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Whether tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles

And, by opposing, end them?

~Hamlet~
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The sea breeze parted the clouds, and the light of the full moon revealed the figure of a woman reclining on a sofa. She moaned in her sleep, and tossed her head from side to side in a futile bid to escape the images of severed limbs and heartbroken mothers.

A part of her was aware she was asleep, but every time she tried to pull herself out of the nightmare, it seemed to drag her back. Ironically, it was the feel of the cold steel at her forehead, and the roughness of the leather glove pressed against her mouth that awakened her. Her eyes wide with shock and terror, she stared mutely up at the intruder, horror rendering her speechless.

‘Not one word,’ he whispered. ‘We’re going to take a little walk. Now up you get, princess.’

With that, he removed the hand from her mouth and used it to take a grip of her hair. Ignoring her squeak of protest, he unceremoniously pulled her to her feet. The lights in the drawing room were dim. Even if she had been able to see him more clearly, it would have made very little difference because the balaclava he was wearing successfully masked his face.

In the corner of her mind not numb with terror, she was aware the unwanted guest had a stocky and powerful build and carried a weapon. He was certainly Irish if his accent was any indication of his origins.

The unwelcome addition to her evening pushed her ahead of him until she obediently exited the drawing room and entered the hallway. The overhead lights had also been dimmed, although three of the lamps had been left on, and she could clearly see the large space was deserted. It was also eerily silent.

This time, the man grasped her shoulder with his left hand, while simultaneously using his right to press the gun firmly against the back of her head. ‘To the stairs,’ he muttered in a low, menacing tone.

Willing her racing heart to slow down, she walked as calmly as she was able to the glass staircase. She expected him to usher her up to the first floor without delay, but instead he hesitated. At the foot of the stairs he turned her around so she was facing into the hall, and seemed to be watching the other doors expectantly.

With a dart of panic, it dawned upon her he must have an accomplice who was very likely ransacking the ground floor while she stood there, powerless to move, raise the alarm, or indeed defend herself.

Sure enough, almost before she had finished processing the thought, the door to the office opened and a slim figure carrying a long weapon began to make his way towards the kitchen. He walked confidently as if he was not expecting any trouble.

‘That’s Johnnie,’ the man behind her said in a low voice. ‘You’re not his type. He’s not attracted to moths the same age as his ma.’

She tried hard to be brave but found it well-nigh impossible, and felt her legs buckle at the knees. The man holding her chuckled nastily and tightened his grip so she would not collapse. A door clicked in the distance and a second man appeared from the direction of the study. He too strolled in a cocksure manner as if he had nothing to fear. In his right hand, he brandished a handgun.

‘That’s Fran,’ the stranger beside her whispered maliciously. ‘He’s looking forward to spending some quality time with you. He likes blondes, does Fran. Of course, he can get a bit rough at times, but that’s fellas for you, eh princess?’

She felt the rush of bile to her throat and closed her eyes, desperately hoping she wouldn’t vomit from pure unadulterated fright. Dear Lord, I am urgently in need of a miracle right now.

A sharp pain pierced her chest as if she had been touched with the tip of a red-hot poker. Her eyes flew open at the same time as the kitchen door, and events took an unexpected turn.
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Horace was flabbergasted by the latest news. Despite a few proddings from his inner demons, he had resisted all their meddling. He had chosen not to present himself at Dorothy’s front door in the expectation of being welcomed with open arms, and offered the place of honour at her birthday dinner.

Instead, he had taken the sensible course of action. On the evening of her birthday, he remained safely at home, sifting through his multitude of memories of her, and drinking to excess as had become his habit. Needless to say, his absence from the party did not mean he omitted to send a suitable gift.

Since he had sent her the carved orchid for Christmas, he wanted to make sure her birthday present was something different. To that end, he had scoured every New Age shop he knew until he found a blue calcite polished sphere he was certain she would appreciate. It was a heavy piece at almost eight hundred grams, and would make an excellent paperweight.

In honour of the occasion, he even went to the local discount shop and splashed out forty cents on a brand-new piece of wrapping paper. Once the gift was packaged to his satisfaction, he sat down and painstakingly manufactured a card to accompany it, using a combination of pastels and the calligraphy pens Dorothy had sent him in December.

On the front of the cream coloured card, he sketched a picture of a pyjama-clad Dorothy leaping out of an enormous birthday cake surrounded by balloons. He hoped it would make her smile.

When both items were ready to go, he took them across the road to Amanda, and asked her to deliver them to Howth on his behalf. She was only too happy to oblige. To his horror, she insisted on dragging him indoors and asking his advice about her choice of outfit for the party.

After he informed her that all her dresses looked exactly the same to him, she threw him out of her house in disgust, saying he would be lucky to get any news or party gossip out of her. Sensing he had hurt her feelings a little, he was not really expecting to see or hear from her for at least a couple of days. As a result, when he opened the door on Sunday afternoon, he was surprised to find her on the doorstep. She was paler than usual and had dark circles under her eyes.

‘I’m hungover,’ Amanda admitted miserably. ‘I have an unbelievable amount of gossip, but I’m urgently in need of some of that famous hair of the dog. What do you have in the house by way of alcohol?’

Two hours later, Horace was still reeling from the shock of his neighbour’s disclosures. He wasn’t sure how to even begin processing it all. Some juvenile delinquents had tried to steal the dratted Porsche. Well, that was no surprise to anybody with half a brain! 

Far more seriously, there had been an attempted break-in at the new house, during which the would-be burglar had fallen and died. Most shockingly of all, the American man from the dream had shown up and was now working for Dorothy as her head of security.

Moreover, she had not stopped at one man. She had poached two additional security staff from a well-known Dublin company and, not satisfied with this, also stole away their accounts administrator in some sort of daring raid that was beyond his comprehension.

Leaving a rather clammy Amanda huddled in the second rocking chair in front of the fire with a hot whiskey clasped in her trembling hands, Horace excused himself and went into the bathroom. He urgently needed a few minutes quiet time to think.

He examined his face in the mirror. His winter beard was even fuller than the same period last year. Only the skin on his forehead and around his cheekbones denoted a young man. To a casual observer, he could as easily pass for sixty as thirty. He pulled off his sweater and spent five minutes splashing lukewarm water on his face, but to little avail.

It was Amanda’s final disclosure that rocked Horace to the core. Dorothy was seeing Marty Lovegood, the TV presenter. She had a boyfriend, and not just any boyfriend. The most recognisable face on Irish television was stepping out with his former neighbour.

‘Get a fucking grip on yourself,’ he savagely ordered his reflection. ‘The chap from the dream is in Ireland. As if that’s not weird enough, a fellow with a knife tried to break into her house. And what are you freaking out over? She’s met someone. She’s been on her own for years, and now she’s met a man she likes. You should be pleased for her. What the fuck is the matter with you?’

Amanda had been at pains to point out the two had only become acquainted on New Year’s Eve; hence it was far too early to be talking relationship. Horace knew better. Once Marty fucking Lovegood realised what a treasure he had stumbled across at some swanky fucking party, he would not be letting her go any time soon.

In short order, the nation would no doubt be privileged to witness the presenter squiring Dorothy around town, in all likelihood looking impossibly smug as he did so. Horace swore a bit more, then pulled his jumper back on and rejoined Amanda by the fire. Trotsky had his head on her lap, and she was patting him half-heartedly on the head. The dog did not seem to mind she was not putting her back into it and rumbled contentedly.

‘He’s a sucker for women,’ Horace remarked, as he reclaimed his seat and picked up his own whiskey. ‘Speaking of which, any sign of a boyfriend at all?’

‘Plenty of sex, but no relationship,’ was the weary response. ‘Speaking of sex, do you miss Sharon?’

‘I’d rather not discuss Sharon,’ was the quiet reply.

‘Suit yourself, Mr Clam,’ Amanda sniffed. ‘What do you make of all this drama in Dottie’s life?’

‘It’s exceedingly worrying,’ he frowned at her. ‘I only hope those bodyguards can keep her safe from this nutcase. Unless, of course, he’s dead now. There’s a chance it was the chap who fell from the balcony.’

‘The police are inclined to think he was put up to that stunt,’ Amanda pulled a rueful face. ‘The fella was in prison until recently, which means he wouldn’t have had a chance to terrorise Dottie with emails and suchlike. Besides, she’d never met him before. Everyone says she must know the stalker, or at least have met him once or twice. I heard one of the bodyguards saying it might be someone who worked on the house. There are over one hundred names on the list.’

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,’ Horace muttered. ‘What chance do they have of identifying him unless the fecker shows his hand?’

‘Not much,’ Amanda scowled, ‘but he’s bound to slip up soon and they’ll catch him. Then Jack Maddox will make mincemeat of him, and Dottie’s life can return to normal.’

‘That’s unlikely,’ Horace looked deadly serious. ‘I suspect her normal days are well and truly behind her.’

Amanda sighed heavily and agreed the chances of their friend being able to reclaim the life she had hitherto enjoyed were remote. Especially if the relationship with Mar-Lo progressed.

Horace merely grunted when she mentioned the presenter and, sensing he was deeply unhappy at the idea of Dorothy dating again, Amanda changed the subject. ‘What are your plans for 2012?’ she enquired kindly.

‘I’ve decided to spend a little more of Dorothy’s winnings on the house,’ he replied hesitantly. ‘Mainly on the back windows, but also on upgrading the bathroom.’

‘That’s wonderful,’ Amanda was relieved and delighted at such a normal response. ‘I have a tonne of design magazines in my house. You’re welcome to borrow them anytime. If you find a style of bathroom you like, all you have to do is show the plumber, and ask him to match it as closely as possible to the picture.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ he nodded thoughtfully. ‘I’ll come over tomorrow and collect them, if you don’t mind.’

‘No problem,’ she smiled warmly. ‘Will you be needing to use my facilities while your own bathroom is being ripped out?’

‘I was thinking of going away for a week or two while it’s being done,’ again he sounded hesitant. ‘I’ll be using the same plumber as before, and I trust him not to mess up the job in my absence.’

‘Another good idea,’ Amanda smiled. ‘Are you finally off to Vienna?’

‘I’m considering Meath.’

‘Meath?’ she frowned in bafflement. ‘What’s in Meath, for feck sake?’

‘There’s a chap there who’s a master basket weaver. He offers lessons to novices. He even has basic guest accommodation on site, and he says Trotsky would be welcome. He works from a small farm and has dogs of his own.’

‘Horace, why do you want to learn basket weaving?’ Amanda wondered if she had nodded off and missed some crucial part of the conversation.

‘It’s a good place to start,’ he shrugged. ‘The biodegradable coffin business is gaining momentum every year, and I thought I might try to break into it. I have plenty of space here to do the work. If it took off, I could feasibly make a living from it. Dorothy’s money won’t last forever and, having lived in relative luxury for the past year, I don’t wish to return to the days of merely scraping by. I thought I might spend a little money now and invest for the future, as the economists like to say.’

‘My goodness,’ Amanda murmured. ‘Biodegradable coffins. Gosh.’

‘Water hyacinth and willow are very popular,’ he told her matter-of-factly. ‘Naturally, I’ll have to see if I have any aptitude for the craft first. Then I’ll have to do the necessary costings and see if the enterprise would be viable. Truth be told, that will be a nightmare for me. But if I’m to give it a go, I’ll have to knuckle down and at least try to make head or tail of the numbers.’

‘Where did you get the idea?’ Amanda was regarding him in astonishment.

‘From the world wide web,’ was the dry response. ‘I was conducting a spot of research into possible uses for ripped up water hyacinth, and I inadvertently discovered it’s used in so-called green coffins. That made me curious to learn more about the process, and I consequently stumbled across the chap in Meath I was telling you about. I emailed him, and he’s keen to accommodate me at my convenience.’

‘Sounds as if you’re getting plenty of use out of the iPad Dottie sent you,’ Amanda’s eyes twinkled. ‘I seem to remember you swearing blind you’d never use it.’

‘Never is a long time,’ he replied sheepishly. ‘I hope it’s all right for me to continue making use of your Wi-Fi. The signal is very strong at the kitchen table, although it’s not too good when I take the damn thing to bed with me.’

‘You’re welcome to make use of it indefinitely,’ she grinned in response. ‘You’ll be buying a TV and computer next.’

Horace groaned and heaved himself up so he could replenish the drinks. ‘I invested in a DABS radio,’ he said, ‘that’s quite enough to be going on with.’

‘I took a few photos of the new house before I succumbed to the temptations of the dreaded gargle,’ Amanda raised her voice slightly to make herself heard. ‘I’ll email them to you later. I suppose you know about the big old house on the North Circular Road?’

‘Dorothy mentioned it to me the last time we spoke,’ Horace came back around the chimneybreast and handed her a fresh drink. ‘She was expecting it to be a family sized home, but apparently it’s a whopper of a thing. I wouldn’t mind seeing it.’

‘Me neither,’ she accepted the drink. ‘But if we’re going to have a day trip to the North Side, you might want to consider shaving. Only five percent of your face is visible, and you don’t want to scare the builders, to say nothing of the new staff.’

Horace snorted as he reclaimed his seat. ‘Judging by what you’ve told me, none of them scares easily. Even the girl sounds robust to say the least.’

‘I managed to get a pic of her,’ Amanda grinned. ‘She is without a doubt the most beautiful creature either of us has ever laid eyes upon.’

‘I seriously doubt that,’ Horace sighed sadly. 

Amanda quirked a curious eyebrow at him and he hastened to change the subject. ‘Tell me more about the American. Start at the beginning and don’t leave anything out.’

‘He’s a ten-speed ride,’ Amanda sighed happily.

Then she settled back into the rocking chair. Holding her hot whiskey in one hand, she continued to stroke Trotsky’s head with the other. Then she gladly told Horace all she knew of Jack Maddox.
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Dorothy checked her watch. She had enough time to send one long email before Patrick arrived to give her a piano lesson. The week since her birthday party had been hectic, and she was conscious she had not been the most reliable correspondent. Simone and Amy would no doubt be super-curious about the new protection detail, and gagging for an update.
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From: Dottie8888@chatulike.ie

To: SRedmond@chatchat.com; ANorris@talkalot.com

Date: January, 13th, 2012

SUBJECT: CALORIES AND SPARRING

Hi Ladies,

I hope you are all well in Oz and La France. Sorry I have not been in touch since my birthday. Things have been crazy here because we are trying to adjust to the new routine. Here is the latest news from Howth.

In all the excitement of the past week, I completely forgot to tell you about my first date with Marty Lovegood, or Mar-Lo, as the media calls him. He couldn’t make it to my birthday party due to work commitments, which was probably just as well.

There was plenty of wine flowing on the night, and everybody kept trying to outdo each other telling stories of all the horrible things I used to do when I was growing up. The birthday cake was amazing, handmade by Cara at Cara’s Cakes and Cookies. I told you I set her up in her own bakery, didn’t I?

Compared to Aileen and her chocolates, Cara is like the chair of the central bank. She has a pretty good head for business. She has branched out, and is now making breads, scones, muffins, cupcakes, and all sorts of other goodies. Once a week, we have a selection of items delivered to the house.

She now has a van as well as an assistant and is very pleased with the arrangement. It’s hard to keep Bunny away from the cookies. It’s all rather tempting for the poor chap. Viv’s sweet shop is also doing very well and whenever I visit she gives me a bag of stuff to take home. Bunny has taken to placing an order with me when he knows I am likely to see her. That boy sure loves his sweets.

Anyway the date. Sorry! Accompanied by Royno, I met Marty in the new wine bar over near Harcourt Street. I think there used to be a bank there. LOL. At first, he was a little shocked because I had two ‘minders’ in tow, although he soon got used to them. Initially, I had zero intention of taking them both with me because I was sure Bruno on his own would be more than adequate, but Jack insisted that, given recent events, I take two guys.

He also said a low-key protection detail would be good experience for Roy, who never gets a chance to put his practical skills to use since he is only a ‘keyboard jockey’. Long story short, they both went with me. It was very strange for Marty, although in fairness to them, they do their best to blend in. It’s not as if they stand at the back of my chair, or insist on tasting the wine. I can fully understand why Marty was a tad put out. How would you like it if your date showed up accompanied by bodyguards?

I had to explain the whole sorry saga to the poor guy. It took me almost an hour, and two glasses of wine to get through it all. You should have seen the expression on his face when I told him about the intruder Ralph discovered dead on the patio the morning of my birthday! The good news is that at least he understands why I have the CPOs now. As a matter of fact, he encouraged me to hire more.

Then I had to explain I hadn’t only employed Roy and Bruno. I told him I also have a large American, former US Navy dude as my head of security, not to mention two experienced protection officers on the way from England. I thought that might freak him out, but on the contrary, he seemed pleased. He’s delighted I will have a driver as well. Apparently, the studio often sends a car for him when he has to work odd hours, and he thinks that once I get used to it, I will really enjoy being chauffeured around.

After we had downed a few drinks and Marty was fully up to speed on all the dirty details, we left the wine bar and headed over to a beautiful restaurant near government buildings. I was there once before at a Christmas function. It’s a lovely place and the menu is far more palate friendly than at the Tiger’s Roar (don’t tell Bel I said that).

We were just polishing off our starters and all was going well when who should arrive in but the Taoiseach himself, accompanied by none other than the Minister for Justice. The best thing about this is they have detectives with them. Straightaway I was no longer the only person in the room with protection officers, and mine were unarmed to boot. Marty didn’t understand why I was so pleased about this.

You will never guess what happened next. They spotted us from a distance and strolled over to shake hands with Marty because, of course, everybody knows him. Then they plonked themselves down at our table and started quizzing me about my ‘recent troubles’. They were so nice and sympathetic about the whole sorry business, I almost cried.

I shared as much info as I felt able, taking into account our surroundings. I didn’t want to scare the other diners. Then they insisted we exchange numbers in case I had ‘any problems I wished to discuss with either of them’. Then they thanked me for the donations I made to the Saint Vincent De Paul and other charities at Christmas (fancy them knowing that) and off they went.

Their detectives looked nice, big, solid types. I don’t think they were impressed by Roy. I saw them throwing him a few supercilious looks, which I thought was a tad mean. Roy has been on an approved training course for close protection officers, although it’s fair to say he is more of a thinker than a fighter. Still, there’s no need for total strangers to judge him based on his appearance. So what if he’s normal sized and has never been in a real fight or any of that macho shit? Seriously!

Just as our esteemed public servants left the table, our main course arrived. I am happy to report it was delicious. I had the swordfish with a sort of pineapple jus thing on the side. Nom nom as Bunny would say. Marty was rather quiet after the politicians left. I think he is used to being the centre of attention, and his nose may have been put out of joint a tiny bit by what happened.

I didn’t really blame him and, overall, I felt the date went well. And before you ask, there was a peck on the cheek at the end of the evening and nothing more. He smells good. Hopefully the second date will be even better. Enough about Marty Lovegood already! Back to the humdrum existence of the palace residents.

After a week of Glenda’s cooking and a steady diet of five thousand calories a day, Jack is looking better, if such a thing were possible. He has lost his faint pallor and some of his cynicism. He has even started to fill out, which a week ago nobody, especially yours truly, would have believed possible.

I am convinced his muscles look harder even though we haven’t set up the new gym yet. He strolls around the palace in his boots and combats as if he owns it, whistling American rock anthems and tormenting Shelly and Rosa any chance he gets. Shelly doesn’t get upset over it anymore, but Rosa has taken to verbally sparring with him, and it has turned nasty on more than one occasion.

Bruno told me to ignore them. He says they both have this idea they somehow own me and are jealous of each other. Bruno assures me if I belong to anybody, it’s him and Roy. Cute. Royno have settled in well. I haven’t noticed Roy trying to take on Jack at all these past few days. My starting them on the €60K salary they wanted so badly may have helped. I started Jack on a higher salary, of course, as he is head of security.

Not that it makes much difference right now. We plan on giving him a wad of cash every Thursday and hoping for the best. Rosa is working on his green card application as we speak. I think she is using the dining room table. She thinks we should set up our own office in the Barn Owls house so we don’t have to work from home. I was not in favour of the idea when she first mooted it, but after thinking it over for a few days, I am coming around. After all, the house is freehold and available. We have all the space there we need, and plenty more besides.

Liam and Billi (Lilli) arrived on Wednesday. You can imagine my shock when they turned up on an enormous black motorbike. Billi was frozen to the core, the poor girl. They had to travel all the way from Hampshire in England to Holyhead in Wales, and she was chilled to the marrow by the time they reached the port. I packed her off to bed with a hot water bottle and a few headache tablets, because I could see she was in a bit of a state.

Liam is made of stronger stuff (tough guy) and was soon shooting the breeze with the boys, bemoaning the lack of indoor cameras, gawking at Shelly, and admiring the design for the gym they are all mad for. Rosa will be putting in the order for the equipment on Monday, and it can’t come soon enough. They are all a little tense, but I think that’s because they are worried they will forget a crucial dumbbell, and Rosa will refuse to add anything to the order once she has sent it off. 

You wouldn’t believe the slagging I got over my lovely vibro machine that is all the rage. They want to move it upstairs to Glenda’s room, and she seems quite keen on the idea.

Now that Lilli are here, I would prefer to have them along on all my dates. Bruno tends to draw attention to himself because he is bald and quite a large man, and I certainly don’t want Jack intimidating my suitors. I mentioned this to Lilli and they thought it was vastly entertaining, but I’m serious. Imagine trying to dredge up a spot of much-needed romance with Jack Maddox loitering nearby, scoping the room for potential assassins? That’s all for now. No need to worry. Hi to all there. Love Dot xxx
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Dorothy clicked on the relevant radio button then waited three seconds to make sure the mail was sent successfully winging its way into cyberspace. Confident it had commenced its digital journey, she put her computer on standby and went to examine a couple of her birthday presents.

She had opened everything on the evening of her birthday and thanked her guests for their generosity. Nonetheless, during the week that followed the dinner party, she had had few opportunities to properly admire the vast array of gifts.

She smiled as she hefted the blue calcite sphere Horace had delivered via Amanda. It would potentially make a wonderful paperweight, although she was not yet sure where to put it. If she left it on the study desk, it might become drowned in paperwork. She would rather put it in a spot where it could be admired and appreciated.

She eased it back into one of the smaller gift bags and decided to defer the decision for another day or two. Then she picked up the next item and examined it. There was a perfunctory tap on the study door, swiftly followed by the top of Jack’s head. She watched the way his eyes scoped out the room before he spoke.

‘Saul here to see you, Boss, but there’s no rush ‘cause he’s busy hittin’ on Shel. There’s another guy on the way down the lane. Says he’s your piano teacher. What you got there?’

As she was clutching a pair of binoculars in both hands and regarding them with a somewhat slack-jawed, vacant expression, Dorothy considered it a fair question.

‘The twins gave me these for my birthday,’ she confided. ‘For the life of me, I don’t know why. Do they think I’ve developed a sudden interest in ornithology or something?’

He prowled over to the desk and, after gently removing the gadget from her hands, scrutinised the gift. He whistled softly in evident appreciation.

‘You’re givin’ those kids way too big an allowance if they can afford to buy these babies,’ he stated flatly. ‘These are some of the best on the market. The damn things even take pictures, and they have a built-in speed detector. Maybe they thought you’d like to put the neighbours under surveillance. Ever try a bit of the old Peeping Tom in your youth?’

‘Shut up, big man,’ she glared up at him. ‘Or I’ll tell Glenda to restrict your food intake to two thousand calories a day.’

Reaching a decision, Dorothy retrieved the high-tech binoculars, and carefully replaced them in their box, together with the leather case and user manual.

‘You take them,’ she thrust the whole lot at him. ‘You’ll enjoy spying on Shelly when she’s in the outdoor tub. If I get the urge to check out the faces of the passengers as the ferry wends its way towards the port, I’ll let you know. Maybe we should buy a couple of basic sets, and hang them in the boot room. Bunny might enjoy playing with them.’

Jack readily accepted the box and tucked it under his arm. ‘The kids might be pissed if they see me with them,’ he remarked unconcernedly.

‘In that case,  do what you usually do,’ she poked his arm. ‘Don’t get caught! Now what was I doing? Oh yes, Saul and Patrick looking for me. By the way, how are things going so far with Liam and Billi? They giving you any trouble?’

He shook his head. ‘That’s a negative. So far, they just seem glad to be here, but it’s early days. The Lara Croft Bird will probably be chewin’ us out within the week once she gets her little feet under the table. She looks the bossy type. She has that Liam guy in the palm of her hand and no mistake. The sap.’

Dorothy chuckled to herself as they left the study and went looking for the latest arrivals. ‘You know, Jack,’ she poked him in the ribs this time, ‘there are times when I simply cannot understand why you are a single man, although this is not one of them.’

They were both grinning when they reached the hall and found Patrick loitering. He was staring up in wonder at Liam and Bruno. ‘My, my, Dottie darling,’ he gushed, as soon as he caught sight of his pupil. ‘Is there a special shop for them, or did you have to order them online?’ He eyed Jack speculatively.

‘Well, well, if it ain’t a little queen,’ Jack drawled. ‘Shoulda known the boss would be a collector.’

‘Oh my, this one is truly gorgeous,’ Patrick looked ecstatic. ‘And almost witty. Do you intend keeping him all for yourself, lovey?’

‘Absolutely not, I have no problem sharing.’ Dorothy grinned at her tutor, who she could swear was drooling. ‘Just don’t come crying to me if he hurts you.’

‘It would be worth the pain, darling,’ Patrick declared dramatically. ‘It’s such a shame he’s an American. However, just this once I am prepared to overlook that character flaw.’

‘That’s very wise of you, Patrick; after all you can’t tick all the boxes every time. Never forget relationships are all about compromise.’ Dorothy was starting to enjoy herself, but was surprised to note Jack did not seem to be at all bothered by the banter. On the contrary, he appeared relaxed and his eyes glinted with amusement.

Just then, Saul came strolling out of the kitchen accompanied by Shelly. Alas, the girl was looking particularly stunning in a tight-fitting mustard coloured shift dress which would have made most women resemble something akin to a bag of yellow shit.

‘What’s the story, Boss?’ Saul greeted her amiably, ‘anything strange or unusual?’

‘Greetings, Saul sweetheart,’ Dorothy smiled at the architect then indicated her piano teacher. ‘Patrick is busy declaring his undying lust for the Tinman. Apart from that smidgeon of romance, there’s no gossip to speak of. We have a full house today because we’re trying to agree rosters now we have Lilli on board.’

‘Lilli, who’s Lilli?’ Saul looked around.

‘It’s Liam and Billi’s celeb name,’ Shelly interjected. ‘Roy and Bruno are Royno. The boss came up with them. She’s gas.’

Saul rolled his eyes. ‘She’s gas, all right.’ He directed an assessing glance at Dorothy. ‘Bit of trouble over at Barn Owls, Boss,’ he commented with a deceptively casual air. ‘I was hoping I might be able to borrow your three heavies for the purposes of evicting a few junkie squatters who are currently loitering in the basement. They’re holding us up.’

Dorothy folded her arms and glared at the architect indignantly. ‘Saul Newman, if you are referring to Jack, Liam and Bruno, I’ll thank you to remember these men are professional protection officers and not ‘heavies’ as you so crassly put it.’

‘No problem,’ he replied easily. ‘So is there any chance I can borrow these three fellas with the extremely large necks for the express purpose of clearing the basement of undesirables, or what? Or would you prefer I send home a full crew and leave the little dears with their syringes and pipes and whatnot, making themselves at home in your house, and talking shite about their squatters’ rights?’

‘We’ll need to borrow thick gloves off you guys if there are syringes,’ Jack looked at Saul. ‘Add that to the list of things we need, Bruno.’

Bruno nodded, but did not take his eyes off Dorothy. ‘Are we good to go then, Boss?’ he asked, and she was quick to pick up on the note of anticipation in his voice. Roy and Billi materialised from the basement. They were on their way to the office so Roy could take Billi through the systems for a second time.

‘I need you two to stay with the boss for now,’ Jack told them. ‘We’re heading into town. There are junkies at the building site and the guys need rid.’

‘Nasty,’ Billi grimaced in disgust. ‘We’ve got the boss covered. See you guys later,’ and she and Roy continued their journey. Since it was obvious Billi had no concerns about Liam heading off to perform a somewhat questionable duty, Dorothy felt it would be unreasonable to deprive them of their few hours of fun and fresh air. To say nothing of depriving Saul of the assistance he needed, since this would inevitably make him cranky. She rolled her eyes.

‘Go easy on them, Jack. They’re probably only youngsters,’ she gently poked his arm to stress her point.

‘Sure, Boss,’ he agreed cheerfully, ‘we’ll be right pleasant to them, so we will. Bruno will help carry their luggage. Liam will check the bathroom and make sure they haven’t forgotten any of their toiletries. I’ll hold the door.’

Bruno and Liam’s eyes lit up with laughter, although both men remained silent.

‘Fine. In that case just go,’ Dorothy replied curtly, wishing they would all feck off so she could get on with her lesson. ‘You’re cluttering up the hall with your big shoulders.’

Instead of leaving, Jack folded his arms across his chest and looked down at her with a distinct glint in his eye. ‘Thirsty work, evicting junkies,’ he drawled. ‘We might need refreshment afterwards. We’ll ride the DART back. Pity the Daniel Day don’t come out this far.’

‘Without a doubt,’ Dorothy’s voice was bitter. ‘I am surrounded by chancers and schemers.’ She rummaged in the pocket of her trousers and withdrew a handful of the cash she had taken to carrying on her person at all times.

‘There you go, Liam, here’s some refreshment money and taxi fare. You take charge of it,’ and she handed him some notes.

Liam swiftly pocketed the bills and with a chorus of, ‘Thanks, Boss’, the four of them dashed off to grab their jackets, and in Jack’s case stow the new binoculars safely out of sight.
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Saul Newman had enjoyed the use of Dorothy’s Range Rover for almost the entirety of 2011. In December of that year, when he conceded he could do no more work on the so-called palace at Howth, he reluctantly, and sadly, handed back the keys.

Fortunately, due to his many months of employment, not to mention his substantial completion bonus, he had the means to purchase a very respectable four-wheel drive as a replacement vehicle. Within minutes, the four men had exited the house and hopped into the new car, which was not a patch on the Range Rover.

‘How much did the boss give you?’ Bruno immediately demanded.

Liam obligingly extracted the cash from his pocket and dangled it aloft. ‘Sixty smackers,’ he snorted. ‘She’s a gas little thing and a fine-looking woman too, but don’t tell Billi I said that. She’s finding it tough enough working around Shelly and Rosa. It’s not as if she can saunter around in a tight frock and a pair of fuck-me heels.’

‘Jack thinks the boss is a fine-looking woman as well, don’t you, Jack?’ Bruno asked with a touch of malice.

Seated next to him in the back seat, Jack crossed his arms and threw Bruno a black look. ‘Fuck off, man. Everybody thinks the boss is a fine lookin’ woman,’ he growled.

Up front, Liam and the driver shared a knowing grin. ‘Well now, lads,’ Saul’s voice brimmed full of laughter, ‘am I perchance entertaining the future Mr Dorothy in the back of my modest vehicle today?’

Jack growled once more while the others laughed at his expense.

‘Stranger things have happened. Don’t write him off just yet,’ Saul continued. ‘After all, she does prefer the larger man, although she doesn’t often admit it.’

‘She thinks Jack is a fine hunk of manhood all right. I overheard her telling Glenda,’ Bruno chipped in once more. ‘She also thinks it’s a darn shame about his personality.’

This remark resulted in them all laughing uproariously. Even Jack managed a half-grin.

‘And,’ Bruno continued, ‘she asked me if I knew any nice girls that might suit him ‘cause she thinks a girlfriend would do him the power of good.’

‘No way,’ Liam turned around to stare at his colleagues. ‘What did you say?’

‘I told her Zena has a few single pals who are mainly teachers, and one of them might be interested in taking on the big fella.’

‘What did the boss say to that?’ Saul demanded.

In the back, Bruno was enjoying the attention. ‘She said a teacher would be a good idea because not only are they patient, they’re also resilient and used to dealing with badly behaved kids.’

This was greeted by even louder guffaws from his colleagues. This time, Jack’s grin was wider.

‘Did she say anything else?’ Liam enquired.

‘Well,’ Bruno paused, ‘she did say to make sure the girl in question wasn’t a pushover. “We don’t want one of those doormat types, Bruno love”, she says to me. “I don’t have to tell you what will happen if we present a doormat to the Tinman’s big boots”.’ There was a silence in the car for about five seconds before it was broken by Jack’s chuckle.

‘It looks as if you lucked out with the boss anyway, big ‘un,’ Liam sounded cheerful enough about the situation. ‘Seeing as how she’s trying to set you up with another woman.’

‘Well now, lads, like I said, don’t go writing off the American too soon,’ Saul paused at a red light and applied the handbrake ‘After all, she did build him a diving pool. How do you like it, big fella? The pool that almost put me in an early grave?’

‘You’re off your head, Saul man,’ Bruno was incredulous. ‘The boss only met Jack a week ago. She hasn’t had time to build him as much as a sandcastle.’

‘You don’t know the story!’ the architect exclaimed in delight. ‘Allow me to enlighten yee as they say in the country. Do you know “yee”, Jack? It means youse, as in youse guys. Have you ever heard of a health spa called Champneys, somewhere north of London?’

Saul spent the next five minutes happily relating the tale of the dreams Dorothy had experienced during her stay at the facility. He told them how she had returned home from the UK with the ability to describe, not only the male lead in the dream, but also the pool house in full detail. When he had finished his recitation, there was a long pause while the other three digested.

‘There is no way that happened,’ Bruno uttered the words in pure disbelief. ‘There is no fucking way the boss dreamed Jack a year before she met him, and then insisted you build a diving pool.’

‘Go ahead and ask her and my missus if you don’t believe me,’ Saul replied smugly. ‘No word of a lie, I promise yee. Why do you think we call her, Boss? We didn’t wake up one morning and decide to just do that, you know. Your man from the dream started it all. There was a time when she was Dorothy.’

He laughed and shook his head. ‘The fights we had over it. The earth that had to be shifted. There was almost war between the pair of us. I even went ahead and started digging before the final planning permission came through, because I was so worried about it all. Then, one day about three weeks into the dig, we hit a boulder. I’m not talking large rock here, lads. This fucker was as big as a bus. ‘I said to myself - “This is it. She’ll have to see sense and revert to the original pool depth of six feet at the deep end”.’

He snorted before continuing with the story. ‘First thing the next morning, I called her. “I know what you’re about to say,” says she as soon as she answers the phone, “there’s a problem with the pool.”

“How do you know that, Boss?” says I.

“Because I had the dream again last night,” says she. “I hardly got a wink of decent, restful sleep. All night, I’ve been watching some big American fella diving off a tower. All night, I’ve been climbing up to a diving board and staring down into the abyss, wondering what the hell I’m doing there. You need to persevere if you ever want me to sleep properly again. Whatever the problem is, please resolve it. I’m begging you.”’

‘How long did it take to shift the rock?’ Liam enquired with interest.

‘Four days,’ came the bitter reply, ‘and that was only because we were able to get hold of a few specialists at huge cost. At the end of the week, the boss turns up on site, all smiles. We were totally shagged at this point. We would have happily thrown her into the pool ourselves after the hardship we’d had to endure.

‘She walks up to Jake the foreman. He’s standing there surrounded by the blue hat team of engineers. She turns the big brown eyes on him and says, “Jake, I can’t thank you enough for sorting out my pool. You’ve no idea what this means to me.” ‘“No problem, Boss, happy to help,” says poor old Jake, trying hard not to throttle her.

The boss was carrying a box and she handed it to Lauren, that’s the quantity surveyor. It looked a bit like a chocolate box, so some of the lads were wondering if maybe she’d brought us cake. We felt we deserved a bit of cake, I can tell yee!

“Your hands look the cleanest, Lauren sweetheart,” she says. “Why don’t you hold that?” Then she turns the big eyes on Jake again. “There’s fifty thousand euro in cash in that box, Jake sweetheart,” she says. “It’s to be distributed amongst the men in whatever way you deem to be the fairest. Thank you all so much, and I’m very sorry about the giant rock.”’

‘You’re making it up,’ Bruno stated flatly into the sudden silence.

Saul grinned. ‘Jake is waiting for us at Barn Owls so you can ask him yourself if you don’t believe me. We’ll be there in five.’

There was silence in the car for another two minutes as they once again processed.

‘That’s not the first cash she’s given us.’ Bruno’s sounded thoughtful now. ‘Liam, you missed the birthday party she had here last Saturday night. She sent Shelly out with three hundred in cash for each of us because we didn’t officially start until Monday. She said she was very grateful to us for hanging around and taking care of stuff.’

Liam groaned. ‘Sorry I missed that all right. The Lord knows I could have used it. Why is everything so much more expensive when you have a woman?’

‘That’s the price you pay,’ Saul answered. ‘Just one of many, and you two not even married yet.’

‘You getting married, man?’ Bruno enquired.

Liam snorted through a nose that was slightly veined and said, ‘I’m a bit old for all that shite now, lads. I’m fifty-four years of age. But to be honest, I don’t know how I’ll be able to hang on to that girl of mine if I don’t pop the question. She won’t stick with me forever unless I put a ring on her finger. I feel it in my gut.’

Next to him, Saul nodded in agreement. ‘Best to bite the bullet and go for it,’ he advised. ‘Otherwise, you could wake up one morning and find the other side of the bed empty. The boss might spring for a nice little wedding. There’s Jake now, you can ask him about the boulder.’

Saul drove the car through the gates and pulled into a space in the corner, as far away from the house as he could get. The four men uncurled their long legs from the vehicle and stretched.

‘Sonuvabitch,’ Jack muttered as he took in the Barn Owls building. The external appearance had improved very little since the day Rosa and Dorothy had first been to view it. The original sash windows had been removed from the front of the property, and the resulting apertures boarded up.

Scaffolding had been erected, and from where the men stood, they could see the way it wrapped around the house, effectively enfolding it in a steel web. A waterproof membrane tented the top of the building to protect it from the elements. When they looked upwards, they saw a number of men who seemed to be rather precariously balanced on the roof as they worked on the tiles and guttering.

‘Talk about your fixer upper,’ Liam muttered, and Bruno snorted along with him. Jack remained silent and appeared to have gone into something of a trance as he stared up at Barn Owls.

‘I don’t suppose the boss had any dreams about this place, did she?’ Bruno enquired of Saul in an attempt to snap Jack out of whatever had gotten hold of him. The architect hesitated. Sure enough, Jack ceased gawping at the building and gawped at him instead.

‘Well?’ Liam demanded. ‘Did she dream about it, or what?’

‘She might have mentioned something,’ Saul muttered evasively.

‘Don’t make us throw you in the skip, man,’ Bruno told him.

‘Dumpster,’ Jack seemed to be expressing agreement with this sentiment, and Saul glanced at him nervously.

‘Ah, fuck off, the lot of yee,’ he glared at them. ‘The boss told me she dreamed there were two apartments on the top floor, and offices on the floor below, that’s all.’

‘What about the ground floor?’ Liam demanded. ‘Did she not say anything about that?’

‘She said she must have been watching too many Rocky movies because she dreamed there was a boxing ring in there,’ Saul almost spat out the words.

Dumbfounded, the three men stared at each other.

‘That would be so cool,’ Bruno sounded like a five-year-old on Christmas morning.

Jack was nodding to himself. ‘Can we take a look round?’ he asked.

‘It’s not safe to walk around today, lads, because we’re working on the lift shaft as well as the electrics. But if you get rid of those bastard junkies for me, I’ll point you in the direction of the best pint of Guinness in Dublin. It’s not ten minutes from here,’ Saul replied cheerfully.

‘There must be sixteen lads working on this site,’ Bruno sounded puzzled. ‘Why didn’t you get rid of the bastards yourselves?’

‘We’re not insured for that sort of activity,’ Saul replied rather sheepishly. ‘Besides, Jake and two of his lads went down to the basement earlier, and one of the residents waved a bottle and dirty needle at them. After that, they thought it best to get the fuck out of there. Jake was threatening to pull his men off site when I had the bright idea of borrowing a few professionals.’

‘You did the right thing,’ Liam said reassuringly, and elbowed Bruno gently in the ribs.

‘Yeah,’ Bruno hastily agreed. ‘I’ll kick seven shades of shit out of any bastard who waves a bottle at me. He’ll be picking broken glass out of his hole for a week.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ said Saul in admiration, and promptly presented the three men with the thickest pairs of gloves he could find, together with a couple of small cardboard boxes. Jack pulled on his gloves then turned to the other two. 

‘I’ll take point. The plan is to scare the living crap out of them. If that doesn’t work, we’ll pulverise the losers and make it look like an accident. Agreed?’

‘No problemo,’ Bruno agreed happily.

‘Lead on,’ Liam looked positively cheerful at the prospect of pulverising persons unknown.

With Jack in front, Saul watched the three men navigate the steps down to the basement. Alerted to the fact the cavalry had arrived, Jake and a few of his team came out to watch the action. The basement door was usually chained, although the unwelcome guests had taken a bolt cutter to it. Jack cautiously pushed open the unlocked door and stepped through.

Fewer than ten minutes later, Jake and his lads were still standing around the forecourt. They were happily debating the merits of the premier football league as well as the Six Nation’s Cup, when four emaciated human beings emerged from the basement on shaky legs. Each one clutched a black plastic sack, presumably full of possessions. They were escorted to the gate by Bruno and Liam.

‘Keep walking in a westerly direction towards the prison,’ Liam advised them in a kindly tone. The foursome cast looks of hatred at him, but did not linger.

‘Give them a two-minute head start then follow them,’ Jack ordered. ‘I want to make sure they don’t double back as soon as our backs are turned.’ He was holding two small cardboard boxes.

‘We gathered up every syringe, spoon, lighter, pipe and piece of glass we could find,’ he told Saul, and tilted the boxes so that the other man could see the contents. ‘This joint is dangerous. I hope you don’t let the boss walk around in here.’

He handed the boxes to a young builder, who gripped them as if they were live snakes and walked away almost on tiptoe. In the meantime, one of the departing squatters turned around and pointed at Jack accusingly. ‘That big Yankee cunt stole my weed!’ he shouted.

Jack reached into his jacket pocket and, removing a small baggie, held it up and shook it tauntingly at the young man. ‘Have a nice day now. Be seeing ya,’ he yelled back. When he turned back to Saul’s team, they were watching him askance.

‘You don’t seem like the kind of fella the boss would usually employ,’ Steve, one of the younger men volunteered.

Jack looked him up and down, and his eyes narrowed.

‘Well now, lads,’ Saul interjected, and placed himself firmly between Jack and Steve. ‘Allow me to present Jack Maddox, otherwise known as the Tinman, otherwise known as the star of the swimming pool dream. Do yee not recognise the voice?’

They were still standing around Jack, begging him to say things like, ‘C’mon in Boss, the water’s warm,’ when Bruno and Liam returned. ‘Well and truly gone,’ Liam reported.

‘Which one’s Jake? Is it true about the boulder and the box of cash?’ Bruno demanded. ‘Or is Saul full of shit?’

Jake threw back his head and bellowed with mirth. ‘If you mean the boulder the size of that skip over there and the fifty grand in used notes, it’s no word of a lie, boy, no word of a lie. I was extremely popular in Chez Jake that weekend I don’t mind telling you. Got me favourite dinner cooked for me, and a few other treats I won’t be divulging out of respect for my missus, may the Lord watch over and protect that blessed woman and her fine arse.’

This mild vulgarity was greeted with great hilarity by his team.

‘Tell them about the van, Jake,’ Steve nudged him.

‘Ah yes, that’s a good story.’ The foreman beamed around, delighted with the attention he was receiving. ‘Lauren sees the boss is in a good mood, so she says to her, “Boss, there’s no van that comes up here in the mornings selling breakfast rolls. If we want food, we have to go to down to the shop, and it’s over a mile away. Would you happen to know anybody in the village who could help us out?”

‘“Leave that with me, Lauren sweetheart,” says the boss, “and I must say I love the new thing you’re doing with your eyebrows these days.” Off she goes. Two hours later, a van arrives from the deli in Howth.

‘“I’m Jeff,” says the driver. “I’m leaving these menus with yee. All yee have to do is ring the order through every morning, and the grub will be delivered in time for your first break. How would that suit yee?”

‘“It’s a bit pricey,” says Steve here (wife with first baby on the way), pulling a face at the poor fecker trying to make a living.

‘“Oh yes,” says Jeff. “I nearly forgot that part. Dorothy Lyle is subsidising it for yee. Every item will be one euro to yee lads, regardless of the menu price.” Jeff is from Tullamore, in case you were wondering. The big bogger.’

‘It was a fantastic gig,’ Steve moaned softly. ‘I really miss the palace. I miss Jeff and his strange culchie way of talking. I miss climbing the scaffolding and watching the ferries coming in, and the jet skiers showing off. I miss the boss walking round in her pink hat and wellies, saying weird things about angels and karma and Feng Shui. I miss her calling me “Steve sweetheart”.’

‘So you don’t have a crush on the boss then?’ Bruno asked.

Everyone except Jack laughed at poor Steve. His eyes were busy darting around, absorbing as much detail as possible.

‘What’s a bogger and a culchie?’ he regarded Steve without humour.

‘Eh...it’s a person who’s not from Dublin. A muck savage, a person from the country,’ the young man took a wary step back.

‘Rednecks and hillbillies,’ Jack seemed pleased to have the mystery solved.

‘Did you have any problems getting permission for the renovation of this gaff?’ Liam asked, clearly keen to get off the subject of hillbillies. His cunning plan worked because Jake and his team guffawed as if Liam had just told the best joke ever.

‘The council can’t believe their luck,’ Jake grinned. ‘This place has been an eyesore for more than a decade. They’ve had literally hundreds of letters from local businesses and residents, complaining it was nothing but a death trap and hangout for stoners. When the conservation officer from the council paid us a visit and saw Saul’s plans, he was over the bleedin’ moon, so he fuckin’ was. There hasn’t been a peep out of the council since then.’

‘We had to lend him a hanky,’ one of the other men volunteered.

‘You had to lend the fella from the council a hanky?’ Bruno looked puzzled.

‘He shed a few tears over the plans,’ Saul explained kindly. ‘He was the sensitive type.’

‘Was that not a bit weird for you guys?’ Liam literally scratched his head.

‘We got used to the queers when we were working over in Howth,’ Jake replied cheerfully. ‘You couldn’t turn around without tripping over some fella blubbing over the beauty of the views or quality of the marble. And that was before they caught sight of the kitchen. It got to be a right pain in the hole to be honest with youse.’

‘Who are those guys over there on the sidewalk?’ Jack had grown bored of being sidelined, and now gestured with his head at a group of three men huddled together on the opposite side of the road. ‘They haven’t moved for the past twenty minutes.’

‘Not sure,’ Saul looked blank, as did Jake and his team.

‘Back in a few minutes, guys.’ Zipping up his jacket, Jack took off across the road to talk to the men, leaving the others staring after him.

‘He’s not a man to leave things to chance, is he?’ Steve muttered.

~~~

From: Dottie8888@chatulike.ie

To: ANorris@talkalot.com

Date: January, 20th, 2012

SUBJECT: CLEANING AND STUFF

Hi Amy,

Thanks for the latest pics of Laurier. I am delighted you decided to install the hot tub. I am sure your paying guests will really appreciate it. I hope I will get to see it in the flesh very soon. It’s difficult to make plans at present, but hopefully I will be able to arrange a visit later in the year.

The strangest thing happened this week. Jack found me a cleaning company. Apparently, there were three men hanging around the Barn Owls site. When Jack went to investigate, he discovered they were contract cleaners who had spent all morning putting leaflets through letterboxes on the North Circular Road. 

They told him their business is in big trouble because their vans are on their last legs. Their biggest steam cleaner has broken down, and the banks refused them finance to replace it. They didn’t know where to turn. Jack called me to see if I would be interested in meeting up with them. He said they smelled poor, but didn’t smell of trouble. He is gas.

Rosa and I, (with Jack and Liam in attendance for protection, of course) met them a few days later. I am their new investor, and own a large chunk of the business. They are very experienced cleaners, and their references are excellent because Rosa checked them out thoroughly. They used to be called Celtic Tiger Cleaners, but we have rechristened them Squeaky Clean.

At first, I was not sure about letting them into my bedroom, but Glenda suggested that Ralph’s niece, Margaret, could help around the house for a few hours every day. She has four children and lives in Howth, which means the job would be ideal for her and the extra pair of hands would be a big help to Glenda. I am assured Bunny loves her as well, which will come in handy.

Ralph and Bunny are settling in nicely. As well as all the outside work, they keep the pool house clean and feed the fish. Ralph says if I get somebody in from the fish shop to show him how to clean the tanks and handle the fish properly, he will add that to his list of duties. Back soon. Love Dot x
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Accompanied by Royno and Jack, Dorothy and Rosa returned to Barn Owls a week later to inspect the result of Jake and Saul’s work to date. Even though the scaffolding and waterproof membrane were still in situ, the roof looked as good as new, if not better.

As the specialist subcontractors had also fixed the inside of the roof, Jake had assigned some of the team to work on the attic space. They had replaced all the rotten joists and floorboards, and converted the space into a magnificent storage area, complete with Velux windows.

Dorothy did not feel confident enough to climb the temporary wooden ladder, although Roy had no such qualms, and happily skipped up to the newly refurbished loft and took a few photos with his phone.

‘Good job, Saul,’ Rosa nodded in approval. ‘It will make a fantastic archive space for files, to say nothing of the holiday decorations, eh Boss?’

Saul stared at the women in surprise. ‘You’re setting up an office here?’

‘Yep,’ Dorothy replied. ‘We’ve discussed it at length and decided that once the first floor is converted to office space, we’ll take over one half for our own use. Since we don’t need three thousand square-feet, we might even let the offices on the other one side of the landing. We might rent out the apartments as well. Shall we take a look?’

‘They’re virtually identical,’ was Saul’s response. ‘We have the batons up for the stud walls so you’ll be able to get a good idea of how they’ll look when they’re finished. Each apartment is fifteen hundred square-feet. There’ll be two double bedrooms, one with en-suite, one single bedroom, a family bathroom, a small study, and an open plan kitchen/living area. We’re also putting a balcony on the back of each one. It’s south facing, and the balcony will extend the full width of the apartment, so it won’t be too shabby.’

‘These are going to be gorgeous,’ Rosa breathed a sigh of envy as she registered the impressive space that was the apartment.

‘What are you planning to do with the backyard?’ Roy went to peer out of the rotten sash window that had yet to be removed.

‘We took down the dividing wall some cowboy built in the eighties,’ Saul joined him at the window, ‘and opened up the space. We’re going to resurface the area so there’ll be plenty of parking back there. That old gate you can see will be replaced by a similar security system to the one at the palace. This will be a grand secure spot. We might even decide to lose the barbed wire from the top of the wall. The boss doesn’t like it. She says it reminds her of a prison camp.’ He grinned.

Jack joined them at the window and peered out. ‘I’d be inclined to leave the barbed wire myself, Boss,’ he glanced at her over his shoulder as he spoke. ‘If nobody has objected to it so far. Maybe even add a few spikes.’

‘No way,’ she told him firmly, ‘the wire goes, and no horrible spikes. What if some teenagers got hurt trying to climb in? Talk about a lawsuit waiting to happen.’

He grunted in response and wandered off to check out something else. The others watched him go.

‘What is that walk?’ Rosa muttered.

‘We call it the Black Panther Prowl,’ Roy told her. ‘The boss came up with it.’

Rosa looked at Dorothy and raised her eyebrows. Dorothy shrugged in response. ‘He’s a predator, Rosa, but that doesn’t change the fact God sent him to me, and I’m keeping him. At least for now. We’ll soon get used to his odd ways. It has only been a couple of weeks after all.’

‘Does he not scare you?’ Rosa dropped her voice to a whisper.

Dorothy smiled. ‘Feck no, but then I’m hardly much of a challenge, am I? I think Jack would be horrified at the very idea of hurting somebody as small as me. Look what he did to Mark Harris because the creep tried to rape Shelly.’

Royno exchanged a look. ‘You think that’s why he hit Mark in the nuts?’ Roy asked.

Dorothy nodded. ‘I do indeed, Roy. I don’t think Jack would ever admit it, but I have a feeling he doesn’t like men who bully women. Unless, of course, he’s the one doing the bullying. That goes without saying.’

They all laughed and Jack prowled over to rejoin the group. ‘Nice pad, Boss,’ he drawled. ‘But who’s gonna pay big rent for a joint like this, in this part of town? The officers at Mountjoy Prison? Or maybe the staff from that meth clinic down the road?’

‘Don’t be pessimistic, sweetheart,’ she told him glibly. ‘It doesn’t suit your charming disposition. Shall we move on?’

They took a quick peek at the apartment on the other side of the landing then moved down a floor to look at what was potentially office space. Dorothy and Rosa spent thirty minutes with Saul discussing their preferred layout, while once again Jack wandered off to check out the area, poking and prodding as he went.

When Royno eventually escorted the ladies downstairs, they found him on the ground floor in an enormous open-plan room to the left of the front door. The carpet had been pulled up to reveal a vast expanse of parquet flooring and covered with protective plastic. The plastic crackled under Jack’s boots as he paced up and down, clearly trying to gauge the size of the room.

‘It’s forty feet long and thirty feet deep, and the ceiling is sixteen feet high,’ Saul told him. ‘We think it was a drawing room in the original house, assuming it was a house and not a school
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