

			‘Our friend,’ referring to Fallon, he never used direct information while talking on the phone, ‘is gonna be out of action for a few days,’ he said.

			‘Okay?’ Tonto enquired. ‘It better be fuckin’ serious. The kids are in bed and waiting to go to school and the paperwork is with the kids, so this puts us in a very vulnerable position.’

			‘What do you mean, the kids are with the paperwork?’ The Big Fella snapped. ‘That’s the number one rule you fuckin’ muppet. You never leave the kids with the paperwork,’ he added in astonishment, the back of his neck searing with rage.

			‘I’d no choice,’ Tonto said. ‘I’ll fill ya in when I see ya,’ he explained, trying to buy some time.

			‘Pick me up now,’ The Big Fella demanded. ‘I’m at my mother’s place, and don’t turn up in that fucking bright red BMW, you langer.’ He hung up the phone.

			The Big Fella sat back on the sofa in his mother’s front room, ran his fingers through his hair, sighed and contemplated what kind of clown would leave the money and the gear stashed in the same place. He’d better have a fucking good excuse or him and that other fucking bollix… He stopped short. He couldn’t bring himself to utter a bad word about Fallon. Fallon was different. He operated and thought on a higher level than anyone he’d ever met before. If the gear and cash were stashed together, it definitely hadn’t been Fallon’s idea. Of that, he was certain.

			Ten minutes later, his phone rang. 

			‘You outside?’

			‘Yeah,’ Tonto replied.

			‘I’ll be out in a minute,’ The Big Fella said, then hung up the phone and called up the stairs. ‘I’m heading off Mammy, I’ll see you during the week.’

			

			‘Okay, love,’ his mother called back. ‘Make sure you go to Mass,’ she added. A hint of hope and mischief in her voice.

			‘I’m going straight there now,’ he lied, then opened the front door and strode briskly up the garden path, pulling his blazer tight across his chest. 

			‘Fuckin’ Baltic,’ he uttered beneath his breath. Tonto waved sheepishly from the bright red BMW parked in the layby across the street. The Big Fella, noting the car, rolled his eyes and mouthed the word ‘bellend’, then stopped to let a motorbike pass. The bike slowed and approached him. He looked at it, confused, as it pulled towards him on this chilly Sunday morning. The passenger’s arm came forward and The Big Fella thought for a second that he was handing him something and reached out to him, then recognising the gun too late, recoiled in terror as three shots rang out in the Sunday morning sky and The Big Fella folded in a crumpled heap to the kerb. 

			Tonto felt the blood drain from his face. He tried to move, to act, to do something but he couldn’t take his eyes from the scene unfolding across the street. A warm pool grew in his lap and he jolted into action. He reached for the gear stick, his foot slipped on the clutch, the car lurched forward, then stalled. He fumbled with the keys as the getaway driver’s mantra played over in his head, ‘Car in first, foot on the clutch. Car in first, foot on the clutch…’ When he looked again, the passenger was running towards the car with the gun extended. Five more reports rang out and Tonto fell sideways into the passenger seat, then faded to black. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			More Bad News

			Fallon’s bike thrummed into the cul-de-sac. The Boy ran to the window and pulled the lace curtain to the side as Fallon parked the bike, then walked up the path, removing his helmet. The front door opened with a clang, and Fallon walked into the living room and held The Boy.

			‘Are you alright?’ he asked.

			‘I’m grand,’ The Boy replied sullenly, then burst into tears. ‘The fucking Guards called earlier, then Dad fucked off to the pub, I paged you with the last ten pence I could find so I didn’t even have enough to ring Nan and Granda so they don’t even fuckin’ know, there’s no food in the house, I’ve been sat here for ages on my own, like a fuckin’ fool. Of course I’m not alright,’ he stopped gasping for breath, wiped his nose on his sleeve, then added a ‘fuck’s sake’, for good measure.

			‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m really sorry,’ Fallon said. ‘I’m here now. We’ll ring Nan and let them know now, alright? We’ll grab a sandwich at Murphy’s and head straight down to the hospital, okay?’

			‘Okay, okay, I’m sorry,’ The Boy sobbed. ‘My fuckin’ head is done in, that’s all.’

			‘I know. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything. You stick the kettle on. I’ll give Nan a ring.’

			The Boy put the kettle on the stove to boil. Outside, a motorbike prowled into the cul-de-sac. He listened as the engine throttled down, idled for a while, then it revved up and sped off down the road. When he’d made the tea, he went back to the front room, where Fallon consoled his grandparents on the phone.

			

			‘Love you too, see you down there,’ Fallon said, then hung up the phone.

			He took his tea from The Boy and sat down.

			‘Is Nan alright?’ The Boy asked.

			Fallon’s phone rang in his pocket. 

			‘What now?’ he cursed, then noticing it was Beebo, he picked up.

			‘Howya Beebo? I was gonna ring ya later, listen, I’m outta action for a day or two…’ he began.

			Beebo cut him short with the news about The Big Fella and Tonto. Fallon stood up and spun in a daze. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. First his Mam and now The Big Fella. He walked to the window, pulled the lace curtain to the side and looked the street up and down.

			‘Are you sure?’ he asked. ‘I only spoke to him half an hour ago.’

			‘One hundred percent lad,’ Beebo confirmed.

			Fallon placed his arm on the back of the sofa to steady himself. A feeling, unknown to him, rose through his body – fear perhaps, he wasn’t sure. He sat down. He thought about the kids and the paperwork. Three people in the world knew of their whereabouts, two of whom were now dead. 

			‘I’ll talk to you later, Beebo,’ he said.

			‘Laters…’ 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Six

			Feargal

			‘Don’t throw it like a rock, ya fuckin’ ape,’ Terry shouted. ‘The petrol will come out of the top and pour all over ya. You’ll be up in smoke, and I’ll have to explain to your ma what the fuck’s been going on,’ he shouted over the melee.

			Feargal nodded, then fixed the bottle, the base flat against his palm.

			‘Like this?’ he asked, holding it up for Terry to inspect.

			‘Kind of,’ Terry shouted. ‘Hold the side loosely with your thumb, and these two fingers close to the end, then put your two last fingers on the bottom of the bottle and swing it low away from your body pushing at the base, so the petrol doesn’t pour out all over ya… Show it here.’ 

			Terry took the projectile from Feargal and held it as described, taking time to show his teenage student exactly what he meant. He lit the rag, ensured a good flame, took two bounding steps, and with a practiced sweep launched the poor man’s hand grenade high into the air. Feargal watched its arc in dreaded anticipation, first the rise and then the fall, beyond his control, now at the mercy of gravity’s parabolic pull. Rocks and projectiles fell around him. One glanced his shoulder, but he paid it no mind as he stood with mouth agape watching the petrol bomb explode on the bonnet of a parked car, then jumped with excitement to the young boys’ bellowed hoots and clamour as the young rebels ripped up their torn-in-two town.

			‘Got it?’ Terry asked.

			‘Got it,’ came the reply. Five goes later, and he had it… to an art.

			

			It wasn’t long before Feargal left petrol bombs and riots behind, graduating to handguns and armed robbery. Both he and Terry, five years his senior, developed a fearsome reputation as reliable and violent young soldiers of the Republic, their names soon synonymous with paramilitary activity throughout West Belfast. By the age of nineteen, under Terry’s tutelage, Feargal was a feared lieutenant running a ten-strong company of hitmen, robbers and military tacticians, their names associated with the worst atrocities of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. They were ghost men, rumoured bogey men whose names struck fear in the hearts of loyalist soldiers and Protestant paramilitaries alike. If you heard Feargal and his squad were looking for you, it only meant one thing. They weren’t the type of boys to conduct interviews. If they were on your trail, you’d already had your chances.

			In his early twenties, word came down from the top that Jackie Brosnan, one of the Provos’ highest ranking soldiers, wanted a sitdown, to be held at an undisclosed location. Brosnan’s paranoia and reputation for high security was well known amongst the ranks. Feargal’s crew were blindfolded and transported by sheep lorry on mart day to a bar in Portrush. It was Tuesday lunchtime. They’d emptied the pub and there were gunmen stood guard at the front and back doors with snipers positioned at the upstairs windows. Sitting by the fire drinking a pint of Guinness, Jackie Brosnan stood when the men arrived. He walked to them, removed their blindfolds and waited while Feargal and his crew stood squinting as their eyes adjusted to the midday light. Suddenly one of Feargal’s lads piped up:

			‘Is this O’Neil’s fuckin’ bar in Portrush? I wish you’d a told me, my Ma only lives around the corner. I could’ve popped over to see her last night.’

			The bar fell into silence, the tension in the room unbearable… Brosnan was the first to laugh. Soon, all present fell about in stitches. From that day forward, Feargal and Brosnan became inseparable, waging a bombing campaign across Ireland and the UK, the likes of which had never been seen before. 

			

			They were expert planners, disappearing like ghosts into the night to a network of safe houses and welcoming faces north and south of the border. They were frequent clandestine visitors to the house on Lovers Walk throughout The Boy’s childhood. He remembered waking to see Feargal’s black Capri parked on the drive; it was gone again in the evening on his arrival home from school. Or Feargal and his crew turning up by foot unannounced in the middle of the night at the back door. They would sit, play cards and drink tea for two to three days in the back room, curtains drawn, the room thick with cigarette smoke. Or Feargal’s tense, huddled conversations with Daniel in the hall or back garden, both men careful not to be overheard. Or Daniel sat at the table smoking with Feargal, his crew bunched tight around a book illustrated with circuits and diagrams.

			Now stood across his mother’s grave, The Boy recognised his uncle Feargal. The years had been kind to him. He looked more like an elegant businessman in his tailored suit and overcoat than he did a paramilitary hitman. These days he was more likely to be seen on the six o’clock news stood at the shoulder of a senior Sinn Féin politician than he was to be found holed up in a ditch in South Armagh with a Libyan-bought firearm in hand waiting for a passing military convoy. Those days were long behind him now, though he still had the look of a man who didn’t mince his words. 

			‘Alright son?’ Feargal asked The Boy later that evening at the pub.

			‘Hi uncle Feargal,’ The Boy replied.

			‘How’s your da? Have you seen him?’

			‘No, but I know where he is, though. He’s in the St Legers. He’s been there since the Guards called,’ The Boy replied.

			‘He’s a terrible man, your Da. Are you staying with your Nan and Granda for a while or what’s the plan? I know they’d love to have ya.’ 

			

			‘No, I’m alright, I’ll stay with me Dad. Fallon is nearby as well, so between the two of them I’ll be grand,’ The Boy explained. ‘It’s not like I saw much of Mam lately anyway, so not a lot has changed. I’ll be fine.’

			‘Aye, I know, but at times like this it’s best to have people around ya, if only for a few days like. I’m here as well until next week, so if you need anything, maybe I could give you a hand or whatever, maybe pop into town and pick up some new guddies or something.’

			‘Guddies?’

			‘Aye, guddies, sneakers, exercise shoes, you know what I mean.’

			The Boy shrugged.

			‘Sure, let us know what you wanna do, I’ll not push ya son,’ Feargal added as he rose, tousled The Boy’s hair and made his way to the bar before turning.

			‘I know you’ll be alright son,’ he said, ‘but it’d be nice for your Nan and Granda to have you around. I think it would do them the power of good.’ He let the thought hang a moment before adding. ‘Will you think about it for me? You’d be doing me a massive favour,’ he said, as he looked The Boy in the eye.

			The Boy held his uncle’s gaze, held it some more, and watched as a look of doubt spread across his uncle’s face. 

			This wee fucker is staring me down, Feargal thought. Then The Boy cracked a gentle smile followed by a wink that said, ‘I know your game Feargal, now away with ya.’

			Feargal winked back and continued to the bar. 

			‘Alright mate?’ he said to Fallon, and the pair embraced.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Seven

			Motorbike

			The Boy walked to the food table. There were sandwiches and cakes of every description, some bowls with coleslaw and different coloured rice, two big silver things with tea and coffee, some cakes and pies, already sliced. No sausage rolls, he noted. Poor show. 

			‘What are you looking for?’ a voice behind him said.

			He turned to see a youngfella, dressed like a waiter, not much older than himself, standing there. 

			‘Nothin’ I’m grand,’ he said.

			‘There’s more stuff out the back, that’s why I’m asking.’

			‘More?’

			The youngfella smiled.

			‘Any sausage rolls?’

			‘No, sorry. D’ya like curry?’

			‘I like chicken curry.’

			‘That pie is a chicken curry pie and it’s proper good,’ the youngfella said, pointing.

			‘Thanks,’ The Boy said.

			He took a slice of the pie, placed it on a paper plate, and walked back to his seat. He looked around the bar. People were acting and talking like normal. This could be an office party, he thought. He didn’t know what to expect, he’d never been on this side of a funeral before. Somebody’s child crawled out from under a table. Three of his granda’s friends laughed at a fourth mimicking an awkward-looking golf swing. Feargal and Fallon, thick as thieves by the bar.

			He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but they were not in agreement. Of that, he was certain. Fallon’s remonstrations as Feargal attempted to impart some avuncular wisdom left The Boy in no doubt that it was falling on deaf ears. They parted with an embrace, and Fallon thanked his uncle before joining The Boy at the table with his grandparents and some neighbours from Blackpool. 

			

			‘She was a beautiful girl, Marie…’ a neighbour started. ‘Beautiful. I remember when I first saw her. I thought she was the most beautiful little thing I’d ever seen. You wanted to pick her up and squeeze her. She was perfect.’

			‘And clever,’ another added. ‘Brains to burn, smart as a whip God rest her,’ she turned her face skyward, blessing herself.

			‘What a waste of a life, it’ll be a while before we see another one like her,’ added Mary Byrne.

			‘She’s happier now, though,’ her father said, his eyes brimming. ‘What, with the drink and all that other nonsense, what life had the poor wee girl at all with the last few years?’ 

			The Boy listened to his grandad’s words. He thought about what he said. He didn’t know the answer. He had no clue what kind of life his mother’d had with the last few years. He knew it wasn’t great, nor was his own life for that matter, and he felt an irritation somewhere at the back of his head that he couldn’t quite articulate, grow. Or maybe he could articulate it, but wouldn’t allow himself to. Not yet anyway. In the pit of his gut he felt a roar, a desperate cry of agonising pain and he pictured himself alone down there in the darkness and he told him to be quiet. He felt a sting at the bridge of his nose, and blinked back a tear. He could cry, if he let himself. He wasn’t sure what good it would do. He took a long breath, sat up in his seat and scanned the group. He picked the slice of pie up from the table and took a bite. It was good. Chicken curry pie, he thought. He looked to Fallon.

			Fallon winked, then eyed the door. The Boy nodded discreetly, and they left unnoticed. 

			‘We need a few quid,’ Fallon told him. ‘We gotta pay the removers and the priest, and you’ll need to have some money for the next few weeks,’ he explained as they walked to the motorbike. ‘Granda said he’s gonna pay for the funeral, but I’m not having it,’ he added, taking his helmet and adjusting the strap.

			

			‘Well, I’ve got fuck all.’

			‘I know that,’ Fallon said. ‘I’ve got money. What I mean is we need to get it. Come on,’ he said, handing The Boy the spare helmet. ‘Get on the back. I need you to come somewhere with me. Do you know how to ride a bike?’

			‘A bit,’ The Boy said, a mischievous grin forming on his face.

			‘Get on the back, ya little bollix.’

			With The Boy on the back, Fallon put the bike in first gear and eased out of the car park. When they reached the main road, they turned right and headed for Blarney, then Fallon took a sharp left and soon they were in thick, unfamiliar countryside and The Boy lost his bearings as the terrain became increasingly remote. He thought Fallon was going around in circles when he noticed, for the third time, a sign for Fermoy, then they took an abrupt left up a steep lane into a wooded area where Fallon took a right then sped up another lane about wide enough for a single car. The lane, covered in thick moss and grass, told The Boy it had seen little traffic. Tall conifers either side of the route sheltered them from onlookers. Fallon stopped shy of a crest in the road, jumped from the bike and told The Boy to ‘keep it in first with the clutch on, if any vehicles approach, take off, make three lefts and you’ll end up back here again. I’ll be watching out for you, so don’t worry if you can’t find the exact spot.’

			The Boy put the bike in gear as instructed and waited anxiously as Fallon disappeared over the ditch. When he reappeared a short while later, he had a bundle of cash in his right hand. Fallon took the clutch in his left hand, and with his right, he passed the cash to The Boy.

			‘There’s five grand there,’ he explained. ‘Tuck it inside your jacket until we get back to the house. Now push back,’ he said as he nudged The Boy into the passenger position. The Boy secured the money inside his jacket and nudged Fallon to go. Fallon knocked his visor down and they sped towards the north side of the city. The return journey took less than ten minutes, and The Boy realised Fallon had been circling and delaying en-route to the woods. 

			

			Fallon eased up on the throttle as they approached the city. The telephone cables swooped by, dropping, then rising in a hypnotic loop from post to post, then lamp to lamp, shadow, then light, then shadow again. The Boy felt the stack of cash pressed against his body and in that moment he felt for the first time in days, months, maybe even ever, a sense of security wash over him as he held on tight to his brother’s sides. Fallon slowed the bike to a crawl as they reached the cul-de-sac in Blackpool, then rolled to a stop outside their house. The Boy jumped from the bike, removing his helmet and started telling Fallon a story about some kid in school.

			‘There was this little kid, right?’ he started. ‘And these two older wankers,’ he said as he stepped inside the gate. Fallon put the bike on its stand, removed the keys, flipped up his visor, and undid his helmet’s strap as a motorbike pulled onto the street behind them, stopped for a moment, then sped towards the house. Fallon, noticing the bike, shouted at The Boy to ‘get behind the wall!’ He could see the passenger’s left arm extended with a gun in hand and he instinctively ran to the right side of the motorbike, swinging his helmet as the first shot rang out. He grabbed the handlebars and pushed the bike towards the ground, then swung his helmet, landing two hard blows to the passenger’s head and shoulder. The passenger fell to the road, dazed. Fallon turned his attention on the driver, landing some hard blows of his helmet on the driver’s hands and arms as he struggled to right the bike and get it moving again. From the ground, the passenger fired two more rounds, and Fallon stumbled back as the driver repositioned the bike, ready for an exit. Fallon felt a searing ache raging in his side. The houses around him spun, and he collapsed to his knees. The Boy, frozen until now, ran instinctively to his fallen brother, who mouthed at him to ‘run’ as the passenger fired two more shots into Fallon’s chest. The Boy continued to Fallon and took him in his arms as the passenger found his feet, raised his gun towards The Boy and took aim. Out of nowhere, a howling neighbour broke the gunman’s attention, and he jumped then watched in horror as she approached at a pace from behind The Boy with a skillet brandished in her hand.

			

			‘Go on to fuck ya durrrrty little bastard,’ Brida Scully bellowed. ‘I fuckin’ dare ya, ya little bollix,’ she boomed as he pointed the gun her way and she let fly the pan, hitting him square in the shoulder, then continued her charge. She couldn’t believe what she was doing, but she couldn’t stop herself.

			The driver revved the engine, a call or reminder to his passenger, who turned and ran to the waiting bike. Brida retrieved the pan from the road and launched it one more time, hitting the passenger hard between the shoulder blades as he mounted the bike and disappeared into the night. 

			The streetlights flickered, casting eerie shadows on the scene. Brida picked the pan from the road and stood sentry o’er The Boy, her weapon clutched tightly in her hand. Her heart pounded in her chest, a mix of grief and adrenaline coursing through her veins. She looked at the scene. 

			What in the name of Holy God? she thought as Fallon, cradled in his brother’s arms, bled to death. The Boy’s voice, a fragile whisper, echoed in the night’s silence. 

			‘They’re gone Fal, it’s okay, they’re gone now… they’re gone…’ 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Eight

			Derry

			Detective Inspector Derry Twohig sat reading The Corkman in the corner bar at the Metropole Hotel. As Feargal arrived, he peered out over his spectacles, folded his newspaper, sprang to his feet, and extended his arm as his old friend and associate approached. The men shook hands, stopping short of an embrace, though the deep-rooted mutual respect they shared was undeniable. Derry, a long-time sympathiser of The Cause, came from a strong lineage of active IRA men. His family’s involvement could be traced back to the times of Pearse, Collins and beyond. Though not an active member himself, his position in the Garda had been a source of crucial information for Feargal and his gang for many years. 

			They took their seats and chatted as Caroline, the waitress, approached.

			‘Right Derry,’ she said, ‘your boyfriend has arrived. What’ll I get ye?’ and she gave Feargal a cheeky wink.

			Feargal grinned politely before asking, ‘Can I have a cup of tea please, and do you have any scones?’

			‘I do,’ she said. ‘Will I get ye a menu altogether?’

			‘No, no, I’ll have tea and a scone. That’ll be fine, thanks.’

			‘Are you sure?’ looking at him doubtfully.

			‘Certain thanks,’ Feargal replied, not sure how to take her.

			‘Righteo,’ she said, writing. ‘And what about yourself, Derry, bacon doorstop?’ she asked suggestively, lips pursed, sticking her chest out, but not too much.

			‘Perfect love,’ Derry replied. ‘And a tea as well, for me, please.’

			‘Hang about,’ Feargal added playfully. ‘Nobody said there were bacon sambos on offer,’ rubbing his hands together.

			

			‘Well, I did offer you a menu, but you were all “me want scones”,’ she said in her best caveman voice.

			Feargal laughed. ‘Will ya go on to fuck ya cheeky wee rap? I’ll have a bacon sandwich and the scone. Have you cream and jam?’ he asked.

			‘Where did you get this fella?’ Caroline asked Derry, and they both sniggered, Derry rolling his eyes. 

			‘I do,’ she replied, to Feargal. ‘And will I sit here and feed it to ya as well, pet?’ she joked before disappearing to the kitchen, wiggling her arse as she went, confident both men were watching. She wasn’t wrong.

			‘She’s something else,’ Feargal scoffed, then let the thought fade into an awkward silence. ‘Thanks again for meeting me today,’ he said to his old friend.

			‘Not a bother,’ Derry replied. ‘Shit circumstances, but unfortunately, it’s the way sometimes.’

			‘It is, it is,’ Feargal agreed. ‘It’s been a bad run alright, first Marie and now her young fella, a bad old run of luck alright.’ He let the thought hang a moment before adding, ‘Did you hear anything?’

			Derry stalled, took a long breath, measuring his words before starting:

			‘You know Marie had been bad on the drink for a while,’ he offered, half statement, half question. 

			Feargal nodded, and Derry continued. 

			‘She hadn’t been living with Daniel and The Boy for over a year, and the last I heard she was staying with some other poor crater, who was as badly off as herself above on Fort Hill. They were all but homeless and drinking what dole they got and popping any tablet or other old shite they could get their hands on.’ He stopped to gauge his audience. Feargal nodded again and Derry picked up once more. 

			‘There had been a few times in the last year where she’d had her stomach pumped at the infirmary and another where she was admitted with deep lacerations to her wrists.’ Leaving that hang for a moment, he continued. ‘I’m only telling you this so you might understand the situation, Feargal, and if you’d rather I spared you the details, please let me know.’

			

			‘No, no, go on… I’m grand Derry.’

			‘Anyway, on the night she passed, they’d been out drinking all day, Marie and this pal of hers. There had been some drugs… I think someone mentioned ecstasy, cocaine and some other bits and pieces, whatever they could get their hands on I guess… according to reports they went back to a party in Barrels Cross. Marie fell asleep on the sofa and in the morning when they went to leave, they couldn’t wake her… they called an ambulance and sure by the time it got there she’d been dead about three hours.’ Derry looked away, giving Feargal a moment.

			‘So, there was no sign of any carry on then?’ Feargal asked.

			‘None,’ Derry reassured. ‘It was simply the lifestyle she’d been living finally catching up with her… I’m sorry, Feargal.’

			‘Sure, I know well,’ Feargal sighed. ‘And wee Fallon? What to fuck went on there? Did you hear anything?’ he said more expectantly.

			‘Not a fuckin’ dickie bird,’ came the reply.

			‘Nothin’?’ Feargal asked in disbelief. 

			‘Not a whisper,’ Derry said. ‘Which is fuckin’ odd, normally in these situations someone’ll get word that something is going down and if we feel it’s none of our business, we’ll give that whole scene a wide berth until the event has passed but this time, we had nothing.’

			‘Jesus Christ,’ Feargal said, shocked. ‘I thought you’d have a name for me, and I’d be lining up a few lads to come down here and settle the account… nothin’?’ 

			‘It’s not like before,’ Derry explained. ‘Where you had your different gangs battling for turf. Fallon and The Big Fella supplied the entire city. You still had the old gangs on the Northside and Southside, but the two boys supplied them all and for much cheaper than they could’ve ever got it themselves. We knew all about them and their operation, but to be honest, the set up suited us fine. There were no fights over dealing spots. If someone stepped out of line, The Big Fella got that Tonto lad to sort it out. It was self-policing. The only time the local drug squad got involved was if some Mammy from Douglas complained that some little bollix was selling gear on her street or some shite, and even then, they’d let Fallon and his lads sort it out.’ He looked out the window and sighed before adding, ‘I shouldn’t be saying it, but having them lads running things the way they did made our lives a lot easier. I can tell ya the fallout from this is gonna take about five years to settle down again. The Big Fella almost certainly had some of our lads on his payroll. I mean, I can’t say it for a fact, but I’d be very surprised if he hadn’t. They’ve left a massive hole. There’s no one with the skills or connections the lads had who could fill the void. It’s gonna get very fuckin’ messy Feargal, I can tell ya, but in terms of who’s behind it… no one has a fuckin’ iota.’ He stalled for a moment, gauging Feargal before continuing. 

			

			‘Until the incident involving Fallon took place, I’m almost embarrassed to admit that ninety-nine per cent of us would’ve put money on Fallon being the chief suspect. Not that he wasn’t a good lad, it was generally agreed that he was a prince of a young fella, but there was no one else with the balls to make a move against the other two or anyone who might’ve gained as much from their demise.’

			Derry allowed the thought to sink in, but Feargal was miles away, that old tactician’s brain working overtime, weighing every conceivable option and advantage and hanging each hat on all the major players. Derry was right, no one in their right mind would’ve had the balls to make a move like this… but still and all… some fucker had, and with each passing moment, it seemed more and more likely he was getting away with it. No… Feargal thought, cool your jets mate. He’ll slip up, he reassured himself. There was no point in making a move like this unless people knew about it. This game wee Fallon played was full of pricks and posers. Someday some prick will tell some other prick and that prick will tell a girlfriend, who’s friends with some gobby wanker’s sister who will open her big fuckin’ mouth in the wrong place at the wrong time and then we’ll work back along the chain breaking a few knees as we go and eventually it’ll be, Hello Mr Billy Big Bollix so you’re the prick who shot my nephew?

			

			‘One bacon doorstop for Derry,’ Caroline announced, jolting Feargal from his daydream. ‘And one doorstop and a scone with jam and cream for hungry bollix here,’ she flirted. ‘I’ll be back with the tea in a second. Can I get ye anything else?’ she asked, not waiting for an answer, waddling off.

			‘She’s a right wee strap of a young one,’ Feargal gushed in amazement, a bulge rising in his trousers. I might stick around for a bit when Derry fucks off, he thought. I reckon I’m in here.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Nine

			Clifford

			From the summit of Kilduggart Hill, Clifford Cromby surveyed his land. His heart swelled with pride as he eyed the lay of it. To the west, the estate stretched down to Cork City, stopping a few miles shy of Glanmire. To the east, magnificent landscapes rolled towards Midleton with Kilduggart Hill at the centre, offering picturesque views of Cobh, the city, and, on clear days, breathtaking panoramas all the way from Old Head to Ardmore. Perched on his quad, he watched from the escarpment, his new farmhouse standing proud in the west. At ten years old, she was settling well into her surroundings. The stark white walls and angled paraboloid roof, though futuristic at the time of construction, now felt as much a part of the estate as the centuries-old oak trees scattered in clusters throughout. His heart swelled again as he recalled his battle and subsequent triumph with the local planning officers. Cunts, he thought as he turned the quad east, slipped it into gear, gave it a taste of the throttle and let it roll down the mountainside towards the old, abandoned manor house far over in the valley below. 

			The old house, Kilduggart Hall, was a tumbledown Georgian mansion, its north end gloved in moss and vines as though some subterranean tendrilous beast had extended its claw and was drawing it slowly inch by inch to its lair deep in the valley below. The approaching lane and paths had long since yielded to ditch
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