Chapter One

I woke up with a jump, just before the guy with the crazed bloodshot eyes and the black balaclava was through strangling me. I looked over at the display of the digital alarm and saw 4.37 pulse its way to 4.38. I needed a stiffener. The Black Bush was in the cabinet by the far wall. I eased out of bed, still feeling kicked, all the bruises on the inside, and made my way across the few feet of studio that separated me from a measure, make that a double, of equilibrium.

   As the hot glow reached the spot, I turned back to the silhouettes and shadows of my flat. If I didn’t come up with a way to refinance my debts - arrears, overdrafts, credit cards, bills - I was out by next weekend. Repossessed and bankrupt, it’d be Arlington House for me. I shuddered and took another slug. It kept the ulcer down.

   I crossed to the window and pushed the slats apart. Outside the cab office across the road stood a couple of clubbers, spectral in the light from the neon sign. The 24 hour bagel place was going too, but there was no action there. The rest of the street was in darkness. A night bus shushed round the corner, all its lights on both decks out, and sped by as the driver made for the depot and a warm canteen. I watched it disappear into the darkness like it was an apparition.

   I shuddered some more and took another slug. Where the hell was I going to find five grand in five days?

   The phone purred. My novena to St Patrick had worked. Tony O'Reilly had heard of my plight and was sending over a donation. My £1 sixteen-horse accumulator with the slips all stapled together had come in. My cousin had decided to pay me back.

   I picked it up.

   -Yeah?

   -The Centre's been burgled.

   -Is that you Imelda?

   -Who the fuck do you think it is?

   -Tony O'Reilly.

   -Get over here. It’s a right fucking mess. And Mick?

   Her voice sounded strange.

   -Yeah?

   -The files have all gone.

   -Anything else?

   -Yeah.

    -What?

   -Those letters your cousin sent. Oh – and one other thing.

   -What?

   -Your fucking bottle of Black Bush.

I paid off the cabbie and stood on the street. A grey drizzly dawn over Dalston. I turned up my collar and tried the bell. The Dolmen Irish Centre. Where Cead Mile Failte meets Tiochaid A Lar. There was no answer. I tried the door. It opened onto a passage, stairs at the end going up. Where were the cops? Where was Imelda? I cracked on the light and walked up the stairs.

   Admin was on the first floor. She must be in here somewhere. I pushed open the door of Imelda’s office. No sign. Everything in its place. The same with the next one. The door to the third office – Margaret’s office - was slightly ajar. I walked in. No sign of any burglary. I called Imelda’s name softly. Spooky.

   Fuck it. I cracked on all the lights. A pair of legs came out from under a desk by the far window. I walked over quickly. Imelda. Her battered head lay out the other side. A police siren started to slice up the morning.

   I walked over to the door marked Emergency Exit and pushed the bar. Down the fire escape and over the wall. My heart thumping like the echo of the Thompson Gun and my legs bandy with panic.

-Anything else?

   -Any whiskey?

   -You must be bleeding joking. This is a caff, not a bleeding pub.

   Cockney wit. George Robey. Max Miller. Harold Pinter.

   He put the plate down and I set about the breakfast. Eggs, bacon, beans, sausage, tea and two slices. The whiskey would have helped. I could still try the early house. They had one in Smithfield. A self-enclosed world of carcases. Two porters in bloodstained white coats walked in. I gagged on the egg. Jesus. Whoever had killed Imelda must have set me up. And forced her to call me. She must have known what was coming. And that bit about the files where her voice went... Jesus. 

   I took a swig of tea. And thought about the letters Rory sent me. Why would anyone want to steal them? Rory told me they were from the days of the Famine. Uncle Seamus was dying and he wanted me to have them. They were copies – he still kept the originals. Something about an ancestor of ours in the Famine. I hadn’t really had time to look at them as I’d been so busy. When the girls suggested we do something about the situation in Africa – and not even Geldof looked up to the job on that one – I handed them over to Imelda. She was going to use them in an exhibition about hunger. Now the Famine Events were all up in the air. And the letters with them. What were we going to do?

   But that was looking like the least of my worries. I couldn’t go back to the studio flat. The police would have my name off your man. He was one clever bastard.

   I left the caff and caught a cab.

 -Where to guv?

-Tufnell Park. 

-Mick. You’re a bit previous.

   Charlie stood in the doorway, his eyes puffy, his cropped blond hair lacking its trademark Tin-Tin tuft at the front. His face had a yellow tinge to it, as if it was starting to get a nicotine tan to match his forefinger and his eyes were a bright shade of scarlet. All in all he looked like one of the dead who arose and appeared to many.

   -Charlie. Can I come in?

   -Sure Mick. What’s the problem?

   -I need a drink.

   Charlie looked awkward.

   -If this is a bad time -

   -No, no, not at all, come in Mick.

   I stepped in to the hall of Charlie's flat. Brown boxes of fliers lined the white walls floor to ceiling, a sample stuck to the top of each one. Emerging from a psychedelic swirl, a babe in boots and mini skirt grooved up at me. Charlie’s latest promotion.

   -Whiskey if you’ve got it.

   I came into the lounge and saw the reason for Charlie’s uneasiness.

   -Mick, meet Big Steve and Gentle Steve.

   Two huge Steves sat on his sofa. Big Steve was wearing a Luftwaffe Officer’s black leather coat, motorcycle boots and gloves. His face was as pockmarked as the moon, his hair drawn tight in a long black pony-tail. Gentle Steve wore a white suit and sandals, his hair falling in a long gold river down his back, a full blond beard covering his sallow face. He looked up at me with sorrowful eyes, like the picture of the Sacred Heart we had over the mantel. 

   -It grieves me to hear that you are still associating with your drinking buddies, whispered Gentle Steve, the sorrowful look turned on Charlie.

   -That’s partly the reason I asked you guys to come over, said Charlie.

   -Oh, yeah? rumbled Big Steve.

   -Yeah, it’s the excitement, the fervour. I’m close to pulling off some really big deals, and the closer I get to them, the more I start to get the cravings.

   -We can relate to that, man, hissed Gentle Steve. We’ve toured with some of the all-time greats.

   -Captain Sensible -

   -John Otway and Wild Willy Barrett -

   -Wilko Johnson and The Solid Senders -

   -The Happy Few -

   -I thought I told you never to mention the Happy Few, rasped Big Steve.

   There was an awkward silence.

   -Whatever happened to The Happy Few? I asked.

   Gentle Steve turned his great dark eyes upon me.

   -Straight time, man, straight time. 

   An electronic purr came from Big Steve’s coat. He pulled out a mobile and started speaking into it.

   -Yeah? We can provide security, no problem, but it’s going to cost... A hundred and fifty per operative...  We only supply the best... All right, twenty minutes? OK, bye.

   -The Free Fleadh?

   -Yeah.

   -We’d better get going then.

   Gentle Steve turned to Charlie.

   -Sobriety is not easy.  But the Higher Power is always there. Get in touch with your Higher Power and you will find the resolve to go on. Steve and I are living examples of what the Higher Power can do for you. Don’t let yourself succumb to temptation. Chill. Each step you take brings you closer to your goal.

   Charlie gave him a shit-eating grin. The Steves stood up in unison.

   -We’re splitting now.

   -Yeah, said Big Steve, and if we find out you’ve caused him to break out, he snarled at me -

   -We’ll break your fucking legs, whispered Gentle Steve.

   Charlie showed them out and then returned to the lounge.

   -Sorry about that Mick, he said. Rehab can get a little intense at times, know what I mean?

   -But you’re not in rehab, I said. 

   -Mick, you know and I know. But don’t let them know, for Christ’s sake. I need my legs.

   -So why are you putting them on?

   -Those two are major players on the London music scene.

   I had to laugh.

   -Straight up Mick. They’ve been around so long they know everyone.

   -The all time greats?

   -You may snigger, but I know I can pull off a major deal with them. And AA is the best place to meet them. Everyone’s in rehab these days -

   -You’re not.

   -Like I said, they don’t know that.

   -I thought it was all supposed to be hush-hush. How did you know where to find them?

   Charlie fell silent.

   -Well?

   -If you must know, I was worried about you. So I went along to a meeting in a church hall off Ladbroke Grove. There they were.

   -You did what?

   -Oh, hello, I don't think we’ve met.

   The drawl was as cool and fruity as a Pimm’s Number 1. She stood in the doorway of the lounge, Charlie’s pyjama top all that was keeping her from indecency, and then only just. Blimey O’Reilly! I'd always thought he couldn’t pull a pair of curtains, and here he was with a duchess in his doorway. 

   -No, I don't think we have. I’m Mick, Mick...Crosby, an old friend of Charlie’s.

   -And do his old friends usually drop round this early in the morning?

   -It’s OK Sophie, said Charlie. Mick’s come round for a job I’ve got in Old Street.

   -Really, Charlie? she drawled.

   -Yeah. Mick, meet my cousin, Sophie Harris. Sophie’s got some business here herself. Being interviewed for a job on the telly.

   -Pleased to meet you Sophie. When’s your interview?

   -Eleven. I’ve come down from Oxford.

   -Everything’s a come down from Oxford, I said. I was still mad at Charlie for going behind my back.

   -Look, Mick, said Charlie we’d better be going. I’ll just pick up the lap-top.

   -OK, Charlie.

   He went out into the hallway. I could hear him collecting car keys, rattling around in his room.

   She didn’t move from the doorway.

   -And what’s your business, Mr Crosby?

   -Professional Irish person.

   -Like Wogan?

   -Only smarter.

   -If you’re so smart -

   -How come you’ve never heard of me? I lead a quiet life.

   -You don’t sound very Irish.

   -I’m one of the London Irish.

   -So you’re really English?

   -As Wellington said, I may have been born in a stable, but that doesn't make me a horse.

   She gave me an even look, or rather a look that said she meant to get even, turned quickly and walked back down the hall. 

-What’s up mate? You seem a bit, you know, edgy.

   The Beetle roared into life and I quickly slammed the door. Charlie drove like a joy-rider. I don’t think it had ever occurred to him that cars could be lethal. He treated them like dodgems and other drivers as target-practice. How he missed them all beat me.

   I strapped myself in and slowly told Charlie about Imelda. The air thickened as I spoke, as if Death was taking a ride in the back seat.

   -Look mate, he said. Sophie’ll be off by this afternoon. Why don’t you lose yourself on the streets and pop back later?

   Charlie owed me. So I agreed. What else could I do?

   We motored on down the Holloway Road, the mid-morning traffic still pretty light, shoppers and panhandlers working out their delicate dance of avoidance and supplication. Charlie was going far too fast, but luckily there wasn’t much in the way of traffic. Just as well. 

   -Bit snooty, your cousin, I said to Charlie.

   -Got your number, eh, Mick?

   -Didn’t give it to her, actually.

   -Where are we going anyway?

   -As far away from her as we can get.

   -She’s not that bad. Just a bit wound up about this interview.

   -What’s the job?

   -It’s for some digital channel. They’re looking for researchers for a new show.

   -What sort of show?

   Charlie went quiet.

   -Well? I asked.

   Charlie was staying quiet.

   -Come on Charlie. What’s the show?

   -Capital Crime.

   -Oh, that’s great, that is. She’s going to be on my case worse than the cops.

   -But they’re not on your case, Mick.

   -Only a matter of time, I grumbled. And now your cousin is going to be after her fist scoop.

   -Look, she’s going back today. Anyway, she might not get the job.

   -She’ll get it. Just my fucking luck.

   Charlie drove on in silence.

   After so long, I said,

   -I’m sorry Charlie. It’s Imelda, and the fix I’m in.

   -That’s all right, Mick, he said. I understand mate.

   He reached out and put on the radio. As we came up to Highbury Corner, I looked out on a world with a big hole in it. Whoever had bludgeoned Imelda had shoved her into that hole. I couldn’t pull her back out of it. But I could find out who Imelda's murderer was. No. With the cops on my tail, I had to find out. Because it was going to be me they would come looking for. I didn’t have a lot of time. Right on cue, the Greenwich Time Signal started its slow sequence of pips.

   The usual news items. Wars and rumours of wars. The economy. Public faces discovered in private places. And then, right at the end, Imelda.   

   -The body of Imelda Mulligan was found in the early hours of this morning at the Dolmen Irish Centre in North London. Police are anxious to trace a man in connection with her murder.

   What did I tell you?

   -They think they’ve got me bang to rights, I said to Charlie. Jesus, I’m in a right  bloody mess.

   -Don’t worry mate. I’ll look after you. What else can you do? And anyway, that’s what friends are for.

   Charlie was right. Only one problem. Where did I go till tea-time?

CHAPTER BREAK?

I’d never liked Fieldway Crescent Library. It was that statue of Edmund Spenser looking blandly down at me from his plinth. Had a hand in butchering a thousand Cork men, women and children in 1682, your Edmund. Try telling them the pen is mightier than the sword. But it was a place to go to waste time, large enough to lose myself in, with plenty to keep me occupied until I got sick of the place.

   I headed upstairs to reference. It was quiet, but then you kind of expected that in a library.  I positioned myself at one of the long reading tables so that I could get a good view of who came in and who went out. I was more interested in entrances than exits, for obvious reasons, but the two became blurred as throughput started to build up. Just as I was settling down to a little newspaper browsing I noticed a kerfuffle.

   From my where I was sitting I could see a very large battered looking guy, with a bulbous boiled-bacon-nose arguing the toss with a stout librarian who was giving as good as she got. Boiled-bacon-nose was wearing enough gear to make a saint cranky: dark overcoat from the Sally, several layers of jackets, vests, and jumpers, about seven carrier bags overflowing with newspapers, a pair of corduroys patched and darned, and huge navvy’s boots that had been shared and shiftworked at umpteen sites until they were more cobble than boot. But what you noticed most about him was his enormous size. He was so wide across the chest the coat couldn’t reach around him. And his hands were like two huge shovels. He looked like he ate small children for breakfast and the odd horse washed down with a barrel of porter for his tea.  

   -You are not coming in here, the librarian was saying.

   -I fucking well am, said your man.

   The librarian slid her hand under her desk, as if she was reaching for something. The panic button.

   By now the two of them were engaged in a glaring contest. I had it even when the porters arrived.

   -Come on Pat, said the older of the two blueshirts.

   -My name is not fucking Pat, said your man. It’s fucking Dermot.

   -OK Dermot, OK. Look, let’s not have any bother. Why don’t we leave now before the police come, eh?

   I’d never seen a situation so dire a policeman couldn’t make it worse. And by now the cops might have photos out of me, the man they are anxious to trace. If the cops were called, I’d be a better collar than Dermot any day of the week. I could end up getting a lot of bother myself. And this was no way to treat an Irishman. I had to act fast. I stood up quickly and approached enquiries.

   -Good morning, my name is Mick Crosby. I’m Dermot’s Resettlement Worker from the Outreach Team at Holloway. I had another call to make this morning, and as I know Dermot gets a feed off the nuns nearby, I asked him to meet me here. I'm terribly sorry if there's been any inconvenience. Please excuse us.

   I caught Dermot by the elbow and led him quickly through the doors of reference. Bang went idling in the library. Hello Dermot.

   -The fuckin’ bastards.

   Dermot’s nose seemed to be growing redder, like mercury throbbing in the barometer before the storm breaks.

   -Take no notice, I said. They’re just Philistines.

   -Who are you talking about? asked Dermot aggressively. There’s gratitude, I thought.

   -The library. Back there.

   -I’m talking about a different pack of bastards altogether, growled Dermot.

   -And who’s that? I asked.

   -At the fuckin’ handout. That big black Protestant bastard, Campbell, and his fuckin’ cronies.

   We were turning off down towards Highbury Fields, aimless as the autumn leaves falling earthward. Dermot’s hooter was glowing now like a brazier.

   -Giving you a hard time, this Campbell?

   -He is now. Couldn’t do enough for me to start with. Then when I wouldn’t come to his bloody Mission House he barred me.

   -Not very Christian.

   -Oh, that’s the trouble, said Dermot. Too bloody Christian by far. Trying to convert me, he was. When I would’'t join his Jesus Crusade, out I go. He’s after giving me the bum’s rush this morning there.

   The Jesus Crusade. I’d heard of them. Working with the homeless and the poor. Protestant, but then I was so lapsed I was practically one myself. We’d had a few people at the Centre with similar stories. If you didn’t join up, then out you went. And Campbell. I’d heard of him as well.

   -This is me, said Dermot. Thanks for the dodge. I might see you in there again when I get myself cleaned up.

  -Let’s boycott them, I said. 

   Dermot laughed at that one, his scarlet nose lightening with his mood.

   -Tell me this, he said. Are you really something to do with resettling people?

   -No, Dermot, I said. I’m on the run.

   -Oh, Jesus, he said, keep away from me then.

   He hurried off, his huge frame loping over the fields, the carrier bags flapping and rattling in the wind as he went.

   Where to now? I looked at my watch. It was 11.30. At least four hours before the coast would be clear at Charlie’s. I needed another barn of a place to hide myself in, somewhere not too far. Somewhere big.

I came out onto the walkway where the Barbican apartments stretch away for block after block. The trickle of the canal below me caught the watery sun, glinting here and there as if gold sovereigns were falling into its shallow depths. A vista of concrete arches and walkways, Futurecity, circa 1974. 

   I went in at ground level. The corporate plush took the edge off the cold day. There were payphones at the side on the way in. If I knew Margaret she’d be at her desk right now, writing up the case notes from her morning advice session. At least she would if -

   I had to phone her, tell her I didn’t do it. There was no love lost between us, but I reckoned that she’d know it wasn’t me who’d killed Imelda. I had to talk to someone, someone who’d sympathise. Margaret. She would understand.

   I rang through to her desk. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. My heart was pounding like a jackhammer. On the fourth ring someone answered.

   -Dolmen Irish Centre. Can I help you?

   It didn’t sound like Margaret.

   -Is it possible to speak to Margaret O’Connor please?

   -Margaret is on the other line at the moment. Who shall I say is calling?

   I didn’t recognise the voice, but the Irish accent was as homely as a fry, husky and warm. Who shall I say is calling? Tricky.

   -This is her brother from Clare.

   She often spoke of him, her brother the doctor. Margaret would be over to the phone like a shot if she thought it really was the brother.

   -She’s just coming for you.

   There were noises as if the phone was being laid on the desk. I started to get really nervous now.

   -Hello, Robert, is that you?

   -No, Margaret, it’s me, Mick.

   The line was silent.

   -Margaret, can you hear me? Look, I didn’t do it. You know I couldn't do a thing like that. You believe me, don't you?

   -Yes, I believe you Mick, she said slowly. Where are you calling from?

   -It’s better if you don’t know. I need to see you, Margaret. Can we meet?

   Again the line was silent.

   -You can come around to my place, nine o’clock tonight. And Mick, be careful.

   -You too.

   I hung up. Margaret had sounded strange on the phone, sort of preoccupied. I put it down to the strain. 

   No point in hanging around. I’d only look conspicuous. No, look like you know what you’re doing and head for the gallery. People who go to exhibitions end up in a kind of trance as they go round them. Kind of glazed look they get. The same look people have in the supermarket. They just glide round with the trolley as the muzak wafts down the aisles. No, the gallery goers weren’t going to notice a suspected murderer swanning around in their midst. 

   I took the lift to the fourth floor, and entered a long curving room. The exhibition was a collection of paintings, a display of swirling fractals, psychedelia, Kellsian patterns: ‘Rave Graphics’. They seemed designed to induce the gallery trance faster than your usual abstracts. As I wandered from canvas to canvas, I started to feel as if I was peering down at aerial views of mazes, at the circular patterns of an argument that went round and round, but which ended up at no conclusion or point.

   As I came to the end of the gallery where ‘Rave Graphic 14’ completed the sequence, I spotted two policemen coming towards me. 

   -Mick Kavanagh? asked the older looking of the two.

   -Yes?

   -I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Imelda Mulligan.

   -How did you know where to find me?

   They read me my rights as they led me away, leaving my question unanswered. But I didn’t need an answer. Margaret. She had kept me talking on the phone until a trace could locate the call. 

   As the police Sierra drove off I looked out of the window. A paper seller’s pitch on Finsbury Pavement carried the headline ‘Murder in Dalston: Man Sought’. I wondered how long it would take the later editions to update the story: ‘Kavanagh Found’. I had a feeling it wouldn’t be long.

