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Strike one Tinker, you strike the whole clan.


AN IRISH COUNTRY SAYING
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PROLOGUE






DES BACON HAD been a bully up until his fifteenth birthday, when he returned to Gibraltar after his summer holidays and found that the wankers and wallies hed been thumpingsteadily, daily, just for the laugh of ithad grown.


Suddenly many were bigger, if not stronger, than he, and they rounded on him in a group, shoving him around a circle, punching his face, his ribs and stomach, spitting and even pissing on him when he fell and couldnt get up.


Finally, the biggest snatched him up by the neck and held him off the ground, like a stuffed doll, while the others took turns kicking him in the nuts. The yard master only looked away, later saying, You had it coming, Paddy.


Buck up, son! his father had roared in his heavy Ulster burr when Desmond was released from the med bay with his neck in a cast. Ive a remedy for a runt like you. Them bastards are to know, because youve got to show em, that youre treble fierce.


They truck with you again, youre to pay em back in blood. Not all of em, mind. Not even some. Just the one as an example, but make it good.


It was the only real advice his father ever gave him, but it was more than sufficient. It was an education in itself.



When in the buttery at school the one who had held him by the neck nicked his elevenses from his tray, Des Bacon did not hesitate. Taking three forks from the utensil bin, he went straight to the machine shop, where he sharpened the tines on a speed grinder. Back at the mess table, he tapped the oaf on a shoulder. Good scoff?


The best. Know what makes it special, Paddy?


Desmond waited.


Twas yours.


The others laughed.


In fact, it werent enough. Im hungry still. Get me another, double chips.


Suddenly everybody was quiet, eyes darting at each other, gleeful. They were together; Des was alone.


But me moneyIll have none for meself. The Irishisms were on purpose to separate himself further, to make himself into the wild, unpredictable, and dangerous loner. Whatll I do for me prog?


The boy shook his head and tsked. You know what they say in Ireland, Paddy: Do for yourself or do wiout.


It was then that young Desmond Bacon realized what a rush revenge was. The forks he was grasping in a fist behind his back were power, what would put him in control again. And control was everything.


I want to get this straight, so I know. So we all know. His free hand swept the table confidently, and he rejoiced in seeing their smiles crumble. Something was wrong; the fragging wasnt going to form. Im to do for meself?


Sright, Paddy. Off wi you now. Chop, chop. Chips, chips.


Then Ill do you.


When the bugger placed his hands on the table to get up, Des plunged one fork as hard as he could through the gits right hand, sticking it to the table. And before the bastard could even cry out, Des did the other. He waved the third at the crowd. Anybody else?



Kicked off the Rock, Des was given two years in a reformatory in England where his fathers advice proved even more valuable. First day he picked up a bench and nearly killed the wog bugger he found going through his kit. And would have too, had a guard not come running with a truncheon.


They tacked on another year with no chance of early release, but it was worth it. Hed proved hed try to kill, if you messed with the Toddler. It was his name from the first day he walked down the reformatory hall.


Des Bacon didnt carethe Toddler, the Tod, the T. A handle was useful. You could take charge all the easier if people thought you were a thing and not a person.


When the Toddler got out, he discovered that his parents did not want him back, which was good. Instead he was sent off to California to some of his mothers relatives, where he enlisted in the U.S. Marines instead of being drafted.


Sent to Vietnam, Lance Corporal Desmond Bacon became a paid killer. All the more spectacularly when selected to become a scout/sniperpart of Captain E. J. Jim Lands 1st Marine Division squad that assassinated Charlies, sometimes firing at ranges up to 1,125 yards. He became one of Lands most competent killers.


Mustered out in 1971 with a chestful of decorations, the Toddler was given the choice of flying back to any destination in the world. He chose Dublin, where his other granny now lived and where customs inspections for Yanks during the tourist season were lax.


With two duffel bags stuffed with China White heroin but his dress blue uniform spangled with medals, the U.S. Marine war hero sailed through Dublin Airport. And was in business. The Tod had chosen well. The whole drug thing had not yet hit Ireland, and the police had no clue how to enforce the few laws on the books.


Also, other laws protecting personal rights, searches, and seizures were tailor-made for a careful operator who could afford the best legal representation that piles of drug money could buy.


But the Toddler knew what was key: control. Of himself, his product, and of what his Marine training had taught him were the conditions of the kill. With that edge, you were everything; without it, just buggered.


And should be.












PART I


1984
















CHAPTER 1


Chains






Glencree, County Wicklow
August


PETER MCGARR HAD not always been afraid of heights. In fact, he had not known that he was. But this was different.


He was perched 175 feet upMiss Eithne Carruthers had saidin a giant sequoia that without a doubt had been taller before lightning had struck, shearing off its top and creating what amounted to a nest in the remaining bowers.


It was she who had noticed the crows circling the top, she whose dog had found a human hand by the trunk, she who had rung up the Murder Squad a few hours earlier.


McGarr looked down into the nest.


At first glance it looked as if some immense prehistoric carrion bird had dined upon a sizable repast. Many of the bones were bleached, the skin dried out, the flesh well past the first foul reek of decomposition.


But yet there lay what had been a human being.


Naked on its back with arms and legs stretched out, it had an ironcould it be?cangue around its neck, like something from the ancient Orient. And stout shackles on its wrists and ankles. They too looked rather antique and were also made of iron, which was now rusting, like the chains that pulled the shackles tight to lower branches.


It was then that a blast of wind, bucking through the scree of the two tall mountains to the west, struck them. The top of the sequoia heaved and surged, and McGarr held tight, not daring to look down.


In dramatic descent to the east lay a wooded mountain valley, then Powerscourtthe vast demesne and garden of exotic plantings, like the sequoia itself, that had been laid out by Eithne Carrutherss great-great-great-grandfather, she had told himand the lush Glen of the Dargle River.


Farther still, McGarr could see the seaside town of Bray with its several tall church spires and massive headland. Toward the horizon was the deep blue water of the Irish Sea.


He could barely breathe, the wind was so strong.


Chief, you okay? Detective Inspector Hugh Ward had to shout, even though they were only feet apart. A dark, wiry, and athletic young man, Ward was riding one of the surging bows calmly, easily, with one hand no less. In the other was a camera.


What I cant figure outWard had to shout, and still McGarr could barely hear himis why he struggled so violently if it was a suicide. And how could he have closed the final shackle if he bound his feet first, then one wrist, the neck, and finally the other hand? How could he have done thatlocked the other hand?


And who was he? There was nobody missing locally or in the village of Enniskerry, a few miles distant. McGarr had checked.


Now he forced himself to look more closely.


The corpse was nearly a skeleton at this point, picked clean easily because of its nakedness by carrion crows, seagulls, the passing hawk, he imagined. The neck hung loosely in the canguelike device, and the mouth had dropped open in a kind of tongueless, toothy leer.



Even the eyes had been pecked from the head. Yet the hair, which was long and flailing in the breeze, was glossy brown and had been sun-bleached streaky. A small man? A large woman?


Surely the pathologist would be able to tell with one glance at the pelvic bone, which was obscured by a dried flap of some internal organ that the birds had declined to consume and what looked like another collection of smaller bones. But all other appendages that might reveal its sex were gone. Only some viscera remained, and the skeleton, which was well made.


Climbing up on the other side of the body and farther out on narrow branches than McGarr would ever dare, Ward pointed down at the wristbone that was closest to McGarr.


The hand was missing. Ward had to shout as loud as he could, as they pitched and heaved in the wind.


My guess iswhoever did it either tricked him up here on a dare or something, then managed to get those clamps on him. Or they hoisted him up here unconscious. When he came to, he struggled so mightily he fairly well wore away that wrist.


So it looked. Even the bone had been abraded.


Later, after the birds and decomposition and all, Ward went on, the weight of the manacle on the damaged wrist made the hand come away, and it fell to the ground. In fact, Id bet with all his struggle he opened up the wrist and bled to death.


Ward, who was new to the Murder Squad, was only testing his investigative wings. In matters of mortality, McGarr had ceased to bet. Here he doubted theyd ever determine the exact cause of the victims death. If he was that. Or she.


One thing was certain, however. At some point before the person died, he had understood or rethought his situation and tried everything he could to free himself from his bonds. His chains. Naked on the side of a mountain in Ireland in winter, perhaps with a wrist opened up and bleeding, he could not have lasted long.



McGarrs second thought was how altogether romantic the whole scene appeared for a murder, if a murder.


There Ward was above him with the wind flattening his features, fanning back his dark hair, and his one hand gripping the lightning-charred stump of the tree trunk. In all, he looked like some big dark eagle ready to pounce. Or, worse, a vampire. When he spoke, his teeth looked like fangs.


It all smacked of some myth or other that McGarr could not recollect at the moment. The whole scene was bizarre. No, grotesquely bizarre. And if it was murder, the murderer or murderers had to work to get the victimall twelve or thirteen stone of him, McGarr guessedup into the perch. Using what?


Block and tackle, Ward said, as though having read McGarrs thoughts. But then, McGarr had trained him.


A blast of wind now struck, and the top of the tree hurtled toward the valley and the ocean beyond. Ward had to avert his head and wait until it subsided.


McGarr felt vaguely nauseated. His brow was beaded with sweat in spite of the breeze.


See the marks on the bark of the trunk. Just below you.


A horizontal band of fresh scarring wrapped the tree just below the nest.


With a come-along or a pulley they hauled him up here, no problem.


Which was overstating the possibility, although the they was accurate. It would have taken at least two people, one to pull the rope, the other to guide the unconscious or semiconscious body up through the branches that made the tree so easy to climb.


And once they got him as high as they could by that meansto the line of scarringthere had remained the additional four or five feet into the nest, which would have taken no little strength and daring. Finally, the cangue and shackles had to be fixed and the chains fastened to the branches below.



In all, the murderif murderhad required time, planning, more than one person, hard labor, and a detailed knowledge of the tree, the house, the estate, and the habits of Miss Eithne Carruthers. As well as some extraordinary animus to have taken such pains to kill in so dramatic a way.


Another possibility was that the murderers had gone to such lengths to make a point or send a message.


Unless, as Ward had mentioned, it had been part of somerite or other, and the man had climbed the tree willingly, allowed himself to be yoked, only to have second thoughts when it was too late.


The band of scarring on the tree suggested otherwise.


Well done, Chief, the climb team leader of the Tech Squad said when McGarr reached the ground. But dont expect any combat pay in your packet this week. Its all in a days work. For them, he meant. Now the Techies would have to remove the shackles, then bag and lower the gruesome cargo to the ground.


The places weve been, said McGarr, the things weve seen. Sure, its a wonderful life.


The others laughed, and McGarr found it an actual pleasure to walk againout of the copse and across the wide lawn toward the handsome Tudor-style house built of limestone block.


The short, square man with a long face and an aquiline nose slipped his hands into the pockets of a tan windcheater. A waterproof cloth cap to match was on his head.


Bald now in his early fifties, McGarr kept what hair remained rather long. It was a deep red color and curled on the nape of his neck. His eyes were gray. Glancing back at the tree, he felt rather proud and amazed that he had climbed it, now that he was back on the ground.


Who would have known about the treethe condition at the top, how easy it is to climb? he asked the Carruthers woman in her large modern kitchen, where he found her speaking to her cook.



Oh, everybody, I suspect. Dont you watch television?


When? McGarr thought. His wife sometimes put on the evening news, and he had watched the All-Ireland Final last year. Or was it the year before?


That tree was in a drinks advert for Veuve Cliquot. A tall woman well into her sixties, Eithne Carruthers was still lean and athletic. She was wearing a riding costumetight black jacket and jodhpursand her boots had tracked mud over the kitchen tiles.


First you see a young man and woman on the top of that mountain, drinks in hand. She pointed out the window. Then theyre in the top of that tree. Voice-over says, You dont have to scale the highest mountain or climb the tallest tree to enjoy Veuve Cliquot. But when you doat that point you see them sailing a lovely yacht and then finally seated at dinner in the Westbury Hotelcelebrate the moment with Champagne Veuve Cliquot. They gave me a nice check and a case of their bubbly. Its quite good. Would you care for a glass?


McGarr smiled and checked his watch. Its rather early. Let me rephrase: Who would have known that they could climb your tree with impunity and be in it for hours without being seen?


The woman hunched her shoulders. Her eyebrows were plucked, and the taut skin on her cheeks suggested a facelift. Again, probably anybody. I spend January and most of February with myshe smiledfather in the Midi. Apart from the groundskeeper, the rest of the staff is on holiday.


Who would have known that?


She shook her head. The staff, of course, and their families, my near neighbors, and our local guards. I call into the barracks on my way to the airport. But otherwise I dont make a practice of telling peopleshopkeepers and the like down in the village, if thats what you mean. We had a break-in two years ago.


Much stolen?



She closed her eyes in mock horror. Only everything of any value. Your colleague said they were professionals. They even closed and locked the gate on the way out


Which was not unusual these days, thought McGarr. Several gangs of well-equipped, highly skilled thieves were operating in the Dublin area. But what they needed were toutspeople who knew the habits of the rich, like Eithne Carruthers, and who were willing to say.


What about the chains and shackles?


She averted her head. Enda, my groundskeeper, told me about them. He had been the first to climb up and peer into the nest. Like something out of the Inquisition. You expect to see that stuff in Spain and Portugal, but certainly not in this country.


Why not? thought McGarr, thanking the woman and moving toward the door. Ireland had suffered its own Inquisition for close to a millennium with no end in sight.


Will you keep me informed?


If you like.


Its not often one finds a dead person chained to the top of her tree.


And one who had not wished to die like that. But apart from the approximate age of the corpse, McGarr knew nothing else.


When he got home to his house in Rathmines a few hours later, he placed the folded evening newspaper on the kitchen table and stepped into the pantry.


Who was the ancient hero who was chained up in the tree for birds to eat? he asked his wife, Noreen, who was preparing dinner at the stove.


Prometheus.


McGarr reached for a glass and the bottle of malt on the sideboard.


But it wasnt a tree, and the bird was an eagle that feasted upon his liver. Eternally, since Prometheus was himself immortal.



McGarr was glad they werent having liver tonight. From the aroma in the kitchen he could tell Noreen was cooking her own home-cured pork sausages simmered in seasoned bouillon. She served them with boiled potatoes, pea beans, sauerkraut, and a variety of mustards.


Suddenly famished, McGarr raised the glass to his lips and wished he did not have to go back into the office. But the volume of unsolved cases had increased dramatically along with the burgeoning drug problem, and only plain, dogged police work would close them.


What was his crime? McGarr stepped around the door to watch Noreen at work over the Aga that was making the kitchen toasty. It was the hour of the day he enjoyed most.


It was one of commission: He went too far. Jupiter gave him the order to make mankind out of dirt and water.


And when he did, he must have had you in mind, thought McGarr. A redhead like McGarr himself, Noreen was a diminutive but well-knit woman with alabaster skin and green eyes.


A full fourteen years younger than McGarr, she managed her parents picture gallery in Dawson Street and was a devotee of the arts in every form.


This evening she was wearing a black kimono that pictured a bird of paradise on the back in vibrant detail and black Japanese slippers with brilliant red piping. In all, she looked like a member of some smaller, finer, and more colorful race.
 

But Prometheus took pity on our sorry state, she went on, while moving between stove and fridge, huddled shivering and fearful in the darkness when night came on. So he stole fire from the heavens and carried it down to us. Of course, it was more than just fire. It was light, heat, and eventually culture and civilization.


And for that he got the max?


Well, max enough. Nothing was ever the max in the classical world, myths being subject to amendment. Noreen turned from her labors to regard McGarr: the rumpled khakis that hed climbed the Cliquot tree in, what amounted to a two days growth of beard since hed been up most of the night before, and the rather full glass in his hand.


Prometheus himself might have ended his agony at any time, she went on. By submitting to Jupiters authority and telling old Jupe what he wanted to know. He was a clever lad, you see, who knew a thing or two. Chief among which was not to drink more than one of those things in your hand before having tea. And, two, he might spill the beans about how Jupiter would beget a son who would displace him and end the hegemony of the Olympians. Are you with me, tatty one?


McGarr wouldnt be without her, but now he really did want another.


Needless to say, Jupiter required more detail, which Prometheus refused to supply.


Being the stand-up guy maker that he was.


Well, he liked the odd skirt, as did Jupiter. In fact, with Prometheus all chained up on the mountain, Jupiter couldnt keep his hands, et cetera, off female humans, which was the other little thing that Prometheus knew.


This is getting racy.


Noreen raised an eyebrow. Human beings, as it turns out, are not the only racy lot, and Prometheus knew that if Jupiter kept messing with mere mortals, thered come a day that a human would give birth to a Jovian by-blow who would grow up to be a peerless thug and who would set Prometheus free. Therefore, he could wait.


Turning back to her cooking, Noreen continued. And that new superlout was none other than Hercules, who at the time was himself a human and had yet to gain his immortality via the twelve labors.


So, Prometheus was freed by his own creation. The one that Jupiter ordered him to make. McGarr shook his head. The irony of it all.



Well, lets say the Byron-y of it all. Its probably the taliped bards best poem. Are you ready?


McGarr smiled. Noreen was without a doubt putting on a show, but it always amazed him that she forgot almost nothing of what she read. Or at least not what she called the good parts. He swirled his glass. Work away.


Setting down her stirring spoon, she placed one foot before her and raised her chin dramatically. She then regarded him, her eyes suddenly glazed. Its my look of cosmic disdain.




The rock, the vulture, and the chain,


All that the proud can feel of pain,


The agony they do not show,


The suffocating sense of woe,


Which speaks but in its lowliness,


And then is jealous, lest the sky


Should have a listener, nor will sigh


Until its voice is echoless.




Thinking of the corpse he had viewed earlier in the day, McGarr could not imagine the agony that the man had endured, his wrists and ankles being the evidence.


When McGarr now only nodded his appreciation of her performance and did not utter a quip, Noreen twigged on the possibility that he might have had some professional reason for asking about the myth. No detail of his investigations was uninteresting to her.


Here, let me top up that glass. She moved toward the pantry and the bottle. Dont think youre going back to the Castle; dont even imagine it. Days over, end of quest. Its nasty out there, and you lookdestroyed is not an adequate word.


McGarr watched mutely as she topped up the glass. Demolished would be more accurate, were he to drink it all. I dont think you want to know.


Try me.



When he had finished, Noreen shook her head. I cant believe it was murder. I think your first thought is more likely. That it was something he or she went along with willingly but then thought better of.


How else could they have got him up there, naked andI assumein the middle of the night? Even if nobody was home, that tree can be seen for miles. She waited for an answer, but McGarr only stared down into the brimming cup.


I mean, how many murders have you ever investigated that were actually carried out in a manner so elaborate? And why would anybody go to such lengths when a knife or a bullet would suffice with a minimum of attendant risk?


McGarr reached over to the kitchen table and opened the paper. Banner headlines declared:





CROW BAIT


NAKED MAN CHAINED TO TOP OF CLIQUOT TREE





Something like Jupiter did with your man


Prometheus, Noreen supplied.


McGarr nodded. To send a message. To show who rules and what could happen to anybody who thwarts his will. Thirteen generations of pain is a long time. I bet it felt like that to the man in the tree.












CHAPTER 2


Bang!






Dublin
February


IT HAD BEGUN six months earlier in the dead of winter. With the men who put the other man down. They could not have seen Biddy Nevins. She was on her knees across the street with a large concrete planter between her and them.


Kneeling on the footpath, she was counting the change people had tossed her for her colored chalk drawing of a page from the Book of Kells. In fact, it was the page that was presently on display in the Trinity College Library at the other end of Grafton Street.


Around noon Biddy had called into the college and glanced at the book, a new page of which was turned every day. She had then drawn the page perfectly on the pavement, the ornate Celtic design and complex Latin phrasing letter perfect. Biddy herself, however, was illiterate and unschooled, even in art.


It was a talent that she had discovered while in hospital, recovering from the gearas heroin was calledthat had marred six years of her young life. Biddy needed only to glance at a printed page, a painting, a person, or a thing once, and she could draw it like a photocopy.


It was also the talent that had led her to be called the Queen of the Buskers, her own Mickalou with his music being the King of the many sidewalk artists and minstrels who plied Dublins most fashionable commercial district. Closed to traffic, Grafton Street was usually thronged with shoppers; now, as a cold winter evening set in, however, nearly all had gone home.


It was a shout or a scream that caused Biddy to look up from her take and over at the men. Streetwise since her Traveler father had dropped her off in Dublin during the winter she turned nineto harden her, he saidthere was little that could occur around Biddy that she did not ken. Which made what was happening on the corner across from her stranger still.


Standing in deep shadows by the gates to St. Stephens Green were two big shadogs, called shades by Biddy and her other Traveler friends. Dressed in their winter blues, their broad chests were spangled with the silver buttons of the Garda Siochana, Irelands national police. But it was the man between them who was crying out, Jesus, no! Please! I beg yeh, Ill do anytin! Name it, Tod. Just fookin name it, and its fookin yours. Isnt it enough youve already fookin crippled me?


It was then that Biddy noticed that the two shades were holding the man up, as though there were something wrong with his legs. And a fourth manthe man he was appealing tonow stepped out of the shadows to look up the street in the direction that the traffic flowed around the large park in the center of Dublin. There was little traffic at this hour of a winter evening, when most people were having their tea, but the lights of an oncoming bus caught the short, dapper man whom Biddy recognized immediately and loathed.



Called the Toddler because of how he was builtround and wideand how he walked, which was flat-footed, he was without a doubt the biggest drug dealer in the country. And one wily fooker altogether, said Mickalou, who had got straight with Biddy and had once run for the Toddler when he had no other choice in life.


Biddy stopped counting, scooped up the remaining change, and tossed it into her chalk box. She did not want to be anywhere near the Toddler, even across a street, and she had Mickalou and their four-year-old daughter to get home to in the flat they rented off Patrick Street, about a half mile away. Shed pick up a few bangers, a cabbage, and a loaf on the way, and theyd eat in for a change on such a bitter night.


But Biddy had only just closed the lid when the man cried out again, No! Please! I have a wife, a fam And the two cops rushed him out of the shadows toward the double-decker bus, the front of which now lurched around the corner. They hurled him headfirst under the large back wheels.


There was another pitiable cry that was cut short by a sharp, cracking sound, like a balloon bursting or a backfire, and the bus roared off toward Dawson Street, where it would turn.


It had been the mans head. It was flattened on the tar, his popped eyes lying side by side like a cutout with a halo of blood and brain. And yet one arm now jerked up, as though to feel the damage, before falling back onto the tar.


Biddy did not realize that she was now on her feet and had taken a step or two toward the street until the Toddler turned his head to her. It took only a moment for both of them to react.


Like a salute, the Toddlers hand darted at her as Biddy turned to flee. Get her! Get that Tinker bitch! And the two shadeswho couldnt be shadessprinted across the street, one angling off to keep her from running into King Street toward the shopping arcade there. The other one came right for her.



Down the dark brick promenade of Grafton Street Biddy Nevins plunged, her chalk box under one arm, the heavy woolen greatcoat that she wore against the cold flapping behind her. Now nineteen, she was a tall, thin woman with yellow gold hair that formed tight natural curls she wore long. Like some other Travelers whose clan had married close, she had one blue eye, the other brown. But her high cheekbones and fine, even features were those of her mothers prominent Traveling family, the Maughams, and she looked all of what she was: an exotic creature in every regard.


Who could shift, because she had been forced to and fast for most of her life. She pegged by Cathedral Street and Moore Lane, which were too narrow and too dark to enter and hope for help if she was caught. And the one, the smaller shade, was right on her heels.


With her heart in her mouth and her chest bursting, Biddy rushed by Bewleys Tea Room and the lighted display windows of Dunnes and Switzers and the Brown Thomas department stores, before cutting into Wicklow Street. If only she could find a shade, a real shade, but that wouldnt help her either if there was only one.


Madly she racked her brain for a refuge down the streets and laneways where, as a child, she had begged and stolen and run in a wilding pack with other abandoned children. They had terrorized tourists, stolen cars and anything that wasnt nailed down, and booted drugs, which was the beginning of the end for so many of them. And now maybe for her, here where it all had started.


But would she want the police? she asked herself, glancing back to find that she now had a half block lead on the only one of them she could see. God, no. Not if she could avoid it. Cops would mean giving her name and later detectives, who would come around when they put together why she was running with who she was, with her work, and with the dead man. Biddy only ever drew Book of Kells pages there on the wide squares at the top of Grafton Street.



No shades could protect her from the Toddler when no shades had been able to put him away for lo these many years. He was, like, immune or in with themthe shadeswho, some said, now worked for him. Could this be proof? Noin spite of all that had happened to her, Biddy refused to believe it; otherwisethered be no point in carrying on. There had to be somebody out there in Buffer Land, as Mickalou called the settled society, who was good. Who believed in right and wrong. They couldnt be all like the politicianson the take.


Bang. Biddy ran right into himthe second shade who was not a shade. He must have circled around through William Street and run fast. Bouncing off his broad chest before he could grab her, Biddy shot the box of chalk and change up into his big rough pan, shouting, Hes not the police! Hes not the police! at a car in William Street that had slowed to watch the altercation. Hes a fookin murderer!


And her handsthey came up hacking, scratching, punching at his face, churningfast, fasterso he couldnt grab her. Her bootshe got that in too, right between the bastards legs. Once, twice. He roared and lunged for her. Christ, where was the other one? He couldnt be far behind.


But the big one had caught hold of her lapel and now began lifting her off her feet with one hand while cocking the fist of the other. Spinning, Biddy slipped one sleeve and then the other, as the hand, the arm, the fist punched past her ear. She pivoted and left him crouched there, holding the garment.


To hell with it, she thought, as she sprinted down the slight hill and toward the many headlamps she could see lashing by at the other the end of the street. Like any other Tinker bitch, she had a closetful of cast-off clothes back at the flat. The heavy thing had only been slowing her down.


It was then she heard the shots, not one but a bunch of them booming like a cannon in the tight pack of buildings along the narrow street. A shopwindow near her head cracked, a second bullet knocked out a piece, and Biddy only just jumped into the road when the whole worksa wall of glasscrashed into the street.


Bolting right out into the busy Dame Street as she had years ago after nicking some buffers billfold, Biddy ran right at the oncoming cars where no sane person would follow. All she could think of was Mickalou and her baby, the only two people who mattered in her life. It was plain now they would kill her; hadnt the shots proved it?


The Toddler would have stopped at her chalk drawing and would now know who she was: Mickalou the Gypsy minstrels girl. The Tinker bitch that hed already called her. Another junkie and therefore expendable, somebody the Toddler had been killing slowly for years and now would finish. Nonow had the right to finish, like the man he put under the bus.


Didnt the Toddler and his gear rule? There was graffiti like thatTHE TODDLER RULES or TODS TOT, THE TOTAL GEARall over the city. Or the drawing that was printed on glassine tabs, of a smiling Toddler with top hat and spats, holding something (Biddy knew what it was!) behind his back.


Written on the bottom was the sentence they all said to each other so often nobody gave a thought to what it meant: ITS DEADLY! It was scrawled in shooting galleries, in pub loos, on walls where people were poor and stupid, the way Biddy herself had been for all those years.


And the expression on his face? That said, Come and get it, you stupid dead fucks. Come into my world and let me kill you slowly. Ill take everything from you, and after its mine, Ill take whats left of your worthless lives. If I choose.


With one phone call the bastard would learn where she and Mickalou lived, and hed take away Mickalou and hold him until he got her. Then hed kill Mickalou too, and maybe even the baby. It was her fear speaking to her. But why not? Why not a baby? It would add to the way people spoke of him, to the terror. The awe. It was said that the Toddler never killed the same way twice, and it was always never certain that he had. Only that the people he wanted dead got dead. Sometimes horribly, like just now at the top of Grafton Street. God, why hadnt she packed up sooner and gone home?


Back on the footpath now, rushing by the gates to Dublin Castle, Biddy could see a guard in the kiosk, and she thought of turning in. He too could make a phone call. There was even some class of guard office right there on the grounds, as she remembered. But would he or any shade believe her, a Tinker and former junkie, a pavement artist with a long record and now a tall tale? How long would it take her to convince them that what she said was true and send a car to the flat? Too long, she decided. And had she not learned never to trust the shades again? Not after what theyd done to her those first few months in the city when she was nine.


Raped repeatedly, night after night, by the boys in the gang of Traveler children who were living by the dump in Ringsend, Biddy had hemorrhaged and fainted in the street. The shades took care of her all right; out of the fat into the fire. From the Richmond Hospital they took her to a shelter where she was molested every night by the superior of the place. To give the nun credit, she was gentler than the boys. Sometimes.


Christ, a limo now poked out its bonnet at the top of the street. It was a Merc, long and black with tinted windows and an amber spotlight that the driver was playing along the footpath, as the car drifted toward her.


Biddy nipped into the Castle Inn, the bar, not the lounge, and noted how conversations stopped the moment she appeared in the doorway. Sure, she must have color in her cheeks after all her running, but to appear hatless and coatless on such a bitter night and dressed only in a fishermans knit jumper and a long plaid kilt with her tangled blond tresses and two-color eyes, Biddy could be only one thing. Knacker, she heard somebody mutter.



Her eyes darted first to the other doors: to the lounge, another in back of the bar that seemed to lead to a kitchen, and a third that was the mens room. Next she scanned the crowd to see whose eyes were still on her good chest. Without her coat or chalk box she had no money, and she should ring up and warn Mickalou while she still had the chance.


She turned to a middle-aged man who was sitting against the wall. A whiskey drinker who had on a good suit, he was probably some bureaucrat from the nearby City Hall or the Castle. Please, sir, for the love of God, could you give me a bit of help? Its a matter of life and death, she whispered in a chesty rush, words that she had heard her mother and so many other Traveling women utter over the price of a
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