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For Tony

    



        I wouldn’t mind – I mean, this is the
            sheer irony of the thing – but I’m the only person I know who
                doesn’t think it would be delicious to go into
            ‘someplace’ for ‘a rest’. You’d want to hear my sister
            Claire going on about it, as if waking up one morning and finding herself in a mental
            hospital would be the most delightful experience imaginable.

        ‘I’ve a great idea,’ she
            declared to her friend, Judy. ‘Let’s have our nervous breakdowns at the same
            time.’

        ‘Brilliant!’ Judy said.

        ‘We’ll get a double room.
            It’ll be gorgeous.’

        ‘Paint me a picture.’

        ‘Weeeeell. Kind
            people … soft, welcoming hands … whispering voices … white
            bed-linen, white sofas, white orchids, everything white …’

        ‘Like in heaven,’ Judy said.

        ‘Just like in heaven!’

        Not just like in heaven! I opened my mouth
            to protest, but there was no stopping them.

        ‘… the sound of tinkling
            water …’

        ‘… the smell of
            jasmine …’

        ‘… a clock ticking in the near
            distance …’

        ‘… the plangent chime of a
            bell …’

        ‘… and us lying in bed off our
            heads on Xanax …’

        ‘… dreamily gazing at dust
            motes …’

        ‘… or reading
            Grazia …’

        ‘… or buying Magnum Golds from
            the man who goes from ward to ward selling ice cream …’

        But there would be no man selling Magnum
            Golds. Or any of the other nice things either.

        ‘A wise voice will say –’ Judy
            paused for effect: ‘“Lay down your burdens, Judy.”’

        ‘And some lovely wafty nurse will
            cancel all our appointments,’ Claire said. ‘She’ll tell everyone to
            leave us alone. She’ll tell all the ungrateful bastards that we’re having a
            nervous breakdown and it was their fault and they’ll have to be a lot nicer to us
            if we ever come out again.’

        Both Claire and Judy had savagely busy lives
            – kids, dogs, husbands, jobs and an onerous, time-consuming dedication to looking ten
            years younger than their actual age. They were perpetually whizzing around in people
            carriers, dropping sons to rugby practice, picking daughters up from the dentist, racing
            across town to get to a meeting. Multitasking was an art form for them – they used the
            dead seconds stuck at traffic lights to rub their calves with fake-tan wipes, they
            answered emails from their seat at the cinema and they baked red velvet cupcakes at
            midnight while simultaneously being mocked by their teenage daughters as ‘a
            pitiful fat old cow’. Not a moment was wasted.

        ‘They’ll give us Xanax.’
            Claire was back in her reverie.

        ‘Oh lovvvvely.’

        ‘As much as we want. The second the
            bliss starts to wear off, we’ll ring a bell and a nurse will come and give us a
            top-up.’

        ‘We’ll never have to get
            dressed. Every morning they’ll bring us new cotton pyjamas, brand new, out of the
            packet. And we’ll sleep sixteen hours a day.’

        ‘Oh sleep …’

        ‘It’ll be like being wrapped up
            in a big marshmallow cocoon; we’ll feel all floaty and happy and
            dreamy …’

        It was time to point out the one big nasty
            flaw in their delicious vision. ‘But you’d be in a psychiatric
            hospital.’

        Both Claire and Judy looked wildly
            startled.

        Eventually Claire said, ‘I’m not
            talking about a psychiatric hospital. Just a place you’d go for … a
            rest.’

        ‘The place people go for “a
            rest” is a psychiatric hospital.’

        They fell silent. Judy chewed her bottom
            lip. They were obviously thinking about this.

        ‘What did you think it was?’ I
            asked.

        ‘Well … sort of like a
            spa,’ Claire said. ‘With, you know … prescription
            drugs.’

        ‘They have mad people in there,’
            I said. ‘Proper mad people. Ill people.’

        More silence followed, then Claire looked up
            at me, her face bright red. ‘God, Helen,’ she exclaimed.
            ‘You’re such a cow. Can’t you ever let anyone have anything
            nice?’
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        1

        I was thinking about food. Stuck in
            traffic, it’s what I do. What any normal person does, of course, but now that I
            thought about it, I hadn’t had anything to eat since seven o’clock this
            morning, about ten hours ago. A Laddz song came on the radio for the second time that
            day – how about that for bad luck? – and as the maudlin syrupy harmonies filled the car
            I had a brief but powerful urge to drive into a pole.

        There was a petrol station coming up on the
            left, the red sign of refreshment hanging invitingly in the sky. I could extricate
            myself from this gridlock and go in and buy a doughnut. But the doughnuts they sold in
            those places were as tasteless as the sponges you find at the bottom of the ocean;
            I’d be better off just washing myself with one. Besides, a swarm of huge black
            vultures was circling over the petrol pumps and they were kind of putting me off. No, I
            decided, I’d hang on and –

        Wait a minute! Vultures?

        In a city?

        At a petrol station?

        I took a second look and they weren’t
            vultures. Just seagulls. Ordinary Irish seagulls.

        Then I thought: Ah no, not again.

        Fifteen minutes later I pulled up outside
            my parents’ house, took a moment to gather myself, then started rummaging for a
            key to let myself in. They’d tried to make me give it back when I moved out three
            years ago but – thinking strategically – I’d hung on to it. Mum had made noises
            about changing the locks but seeing as she and Dad took eight years to
            decide to buy a yellow bucket, what were the chances that they’d manage something
            as complicated as getting a new lock?

        I found them in the kitchen, sitting at the
            table drinking tea and eating cake. Old people. What a great life they had. Even those
            who don’t do t’ai chi. (Which I’ll get to.)

        They looked up and stared at me with barely
            concealed resentment.

        ‘I’ve news,’ I said.

        Mum found her voice. ‘What are you
            doing here?’

        ‘I live here.’

        ‘You don’t. We got rid of you.
            We painted your room. We’ve never been happier.’

        ‘I said I’ve news. That’s
            my news. I live here.’

        The fear was starting to creep into her face
            now. ‘You have your own place.’ She was blustering but she was losing
            conviction. After all, she must have been expecting this.

        ‘I don’t,’ I said.
            ‘Not as of this morning. I’ve nowhere to live.’

        ‘The mortgage people?’ She was
            ashen. (Beneath her regulation-issue Irish-Mammy orange foundation.)

        ‘What’s going on?’ Dad was
            deaf. Also frequently confused. It was hard to know which disability was in the driving
            seat at any particular time.

        ‘She didn’t pay her
            MORTGAGE,’ Mum said, into his good ear. ‘Her flat’s been
            RECLAIMED.’

        ‘I couldn’t afford to
            pay the mortgage. You’re making it sound like it’s my fault. Anyway,
            it’s more complicated than that.’

        ‘You have a boyfriend,’ Mum said
            hopefully. ‘Can’t you live with him?’

        ‘You’ve changed your tune, you
            rampant Catholic.’

        ‘We have to keep up with the
            times.’

        I shook my head. ‘I can’t move
            in with Artie. His kids won’t let me.’ Not exactly. Only Bruno. He
            absolutely hated me but Iona was pleasant enough and Bella positively
            adored me. ‘You’re my parents. Unconditional love, might I remind you. My
            stuff is in the car.’

        ‘What! All of it?’

        ‘No.’ I’d spent the day
            with two cash-in-hand blokes. The last few sticks of furniture I owned were now stashed
            in a massive self-storage place out past the airport, waiting for the good times to come
            again. ‘Just my clothes and work stuff.’ Quite a lot of work stuff,
            actually, seeing as I’d had to let my office go over a year ago. And quite a lot
            of clothes too, even though I’d thrown out tons and tons while I’d been
            packing.

        ‘But when will it end?’ Mum said
            querulously. ‘When do we get our golden years?’

        ‘Never.’ Dad spoke with sudden
            confidence. ‘She’s part of a syndrome. Generation Boomerang. Adult children
            coming back to live in the family home. I read about it in Grazia.’

        There was no disagreeing with
                Grazia.

        ‘You can stay for a few days,’
            Mum conceded. ‘But be warned. We might want to sell this house and go on a
            Caribbean cruise.’

        Property prices being as low as they were,
            the sale of this house probably wouldn’t fetch enough money to send them on a
            cruise of the Aran Islands. But, as I made my way out to the car to start lugging in my
            boxes of stuff, I decided not to rub it in. After all, they were giving me a roof over
            my head.

        ‘What time is dinner?’ I
            wasn’t hungry but I wanted to know the drill.

        ‘Dinner?’

        There was no dinner.

        ‘We don’t really bother any
            more,’ Mum confessed. ‘Not now it’s just the two of us.’

        This was distressing news. I was feeling bad
            enough, without my parents suddenly behaving like they were in
            death’s waiting room. ‘But what do you eat?’

        They looked at each other in surprise, then
            at the cake on the table. ‘Well … cake, I suppose.’

        Back in the day this arrangement
            couldn’t have suited me better – all through my childhood my four sisters and I
            considered it a high-risk activity to eat anything that Mum had cooked – but I
            wasn’t myself.

        ‘So what time is cake?’

        ‘Whatever time you like.’

        That wouldn’t do. ‘I need a
            time.’

        ‘Seven, then.’

        ‘Okay. Listen … I saw a
            swarm of vultures over the petrol station.’

        Mum tightened her lips.

        ‘There are no vultures in
            Ireland,’ Dad said. ‘Saint Patrick drove them out.’

        ‘He’s right,’ Mum said
            forcefully. ‘You didn’t see any vultures.’

        ‘But –’ I stopped. What was the
            point? I opened my mouth to suck in some air.

        ‘What are you doing?’ Mum
            sounded alarmed.

        ‘I’m …’ What was I
            doing? ‘I’m trying to breathe. My chest is stuck. There isn’t enough
            room to let the air in.’

        ‘Of course there’s room.
            Breathing is the most natural thing in the world.’

        ‘I think my ribs have shrunk. You know
            the way your bones shrink when you get old.’

        ‘You’re only thirty-three. Wait
            till you get to my age and then you’ll know all about shrunken bones.’

        Even though I didn’t know what age Mum
            was – she lied about it constantly and elaborately, sometimes making reference to the
            vital part she played in the 1916 Rising (‘I helped type up the Declaration of
            Independence for young Padraig to read on the steps of the GPO’), other times
            waxing lyrical on the teenage years she spent jiving to ‘The
            Hucklebuck’ the time Elvis came to Ireland (Elvis never came to Ireland and never
            sang ‘The Hucklebuck’, but if you try telling her that, she just gets worse,
            insisting that Elvis made a secret visit on his way to Germany and that he sang
            ‘The Hucklebuck’ specifically because she asked him to) – she seemed bigger
            and more robust than ever.

        ‘Catch your breath there, come on,
            come on, anyone can do it,’ she urged. ‘A small child can do it. So what are
            you doing this evening? After your … cake? Will we watch telly? We’ve
            got twenty-nine episodes of Come Dine With Me recorded.’

        ‘Ah …’ I didn’t want
            to watch Come Dine With Me. Normally I watched at least two shows a day, but
            suddenly I was sick of it.

        I had an open invitation to Artie’s.
            His kids would be there tonight and I wasn’t sure I had the strength for talking
            to them; also their presence interfered with my full and free sexual access to him. But
            he’d been working in Belfast all week and I’d … yes, spit it out,
            might as well admit it … I’d missed him.

        ‘I’ll probably go to
            Artie’s,’ I said.

        Mum lit up. ‘Can I come?’

        ‘Of course you can’t! I’ve
            warned you!’

        Mum had a thing for Artie’s house.
            You’ve probably seen the type, if you read interiors magazines. From the outside
            it looks like a salt-of-the-earth working-class cottage, crouched right on the pavement,
            doffing its cap and knowing its place. The slate roof is crooked and the front door is
            so low that the only person who could sail through with full confidence that they
            wouldn’t crack their skull would be a certified midget.

        But when you actually get into the house you
            find that someone has knocked off the entire back wall and replaced it with a glassy
            futuristic wonderland of floating staircases and suspended bird’s-nest bedrooms
            and faraway skylights.

        Mum had been there only once, by accident – I
            had warned her not to get out of the car but she had blatantly disobeyed me – and it had
            made such a big impression on her that she had caused me considerable embarrassment. I
            would not permit it to happen again.

        ‘All right, I won’t come,’
            she said. ‘But I’ve a favour to ask.’

        ‘What?’

        ‘Would you come to the Laddz reunion
            concert with me?’

        ‘Are you out of your mind?’

        ‘Out of my mind? You’re
            a fine one to talk, you and your vultures.’
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        Midgety working-class cottages are all well
            and good except that they don’t tend to have handy underground parking lots – it
            took me longer to find a parking place than it had taken to drive the three kilometres
            to Artie’s. Eventually I edged my Fiat 500 (black with black interiors) between
            two ginormous SUVs then let myself into the heavenly perspex cocoon-world. I had my own
            key – it was a mere six weeks since Artie and I had done the ceremonious exchange.
            He’d given me a key to his place; I’d given him a key to my place. Because
            back then I’d had a place.

        Dazzled by the June evening sunlight I
            blindly followed the sound of voices through the house and down the magic, free-floating
            steps, to the deck, where a cluster of good-looking, fair-haired people were gathered
            around, doing – of all wholesome things – a jigsaw puzzle. Artie, my beautiful Viking,
            Artie. And Iona and Bruno and Bella, his beautiful children. And Vonnie, his beautiful
            ex-wife. Sitting on the boards next to Artie, she was, her skinny brown shoulder bumping
            up against his big broad one.

        I hadn’t been expecting to see her,
            but she lived nearby and often dropped in, usually with her partner, Steffan, in
            tow.

        She was the first one to notice me.
            ‘Helen!’ she exclaimed with great warmth.

        A chorus of greetings and flashbulb smiles
            reached out for me and I was drawn down into a sea of welcoming arms, to be kissed by
            everyone. A cordial family, the Devlins. Only Bruno withheld and he needn’t think
            I hadn’t noticed; I kept a mental tally of the many, many times he’d
            slighted me. Nothing escaped me. We all have our gifts.

        Bella, head-to-toe pink and reeking of cherry
            bubblegum, was thrilled by my arrival. ‘Helen, Helen.’ She flung herself at
            me. ‘Dad didn’t say you were coming. Can I do your hair?’

        ‘Bella, give Helen a moment,’
            Artie said.

        Aged nine and of a loving disposition, Bella
            was the youngest and weakest member of the group. Nevertheless it would be foolhardy to
            alienate her. But first I had business to attend to. I gazed at the region where
            Vonnie’s upper arm met Artie’s. ‘Move away,’ I said.
            ‘You’re too close to him.’

        ‘She’s his wife.’
            Bruno’s ladyboy cheekbones blazed indignant colour … was he wearing
                blusher?

        ‘Ex-wife,’ I said.
            ‘And I’m his girlfriend. He’s mine now.’ Quickly and insincerely
            I added, ‘Hahaha.’ (So that if anyone ever criticized me for selfishness and
            immaturity and said, ‘What about poor Bruno?’ I could always reply,
            ‘God’s sake, it was a joke. He has to learn to take a
            joke.’)

        ‘In fact Artie was leaning against
                me,’ Vonnie said.

        ‘He wasn’t.’ Tonight I was
            quite wearied by this game that I always had to play with Vonnie. I could hardly summon
            the words to press on with the charade. ‘You’re always at him. But give it
            up, Vonnie. He’s mad about me.’

        ‘Ah, fair enough.’
            Good-naturedly Vonnie shifted along the deck, putting lots of space between herself and
            Artie.

        It wasn’t my way but I couldn’t
            help but like her.

        And what about Artie in all of this? Taking
            a highly focused interest in the lower-side, left-hand corner of the jigsaw,
            that’s what. At the best of times he had a touch of the Strong Silents about him,
            but whenever Vonnie and I started our alpha-female jostling, he had learned – on my
            instructions – to absent himself entirely.

        In the beginning he’d tried to protect
            me from her but I was mortally offended. ‘It’s as if,’ I’d said,
            ‘you’re saying that she’s scarier than me.’

        Actually, it was thirteen-year-old Bruno who
            was the real problem. He was bitchier than the most spiteful girl, and
            yes, I knew he had good reason – his parents had split up when he was at the tender age
            of nine and now he was an adolescent in the grip of anger hormones, which he expressed
            by dressing in fascist chic, in form-fitting black shirts, narrow-cut black pants tucked
            into shiny black knee boots, and with very, very blond hair, tightly cut, except for a
            big sweeping eighties fringe. Also he wore mascara and it looked like he’d started
            on the blusher.

        ‘Well!’ I smiled, somewhat
            tensely, at the assembled faces.

        Artie looked up from the jigsaw and gave me
            an intense, blue-eyed stare. God. I swallowed hard. Instantly I wanted Vonnie to go home
            and the kids to go to bed so I could have some alone time with Artie. Would it be
            impolite to ask them to hop it?

        ‘Something to drink?’ he asked,
            holding my gaze. I nodded mutely.

        I was expecting he’d get to his feet
            and I could follow him down to the kitchen and cop a quick sneaky smell of him.

        ‘I’ll get it,’ Iona said
            dreamily.

        Biting back a howl of frustration, I watched
            her waft down the floating stairs to the kitchen, to where the drink lived. She was
            fifteen. I found it amazing that she could be trusted to carry a glass of wine from one
            room to the next without guzzling the lot. When I was fifteen I drank anything that
            wasn’t nailed down. It was just what you did, what everyone did. Maybe it was
            shortage of pocket money, I didn’t really know; I just knew that I didn’t
            understand Iona and her trustworthy, abstemious ilk.

        ‘Some food, Helen?’ Vonnie
            asked. ‘There’s a fennel and Vacherin salad in the fridge.’

        My stomach clenched tight: no way was it
            letting anything in. ‘I’ve eaten.’ I hadn’t. I hadn’t even
            been able to force down a slice of Mum and Dad’s dinner-time cake.

        ‘You sure?’ Vonnie gave me a
            shrewd once-over. ‘You’re looking a little skinny.
            Don’t want you getting skinnier than me!’

        ‘No fear of that.’ But maybe
            there was. I hadn’t eaten a proper meal since … well, a while – I
            couldn’t actually remember; it was a week or so ago, perhaps a bit longer. My body
            seemed to have stopped notifying my mind that it wanted food. Or maybe my mind was so
            full of worry that it couldn’t handle the information. The odd time that the
            message had actually got through I was unable to do anything remotely complicated, like
            pouring milk on to Cheerios, to quell the hunger. Even eating popcorn, which I’d
            tried last night, had struck me as the strangest thing – why would anyone eat those
            rough little balls of styrofoam, which cut the inside of your mouth and then rubbed salt
            into the wounds?

        ‘Helen!’ Bella said.
            ‘It’s time to play!’ She produced a pink plastic comb and a pink
            Tupperware box filled with pink hairclips and pink furry elastic bands. ‘Take a
            seat.’

        Oh God. Hairdressers. At least it
            wasn’t Motor Vehicle Registration Lady, I supposed. That was the very worst of our
            games – I had to queue for hours and she sat at an imaginary glass hatch. I kept telling
            her we could do it online, but she protested that then it wouldn’t be a game.

        ‘Here’s your drink,’ she
            said, then hissed at Iona, ‘Quick, give it to her – can’t you see
            she’s stressed?’

        Iona presented me with a goblet of red wine
            and a tall, chilled glass clinking with ice cubes. ‘Shiraz or home-made valerian
            iced tea. I wasn’t sure which you’d prefer so I brought both.’

        There was a second when I considered the
            wine, then decided against it. I was afraid that if I started drinking I’d never
            be able to stop and I couldn’t take the horror of a hangover.

        ‘No wine, thanks.’

        I braced myself for the pandemonium that
            usually followed that sort of statement: ‘What? No wine! Did she say, “No wine”? She’s gone quite mad!’ I expected
            the Devlins to rise up as one and wrestle me into an immobile headlock so that the glass
            of Shiraz could be poured into me via a plastic funnel, like a sheep being hoosed, but
            it passed without comment. I’d forgotten for a moment that I wasn’t with my
            family of origin.

        ‘Diet Coke instead?’ Iona
            asked.

        God, the Devlins were the perfect hosts,
            even a flaky, floaty type like Iona. They always had Diet Coke in their fridge for me,
            although none of them drank it.

        ‘No, no thanks, all fine.’

        I took a sip of the valerian tea – not
            unpleasant, although not pleasant either – then lowered myself on to a massive floor
            cushion. Bella knelt by my side and began to stroke my scalp. ‘You have beautiful
            hair,’ she murmured.

        ‘Thanks very much.’

        Mind you, she thought I had beautiful
            everything; she wasn’t exactly a reliable witness.

        Her small fingers combed and separated
            strands and my shoulders started to drop and for the first time in about ten days I had
            the relief of a proper breath, where my lungs filled fully with air and then eased it
            out again. ‘God, that’s so relaxing …’

        ‘Bad day?’ she asked
            sympathetically.

        ‘You have no idea, my little pink
                amiga.’

        ‘Try me,’ she said.

        I was all set to launch into the whole
            miserable business, then I remembered she was only nine.

        ‘Well …’ I said, working
            hard to put a cheery spin on things. ‘Because I haven’t been able to pay the
            bills, I had to move out of my flat –’

        ‘What?’ Artie was startled.
            ‘When?’

        ‘Today. But it’s fine.’ I
            was speaking more to Bella than to him.

        ‘But why didn’t you tell
            me?’

        Why hadn’t I told him? When
            I’d given him the key six weeks ago I’d warned him that it was a
            possibility, but I’d made it sound like I was joking; after all, the entire
            country was in mortgage arrears and up to their eyeballs in debt. But he’d had the
            kids last weekend and he’d been away all week and I found it hard to have heavy
            conversations on the phone. And, in fairness, I hadn’t told anyone what was going
            on.

        Yesterday morning, when I realized I’d
            reached the end of the road – that in fact the end of the road had been reached a while
            back, but I’d been in denial, hoping the road people might come along with their
            tarmac and white lines and build a few more miles for me – I just quietly organized the
            two removal men for today. Shame was probably what had kept me silent. Or sadness? Or
            shock? Hard to know for sure.

        ‘What will you do?’ Bella
            sounded distraught.

        ‘I’ve moved back in with my mum
            and dad for a while. They’re going through an old patch at the moment, so there
            isn’t much food, but that might pass …’

        ‘Why don’t you live here?’
            Bella asked.

        Instantly Bruno’s peachy little face
            lit up with fury. He was generally so angry that you’d think he’d be
            carpeted with spots, an external manifestation, if you will, of all his inner bile, but
            actually he had very soft, smooth, delicate skin.

        ‘Because your dad and I have been
            going out with each other only a short time –’

        ‘Five months, three weeks and six
            days,’ Bella said. ‘That’s nearly six months. That’s half a
            year.’

        Anxiously, I looked at her fervent little
            face.

        ‘And you’re good
            together,’ she said with enthusiasm. ‘Mum says. Don’t you,
            Mum?’

        ‘I certainly do,’ Vonnie said,
            smiling wryly.

        ‘I couldn’t move in.’ I
            tried hard to sound jolly. ‘Because Bruno would stab me in the middle of the
            night.’ Then steal my make-up.

        Bella was appalled. ‘He
            wouldn’t.’

        ‘I would,’ Bruno said.

        ‘Bruno!’ Artie yelled at
            him.

        ‘Sorry, Helen.’ Bruno knew the
            drill. He turned away, but not before I’d seen him mouth the words, ‘Fuck
            you, cunt-face.’

        It took all of my self-control not to mouth
            back, ‘No, fuck you, fascist-boy.’ I was almost thirty-four, I
            reminded myself. And Artie might see.

        I was diverted by a light flashing on my
            phone. A new email fresh in. Intriguingly entitled ‘Large slice of humble
            pie’. Then I saw who it was from: Jay Parker. I nearly dropped the machine.

        
            Dearest Helen, my delicious little
                curmudgeon. Although it kills me to say it, I need your help. How about we let
                bygones be bygones and you get in touch?

        

        A one-word reply. It took me less than a
            second to type.

        
            No.

        

        I let Bella fiddle about with my hair and I
            sipped my valerian tea and I watched the Devlins do their jigsaw and I wished the lot of
            them – except Artie, of course – would piss off. Couldn’t we at least go inside
            and turn on the telly? In the house I’d grown up in we’d treated
            ‘outside’ with suspicion. Even at the height of summer we never really got
            the point of gardens, especially because the lead on the telly didn’t stretch that
            far. And the telly had been important to the Walshes; nothing, but nothing, had
            ever happened – births, deaths, marriages – without the telly on in the background,
            preferably some sort of shouty soap opera. How could the Devlins stand all this
                conversation?

        Perhaps the problem wasn’t them, I
            realized. Perhaps the problem was me. The ability to talk to other people seemed to be
            leaking out of me like air out of an old balloon. I was worse now than I was an hour
            ago.

        Bella’s soft fingers plucked at my scalp
            and she clucked and fussed and eventually reached some sort of resolution that she was
            happy with.

        ‘Perfect! You look like a Mayan
            princess. Look.’ She thrust a hand-mirror at my face. I caught a quick glimpse of
            my hair in two long plaits and some sort of handwoven thing tied across my fringe.
            ‘Look at Helen,’ she canvassed the crowd. ‘Isn’t she
            beautiful?’

        ‘Beautiful,’ Vonnie said,
            sounding utterly sincere.

        ‘Like a Mayan princess,’ Bella
            stressed.

        ‘Is it true that the Mayans invented
            Magnums?’ I asked. There was a brief startled silence, then the conversation
            resumed as though I hadn’t said anything. I was way off my wavelength
            here.

        ‘She’s exactly like a Mayan
            princess,’ Vonnie said. ‘Except that Helen’s eyes are green and a
            Mayan princess’s would probably be brown. But the hair is perfect. Well done,
            Bella. More tea, Helen?’

        To my surprise, I’d – at least for the
            moment – had it with the Devlins, with their good looks and grace and manners, with
            their board games and amicable break-ups and
            half-glasses-of-wine-at-dinner-for-the-children. I really wanted to get Artie on his own
            but it wasn’t going to happen and I couldn’t even muster the energy to be
            pissed off – it wasn’t his fault he had three kids and a demanding job. He
            didn’t know the day I’d had today. Or yesterday. Or indeed the week
            I’d had.

        ‘No tea, thanks, Vonnie. I’d
            better head off.’ I got to my feet.

        ‘You’re going?’ Artie
            looked concerned.

        ‘I’ll see you at the
            weekend.’ Or whenever Vonnie next had the kids. I’d lost track of their
            schedule, which was a very complicated one. Its basic premise was that the three kids
            spent scrupulously equal amounts of time at the homes of both their parents, but the
            actual days varied from week to week to factor in things like Artie or
            Vonnie (mostly Vonnie, if you ask me) going on mini-breaks, weddings down the country,
            etc.

        ‘Are you okay?’ Artie was
            starting to look worried.

        ‘Fine.’ I couldn’t get
            into it now.

        He caught my wrist. ‘Won’t you
            hang on a while?’ In a quieter voice he said, ‘I’ll ask Vonnie to
            leave. And the kids will have to go to bed at some stage.’

        But it might be hours and hours. Artie and I
            never went to bed before them. Of course I was often there in the morning so it was
            obvious I’d stayed the night but we’d – all of us – fallen into a pretence
            that I’d slept in some imaginary spare bed and that Artie had spent the night
            alone. Even though I was Artie’s lovair we tended to behave as though I was just a
            family friend.

        ‘I’ve got to go.’ I
            couldn’t do any more deck-sitting, waiting to get Artie on his own, for the chance
            to take the clothes off his fine body. I’d burst.

        But first, the farewells. They took about
            twenty minutes. I had no truck with lengthy valedictions; if it was up to me, I’d
            rather mutter something about going to the loo, then just slip away and be halfway home
            before anyone even noticed I was missing.

        I find saying goodbye almost
                unendurably boring; in my head I’m already gone, so it seems like a
            total waste of time, all that ‘Be well’ and ‘Take care’ and
            smiling and stuff.

        Sometimes I want to tear people’s
            hands from my shoulders and push them away and just bolt for freedom. But making a big
            production of it was the Devlin way – hugs and double kisses – even from Bruno, who
            clearly couldn’t entirely break free from his middle-class conditioning – and
            quadruple kisses (both cheeks, the forehead and the chin) from Bella, who suggested that
            we do a sleepover soon in her room.

        ‘I’ll loan you my strawberry
            shortcake pyjamas,’ she promised.

        ‘You’re nine,’ Bruno said,
            super-sneery. ‘She’s like, old. How’re your pyjamas going to fit
            her?’

        ‘We’re the same size,’
            Bella said.

        And the funny thing was, we practically
            were. I was short for my age and Bella was tall for hers. They were all tall, the
            Devlins; they got it from Artie.

        ‘Are you sure you should be on your
            own?’ Artie asked, as he walked me to the front door. ‘You’ve had a
            really bad day.’

        ‘Ah, yeah, I’m grand.’

        He took my hand and rubbed the palm of it
            against his T-shirt, over his pecs, then down towards the muscles of his stomach.

        ‘Stop.’ I pulled away from him.
            ‘No point starting something we can’t finish.’

        ‘Oookay. But let’s just take
            this off before you go.’

        ‘Artie, I said –’

        Tenderly he untied the Mayan headband that
            Bella had put on me, demonstrated it with a flourish, then let it drop to the floor.

        ‘Oh,’ I said. Then
            ‘Oh,’ again, as he slid his hands under my hairline and over my poor
            tormented scalp, and began to free up the two plaits. I closed my eyes for a moment,
            letting his hands work their way through my hair. He circled his thumbs around my ears,
            on my forehead, on the frown lines between my eyebrows, at the tight spot where my neck
            met my scalp. My face began to soften and the hinge of my jaw started to unclamp, and
            when eventually he stopped I was so blissed out that a lesser woman would have toppled
            over.

        I managed to stand up straight. ‘Did I
            dribble on you?’ I asked.

        ‘Not this time.’

        ‘Okay, I’m off.’

        He bent his head and kissed me, a kiss that
            was more restrained than I would have preferred, but best not to start any fires.

        I slid my hand up, to the back of his head. I
            liked tangling my fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck and pulling it, not hard
            enough to hurt. Not exactly.

        When we drew apart I said, ‘I like
            your hair.’

        ‘Vonnie says I need a
            haircut.’

        ‘I say you don’t. And I am the
            decider.’

        ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Get some
            sleep. I’ll call you later.’

        We’d got into a – well, I suppose it
            was a routine – over the past few weeks where we had a quick little chat just before we
            went to sleep.

        ‘And about your question,’ he
            said. ‘The answer is yes.’

        ‘What question?’

        ‘Did the Mayans invent
            Magnums?’

        ‘Oh …’

        ‘Yes, of course the Mayans invented
            Magnums.’
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        As soon as I started driving, I realized I
            had nowhere to go. I headed out on to the motorway but when the exit came up for my
            parents’ house I ignored it and just kept on going.

        I liked driving. It was like being in a
            little bubble. I wasn’t in the place I’d left and I wasn’t in the
            place I was going to. It was as if I’d ceased existing when I left and I
            wouldn’t exist again until I arrived and I liked it, this state of non-being.

        As I drove, I gasped for air through my
            mouth, trying to swallow it down, trying to stop my chest from closing in on top of
            itself.

        When my phone rang, anxiety spiked within
            me. I picked it up and took a quick look at the screen: Caller Unknown. Which could
            potentially be lots of people – I’d been getting a fair few unwelcome calls over
            the past while, the way people with unpaid bills tend to do, but my gut was telling me
            exactly who this mystery caller was. And I wouldn’t be talking to him. After five
            rings the voicemail kicked in. I threw the phone on to the passenger seat and kept
            driving.

        I turned on the radio, which was permanently
            tuned to Newstalk. Off the Ball, a sports show, was on, featuring items I cared
            nothing about – matches and running and stuff. I half listened to athletes and coaches
            talking away and you could hear in their voices how important it was to them. It made me
            think: It’s so important to you but it doesn’t affect me at
                all. And my stuff is vital to me but means nothing to you. So is anything
            really important?

        For a moment I got some perspective. For
            them, the world will end if they don’t win the county final on Saturday. They’re already terrified of defeat. They’re already
            practising their despair. But it doesn’t matter.

        Nothing matters.

        My phone rang again: Caller Unknown. As with
            the previous call, I’d a strong suspicion who it was. After five rings it
            stopped.

        The motorway was almost empty at this time
            of night – heading up for ten – and the sun was starting to go down. That was early June
            for you; the days went on interminably. I hated this endless light. My phone started up
            again and I realized I’d been waiting for it to happen. It did the usual thing of
            ringing five times then stopping. A few minutes later it started again. Stopping and
            starting, stopping and starting, again and again, just like he always used to. Whenever
            he wanted anything he wanted it now. I grabbed the phone, so desperate to
            silence it that my fingers seemed to have swollen to ten times their normal size and
            couldn’t make the keys work.

        Eventually I got the fecking thing switched
            off – that would put an end to Jay Parker – and I exhaled and kept on driving.

        Strange clouds hung on the horizon. I
            couldn’t remember seeing formations like them before. The skies were alien and
            catastrophic, the dusk was lingering for ever, the light was taking too long to leave
            and I didn’t think I could stand it. A wave of the most appalling terribleness
            rushed up through me.

        I was halfway to Wexford before the sun
            finally set and I felt safe enough to turn round and head back to Mum and
            Dad’s.

        As I approached my new home, I let myself –
            for just the smallest split second – consider what it would be like if I lived with
            Artie. Instantly, like a guillotine coming down, I cut the thought off. I couldn’t
            think about it, I just couldn’t. It was too scary. Not that Artie had suggested
            any such thing; the only person who’d mentioned it had been Bella. But what if I discovered that I wanted to and that Artie didn’t? Worse,
            what if he did want me to?

        Losing my flat had been bad enough in itself
            without it triggering any upheavals with Artie. It was fragile, this thing with me and
            him, but we were doing fine. Forcing us to consider living together just to discover
            that we both thought it was too soon – that couldn’t be good for us. Even if we
            were just deferring the decision, it would still feel like a vote of no-confidence. Or
            what if I did move in and we discovered that, yes, it was a bad idea? Was there
            any coming back from a situation like that?

        I sighed heavily. I wanted to have not lost
            my flat. I wanted Artie to be able to come and stay with me in my home whenever I felt
            like it. But that arrangement was gone now, gone for ever. There was no way he and I
            could bunk up together in Mum and Dad’s – actually have sex while they were across
            the landing! It would be too weird. It would never work.

        Effing winds of change, I hated them for
            coming along and upending everything.

        An unfamiliar car, a sleek, low-slung
            sporty yoke, was parked outside Mum and Dad’s house and a man was lurking in the
            shadows. It could have been some mad rapist, but when I got out of the car it
            didn’t come as too much of a surprise (category: unpleasant) when he stepped into
            the light and transpired to be Jay Parker. It was nearly a year since I’d seen him
            – not that I’d been keeping track – and he hadn’t changed a bit. With his
            skinny-cut hipster suit, his dark, dancing eyes and his ready smile he looked like what
            he was: a con man.

        ‘I’ve been ringing you,’
            he said. ‘Do you ever answer your phone?’

        I didn’t bother breaking stride.
            ‘What do you want?’

        ‘I need your help.’

        ‘You can’t have it.’

        ‘I’ll pay you.’

        ‘You can’t afford me.’ Not
            now that I’d suddenly invented a special and very expensive Jay Parker rate.

        ‘Guess what? I can. I know your fees.
            I’ll pay double. In advance. Cash.’ He produced a fat roll of money, fat
            enough to stop me in my tracks.

        I looked at the money, then I looked at him.
            I didn’t want to work for Jay Parker. I wanted nothing to do with him.

        But it was an awful lot of money.

        Petrol in your car. Credit on your
                phone. A visit to the doctor.

        Suspiciously I asked, ‘What are you
            looking to have done?’

        It was bound to be something dodgy.

        ‘I need you to find
            someone.’

        ‘Who?’

        He hesitated. ‘It’s
            confidential.’

        I dead-eyed him. How was I meant to find
            someone whose identity was so confidential he couldn’t tell me who it was?

        ‘What I mean is, it’s
            sensitive …’ He moved a couple of pebbles around with the toe of his pointy
            shoe. ‘It needs to be kept out of the press …’

        ‘Who is it?’ I was genuinely
            curious.

        A few anguished looks crossed his face.

        ‘Who?’ I prompted.

        Suddenly he kicked one of the pebbles,
            sending it flying in a wide, graceful arc. ‘Ah, feck it, I might as well tell you.
            It’s Wayne Diffney.’

        Wayne Diffney! I’d heard of him. In
            fact I knew lots about him. A long, long time ago, probably back in the mid-nineties,
            he’d been in Laddz. Laddz had been one of the most popular of all the Irish boy
            bands. Never quite in the same league as Boyzone or Westlife, but massive nonetheless.
            Obviously their glory days were long behind them and they were now so old and talentless
            and risible that they’d broken through the crapness barrier and gone so far round
            the other side that most people thought of them with great affection. They’d sort
            of become a national treasure.

        ‘I’m sure you know but Laddz are
            getting back together next week for three mega reunion gigs. Wednesday, Thursday and
            Friday.’

        A Laddz reunion! I hadn’t
            known it was on the cards – I’d had one or two other things on my mind – but all
            of a sudden, a couple of things made sense: their songs on the radio every four seconds,
            and my own mother pestering me to go to the gig.

        ‘Hundred euro a head, merchandising
            out the door,’ Jay said wistfully. ‘It’s a licence to print
            money.’

        So far so typical of Jay Parker, grubby
            little hustler that he was.

        ‘And?’ I prompted.

        ‘I’m their manager. But Wayne
            didn’t – doesn’t – want to do it. He’s –’ Jay paused.

        ‘– ashamed?’

        ‘Well … reluctant.’

        Reluctant. I could imagine. In Laddz, as in
            all generic boy bands, you have five types. The Talented One. The Cute One. The Gay One.
            The Wacky One. And the Other One.

        Wayne had been the Wacky One. The only thing
            that could have been worse would have been to be the Other One.

        Wayne’s wackiness was expressed mostly
            through his hair. He’d been made to do it like the Sydney Opera House and
            he’d seemed to comply willingly enough. In his defence he’d been young,
            he’d known no better and in recent years he’d atoned by having a perfectly
            normal do.

        Of course all that had been several
            lifetimes ago. Lots of water under the bridge since the number one hits. The original
            Laddz fivesome had become a quartet when, after a couple of years of success, the
            Talented One hightailed it. (He had then become a global superstar who never, ever,
            referenced his murky boy-band roots.) The remaining foursome had struggled on for a
            while and when they eventually split no one gave a shite.

        Meanwhile Wayne’s personal life fell
            apart. His wife, Hailey, left him for a proper bona fide rock star, one Shocko
            O’Shaughnessy. When Wayne showed up at Shocko’s mansion, looking for his
            wife back, he discovered that she was pregnant by Shocko and had no plans to return to
            Wayne. Bono happened to be visiting his good pal Shocko at the time and was hovering
            protectively, and in all the upset Wayne (or so the rumour goes) hit Bono a clatter on
            the left knee with a hurley and yelled, ‘That’s for
            Zooropa!’

        After so much misery Wayne decided he had
            grounds to reinvent himself as a proper artiste, so he lost the mad hair, grew a goatee,
            tentatively said ‘fuck’ on national radio and did a couple of acoustic
            guitar albums about unrequited love. Obviously, because of the runaway wife and the
            assault on Bono, there was a lot of public goodwill towards Wayne and he enjoyed some
            success, but it mustn’t have been enough because he was dropped by his label after
            a couple of albums, then fell off the radar altogether.

        For a long time all was
            silent … but now it seemed that enough time had passed. The icy snows of
            winter had thawed and springtime had returned. Laddz’s original screaming tweenie
            fans were now grown women, with kids of their own and a yen for nostalgia. If you
            thought about it, the comeback gig had only been a matter of time.

        So, Jay Parker told me, about three months
            ago he’d pitched to the four boys, offering himself as their new manager and
            promising them (I’m guessing, I know what he’s like) untold riches if they
            got back together for a while. They’d all gone for it and had received immediate
            orders to cut out carbs and to run eight kilometres a day. And to do a modest amount of
            rehearsing. No need to go mad.

        ‘There’s an awful lot riding on
            these gigs,’ Jay said. ‘And, if it goes well, we’ll tour nationwide,
            maybe get some gigs in Britain, a Christmas DVD, God knows what else … And the
            guys could do with a few quid.’

        From what I gathered the Laddz were variously
            bankrupt, multi-married or addicted to classic cars.

        ‘But Wayne wasn’t into
            it,’ Jay said. ‘Maybe he was in the beginning, but for the past week
            he’s been … unreliable. In the last few days he’s stopped showing
            up for rehearsal. He was caught with a fig focaccia and a jar of Nutella … He
            shaved his head –’

        ‘What!’

        ‘He cried during prayers.’

        ‘Prayers!’

        Jay waved a hand dismissively. ‘John
            Joseph sort of insists.’

        That’s right. John Joseph Hartley –
            the Cute One, or at least he had been about fifteen years ago – was holy.

        ‘What sort of praying?’ I asked.
            ‘Buddhist chanting?’

        ‘Oh no. Old school. The rosary mostly.
            No real harm in it. In fact it’s probably a good bonding exercise. But there we
            were in the middle of the third sorrowful mystery and suddenly Wayne was in floods.
            Sobbing like a girl. Does a runner, doesn’t show up for rehearsal the next day –
            which was yesterday – and when I called round to his house I found him with chocolate
            stains on his T-shirt and all his hair shaved off.’

        His famous hair. His re-wackied wacky hair.
            Poor Wayne. He must have really wanted out.

        ‘I mean, the hair we could deal
            with,’ Jay said. ‘And the carb-gut. He promised me he’d get it
            together, but this morning he didn’t show up again. Wasn’t answering either
            his landline or mobile. We decided to carry on with rehearsal. Let him take the day off
            to have his little protest, we decided –’

        ‘Who’s
            “we”?’

        ‘Me. And I suppose John Joseph. So
            after we finished up today I rang Wayne and his mobile was switched off so I called
            round to his house again, like I haven’t enough to be doing. And
            he’s gone. He’s just … disappeared. Which is where you come
            in.’

        ‘No.’

        ‘Yes.’

        ‘There are dozens of private
            investigators in this city. All of them desperate for work. Go to one of
            them.’

        ‘Listen to me, Helen.’ He was
            suddenly passionate. ‘I could hire any old grunt to hack into the airline
            manifests for the last twenty-four hours. Hey, I could sit on my phones myself and
            systematically call every hotel in the country. But I’ve a feeling none of that is
            going to work. Wayne’s tricky. Anyone else, they’d be holed up in some
            hotel, getting room service and massages. Playing golf.’ He suppressed a shudder.
            ‘But Wayne … I haven’t a clue where he is.’

        ‘So?’

        ‘I need you to get inside
            Wayne’s head. I need someone who thinks a bit left-field, and, in your own
            unpleasant little way, Helen Walsh, you’re a genius.’

        He had a point. I’m lazy and
            illogical. I’ve limited people skills. I’m easily bored and easily
            irritated. But I have moments of brilliance. They come and they go and I can’t
            depend on them but they do happen.

        ‘Wayne,’ Jay Parker said,
            ‘is hiding in plain sight.’

        ‘Oh really?’ I widened my eyes
            and looked from left to right and up and down and all around me. ‘Plain sight, you
            say? Do you see him? No? And I don’t either. So that blows that theory.’

        ‘All I’m saying is he
            won’t be hiding hiding, like a normal person. He’s hiding all
            right, and it won’t be somewhere obvious, but when you find him it’ll seem
            like the most logical place possible.’

        Convoluted, or what?

        ‘Jay, it sounds like Wayne
            was … distressed. Shaving his head and that. I know you’re maddened with
            greed, with your visions of your Laddz tea towels and your Laddz lunch-boxes, but if
            Wayne Diffney is out there thinking of hurting himself, you’ve a duty to tell
            someone.’

        ‘Hurting himself?’ Jay stared at me
            in amazement. ‘Who said anything about that? Look, I’ve told this all wrong.
            Wayne’s just throwing a strop.’

        ‘I dunno …’

        ‘He’s sulking, is
            all.’

        Maybe he was. Maybe I was putting the stuff
            in my own head on to Wayne.

        ‘I think you should go to the
            police.’

        ‘They wouldn’t touch it.
            He’s disappeared voluntarily; he’s only been gone twenty-four hours at
            most … And it’s got to be kept out of the press. How about this, Helen
            Walsh? Come with me to his house and see if you can get a feel for things. Give me an
            hour of your time and I’ll pay you for ten. Double rate.’

        A voice in my head was saying, over and
            over, Jay Parker is a bad man.

        ‘Loads of lovely lolly,’ Jay
            said enticingly. ‘Lean times for private investigators.’

        He wasn’t wrong. Times had never been
            leaner. It had been horrible watching the work slip away over the past two years, having
            less and less to do each day and eventually earning no money at all. But you know, it
            wasn’t even the lure of money that was sending my heart racing; it was the thought
            of having something to do, of having a conundrum to focus on, to keep me out of my own
            head.

        ‘What’s it to be?’ Jay
            asked, watching me closely.

        ‘Pay me first.’

        ‘Okay.’ He handed over a bundle
            of notes and I checked them. He had paid for ten hours, at double time, just as
            he’d promised.

        ‘So now we go to Wayne’s?’
            he asked.

        ‘I’m not up for breaking and
            entering.’ Sometimes I was. It’s illegal, but what’s life without a
            little terror-induced adrenaline?

        ‘You’re okay, I’ve got a
            key.’
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        We went in Jay’s car, which
            transpired to be a thirty-year-old Jag. I should have guessed. It was exactly
            the sort of thing I’d expect him to be driving. Vintage Jags tend to be driven by
            ‘businessmen’ who’re always scheming and stroking and getting into
            ‘a spot of bother’ with the Inland Revenue.

        I switched my phone back on, then peppered
            Jay with questions.

        ‘Did Wayne have any
            enemies?’

        ‘A lot of hairdressers wanted him for
            crimes against hair.’

        ‘Was he into drugs?’

        ‘Not that I know of.’

        ‘Had he borrowed money from any
            freelancers?’

        ‘You mean loan sharks? Haven’t a
            clue.’

        ‘How do you know he’s
            disappeared voluntarily?’

        ‘For the love of God, who’d
            kidnap him?’

        ‘You’re not keen on
            him?’

        ‘Ah, he’s all right. Bit
            intense.’

        ‘When was the last time someone spoke
            to him?’

        ‘Last night. I saw him about 8pm and
            John Joseph rang him around ten.’

        ‘Then he didn’t turn up for
            rehearsals this morning?’

        ‘No. And when I called round to his
            house this evening, he wasn’t there.’

        ‘How do you know? You went in? You
            went into another person’s home when they weren’t there? God, you’re
            shameless.’

        ‘You’re the one who breaks into
            people’s houses for a living.’

        ‘Not my friends’.’

        ‘I only did it because I was
                worried.’

        ‘How come you have his key?’

        ‘Performers. Need to keep a tight rein
            on them. I have all the Laddzs’ keys. Their alarm codes too.’

        ‘Where do you think Wayne’s
            gone?’

        ‘No idea, but I couldn’t find
            his passport.’

        ‘Is he on Twitter?’

        ‘No. He’s a
                little … private.’ Jay’s voice oozed contempt.

        ‘Facebook?’

        ‘Course. But no posts since Tuesday.
            But he’s not one of those people who post every day.’ Again with the
            contempt.

        ‘If he posts anything – anything – you
            tell me right away. What was his last status post?’

        ‘“I’m not a Dukan
            person.”’

        ‘I see. I’ll need a recent photo
            of him.’

        ‘No bother.’ Jay tossed me a
            picture.

        I took a quick look at it, then tossed it
            back to him. ‘Don’t be giving me this press release shite. If you want me to
            find the man, I need to know what he looks like.’

        Jay flicked me the picture again.
                ‘That’s what he looks like.’

        ‘Fake tan? Foundation? Blow-dried
            hair? Desperate rictus grin? No wonder he ran away.’

        ‘There might be something in the
            house,’ Jay conceded. ‘Something a bit more real.’

        ‘What’s he been up to in the
            last few years? Since his reinvention failed?’ It’s something I’ve
            often wondered about – When Boy Bands Go Bad.

        ‘John Joseph throws plenty of work his
            way. Producing.’

        John Joseph Hartley: no one knew how
            he’d managed it but in the last few years he’d shaken off the shame of
            having once been the Cute One in a boy band and had made a new career for himself as a
            producer. Not doing anyone you’d have heard of – let’s just say Kylie would
            never be calling – and he did most of his stuff in the Middle East, where maybe they
            aren’t so choosy.

        But it seemed to be working out okay for him.
            In a dazzling explosion of publicity, he’d recently got married to one of his
            artistes, a singer from Lebanon, or maybe it was Jordan – one of those places anyway. A
            dark-eyed lovely called Zeezah. Just the one name, like Madonna. Or, as my mother said,
            Hitler. She took it hard that an Irish girl wasn’t good enough for John Joseph,
            despite Zeezah planning to convert from her native Islam to Catholicism. In fact herself
            and John Joseph had even honeymooned in Rome to show their good intentions.

        Anyway, one-named Zeezah was absolutely
            massive in places like Egypt and John Joseph’s plan was to make her just as huge
            in Ireland, the UK and the rest of the world.

        ‘I believe,’ Jay drawled,
            signalling a change of subject, ‘you’re currently loved up with a new
            boyfriend.’

        I clamped my mouth into a tight line. How
            did Jay know that? And what business was it of his?

        ‘Not that new, actually,’ I
            said. ‘It’s been almost six months.’

        ‘Six. Months,’ Jay said, filling
            his voice with fake awe. ‘Wowww.’

        Something made me look at him. ‘You
            didn’t actually know, did you? You were just fishing.’

        ‘Sure I knew,’ he persisted.

        But he hadn’t. I’d been fooled
            by him. Again.

        ‘We could triangulate his location
            from the mobile phone masts,’ Jay said.

        ‘Who? Artie? I could just give him a
            ring if you’re that keen to meet him.’

        ‘No. God’s sake. I mean
            Wayne.’

        ‘You’ve been watching too many
            movies.’

        ‘How so?’

        ‘You need a warrant for that sort of
            stuff. You need to go through the boys in blue.’

        ‘Can we find out where he’s used
            his credit card or ATMs in the last thirty-six hours?’

        ‘Maybe.’ I paused. I didn’t
            know if I was going to take this job. The less said the better. ‘You’d need
            to get into his computer. Any idea what his password is?’

        ‘No.’

        ‘Well, start thinking.’ Maybe
            Wayne was one of those trusting types who left their password on a yellow Post-it next
            to their keyboard. And maybe he wasn’t …

        ‘Don’t you know any
            hackers?’ Jay asked. ‘Some young kid, some genius in skateboard gear, who
            lives off the grid in a windowless room with eighteen computers and hacks into the
            Pentagon just for the laugh?’

        ‘Like I said, you’ve been
            watching too many movies.’
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        When people find out I’m a private
            investigator, they tend to be impressed, even a little excited, but they have it all
            wrong. It’s a rare day that someone tries to shoot me. In fact it’s only
            happened twice and, believe me, it’s not half as much fun as it sounds.

        The fact that I’m a female PI
            is a double whammy. Everyone expects a gumshoe to be a man, a good-looking unkempt one,
            with a drink problem and three ex-wives, usually a retired copper who left the force in
            slightly dodgy – but fundamentally unfair – circs.

        And while the private investigating world is
            regrettably thin on the ground with good-looking unkempt men, it’s overrun, indeed
                riddled, with ex-cops. It seems the natural way for them to go when they
            leave the force – they’re used to busy-bodying about and, if they’re still
            on good terms with their former colleagues, they have access to all kinds of info
            that’s off-limits for the likes of me.

        If I want to know whether a person has a
            criminal record, that’s tough, I simply have to wonder and surmise, but for them
            it’s the work of a moment to ring their old mate Paudie O’Flatfoot, who gets
            into the system and gives them chapter and verse.

        But in nearly every other way the ex-coppers
            are hopeless as PIs. Oh woegeous. I think it’s because they’re used
            to having the full might of the law behind them, where all they have to do is flash
            their badge and people have to do what they ask.

        They’re no good at making the
            transition to real life, in which members of the public don’t have to answer a
            thing. If you want to get people talking and you don’t have a warrant or police ID, you need charm. You need subtlety. You need wiliness.
            You can’t just stand there in your size-thirteen shoes, a rasher sandwich in your
            pocket, bellowing questions.

        And on stake-out the ex-coppers are worse
            than useless. Basically they won’t get out of the car – too fat? Too lazy? – and
            sometimes you need to, especially on a rural job.

        There was one case I was on, an insurance
            job, involving a man who had put in a big claim for a paralysed leg. He lived in a
            farmhouse that managed to be both remote and bleak, and there was nowhere I could hide
            without him seeing me. So in the dark of the night I dug – yes, actually with my own
            hands and a spade – I dug a ditch and then climbed down into it and spent thirteen hours
            a day lying in it for the following three days, my lens trained on the house.

        It rained. The mud got wet and turned to
            mire. My clothes were ruined. I was cold and bored and had nowhere to wee. And I stayed
            there until I got the video evidence I needed.

        Which eventually happened when a lorry drove
            up the boreen and my subject emerged from the house looking very jaunty and light on his
            feet for a man who was meant to have a gammy leg. The lorry came to a halt outside the
            house and my subject vaulted himself up on to the back of it and, with the help of the
            lorry driver, began to unload a bath. (Claw-foot but modern: the feet were made of pads
            of stainless steel instead of copper claws and the outside was painted a sort of
            silvery-pewter. Extremely nice. The sort of bath that could definitely hold its own and
            form the centrepiece of a much bigger room.)

        I was so bedazzled by the bath that I nearly
            missed what happened next, which is that my bad-leg subject produced a ladder, put it
            against the wall of the house and began hoisting the bath up, then shoving it into the
            house via a bedroom window. Click, click, click went my camera from my muddy little
            dug-out, whirr, whirr, whirr went my video, and after darkness fell at last I clambered
            out, filled in the hole and went back to the B&B, where I spent an
            hour in the bath (very ordinary, alas), drinking the vodka and Diet Coke which I’d
            smuggled in, and basking in the satisfaction of a job well done.

        But an ex-copper would never go to such
            lengths; they think they’re above all of that. (‘Ditching’, it’s
            called.) And the other thing about ex-coppers: they’re terrified of getting shot.
            Really proper squeal-piggy-squeal scared. As I said, I’ve been shot at a couple of
            times, and while it wasn’t pleasant I have to admit it was interesting. Even –
            yes, there I’ve said it – exciting. That sort of thing makes good dinner party
            conversation.

        If I ever went to dinner parties.

        People often ask me how I became a private
            investigator, as if it’s as secretive as being inducted to the Masons. And my
            answer is very simple, far simpler than the one they were expecting: I did a course. Not
            in Los Angeles. Not in Chechnya. But in my local tech, a five-minute drive from my
            house.

        Not the kind of course where you and the
            rest of your classmates are taken away for a ten-day intensive to a stately home and
            then sent out into the woods to have potshots taken at you by invisible marksmen, just
            to prepare you for the reality of the job ahead.

        No, my little course was an evening class.
            Once a week, on a Wednesday night. For eight weeks.

        My hopes weren’t high because,
            career-wise, I’d tried so much and failed at so much.

        When I finished school I spent a couple of
            years in university trying to do an arts degree, but it all seemed so silly and
            pointless that I failed all the exams. A short spell competing for title of
            World’s Worst Waitress followed, then I decided I wanted to be an air hostess, but
            couldn’t manage to be pleasant enough. After that I trained to be a make-up
            artist. I’d been hoping to get work in films, covering actors in fake blood and gore, but because I was a freelancer I had to compete with ten thousand
            other make-up artists for every single job and we practically had to wrestle each other
            to the death, like something out of Gladiator. Last one alive gets the gig. The
            only way round the freelancer scrum was to have a good relationship with the bookers and
            that was something I couldn’t seem to manage.

        People don’t tend to employ me.
            I’m the wrong personality type. Or rather, people do tend to employ me for a
                short time and then they sack me. A film-booker once told me, as she terminated
            my contract, that I have a misleading sort of face. ‘You’re pretty,’
            she complained. ‘Your features are symmetrical and there was an article in
                Grazia that says human beings are programmed to find those with symmetrical
            features more pleasing to the eye. So this isn’t my fault, I was simply responding
            to a biological imperative. You’ve even teeth, so when you smile you
                look … sweet, I suppose. But you’re not, are
            you?’

        ‘I hope not,’ I said.

        ‘You see, there you go again.
            You’re a smart-arse and you’ve no ability to filter your thoughts
            –’

        ‘– and my thoughts are often
            abrasive.’

        ‘Exactly.’

        ‘I’ll just get my brushes and
            sponges and leave.’

        ‘If you would.’

        Anyway, sort of on a whim, I signed up for
            Private Investigating for Beginners and for the first time in my life I managed to go to
            every class in the entire course. I was for ever starting things, desperately searching
            for my niche, and after week three or four the boredom would kick in and I’d
            pretend I had a cold and I’d better stay home this week, and by the time the next
            class rolled around I’d tell myself I’d already missed too much and may as
            well give it up until next autumn.

        But these classes were different. They gave
            me hope. I could do this job, I thought. It would suit my awkward personality.

        Nevertheless the syllabus was pretty tame.
            There was a fair bit about technology, about all the different ways you could spy on
            someone, which I found fascinating. But there was an awful lot about the constraints put
            on investigators by the Freedom of Information Act and the Data Protection Act. The
            teacher spent a long, long time telling us what we couldn’t do and about
            all the juicy delicious information that’s out there in the world but access to
            which is barred without a warrant.

        All the same he made a lot of
            nudge-nudge-wink-wink mention of ‘contacts’. Apparently all good PIs have
            ‘contacts’.

        I put my hand up. ‘By
            “contacts” do you mean people who have access to information that
            isn’t legally available?’

        The teacher looked pained. ‘I’ll
            leave that to your own discretion, Helen.’

        ‘I’ll take that as a yes. So
            where do we find these contacts?’

        ‘At www.illegalcontacts.org,’ he
            said. ‘I’m joking,’ he said hurriedly, as a couple of people wrote
            that down. ‘It’s a matter for the individual. But illegal,’ he
            stressed again. ‘It’s illegal to give the information but it’s also
            illegal to pay for it. Far better to build up your case with solid surveillance, talking
            to witnesses, et cetera.’

        ‘So sleeping with a policeman would be
            a good idea?’ I said. ‘And someone who works for Vodafone? And
            Mastercard?’

        He looked like he wasn’t going to
            reply, then he said, ‘You could try making cupcakes for them first. Don’t
            give it all away straight out of the traps.’

        We were a nice little group and on our last
            night we finished up with mulled wine and mince pies even though Christmas was still a
            month away, then, armed with our certificates, we went our separate ways in the
            world.

        Within a week – a week – I got a
            job as a private investigator.

        Fair enough, it was boom time in Ireland and
            everyone was looking for staff, but still, I was very pleased to be taken on by one
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