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      ‘Sparky crime caper combining a cracking plot with nice one-liners’
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      PROLOGUE

      
      The day they pulled Tiny Shortall’s body from the river, I was hammering on the door of the Register Office in Molesworth
         Street trying to gain entry in order to record a man I’d never met marrying for the fifth time. His other four wives were
         alive and well and curious to see his latest choice. A bag lady pushing a shopping trolley full of her life pointed out that
         this was lunchtime and the office was closed. For all I knew she was the latest bride and therefore apprised of the opening
         hours of The House of Fun. If so, her dress was unconventional, but who am I to question another girl’s sense of style? I
         checked my watch which adamantly stuck to its story that it was 2.15, and ten minutes later it was calling the same tune so
         I gave in to the idea that it had stopped. Whether that had been at the previous a.m. or p.m. only time could tell, and it
         was staying quiet on the matter.
     

      
      
      I wasn’t feeling good. I’d had a tummy bug forever and couldn’t seem to shake it. Nausea had become the norm and I was dizzy
         and fed up. I decided to hit base, seven minutes away in Temple Bar. I would spend the lunch break there, perhaps asleep,
         and return to photograph the happy event later when, hopefully, I’d be a little more human. And less inclined to soil the
         bride’s frock.
     

      
      The sun beat mercilessly down from a cheerful blue sky, burning white light into my fried brain. Every step on the bone-dry
         pavement ricocheted through my body, jostling my stomach before heading to my pounding head to wreak havoc. I slowed my pace
         to ease the jerking nausea of movement. This will pass, this will pass, I chanted to myself. It had to. ‘Pass, pass,’ I urged.
         ‘Pass, pass,’ I begged. This really had to end. My hair was wet-plastered to my neck, stray wisps criss-crossing my face, my tee-shirt had moulded itself around
         my torso, thighs chafed against damp linen and my feet slid across the soles of strappy, flat sandals. Equilibrium was a memory
         and disaster a certainty.
     

      
      I was stepping off the kerb outside a designer clothes shop full of couture without price tags when a van sporting a BBC logo
         rounded the corner at speed, presumably dashing a scoop to the company’s studio in a nearby mews. I hopped back to avoid collision
         in the manner of comic-book heroines who often have the aid of supernatural powers – I wished. I had overestimated my agility
         and instead fell into the bag lady’s trolley and from there on to the street. The jolt caused all the air in my body to evacuate
         with an impressive ‘whoosh’ and proved too much for my beleaguered system. I found myself gagging into a Dublin gutter, without the benefit of
         a punchline.
     

      
      My name is Leonora Street and I am a Private Investigator. Welcome to my world.

      



      
      
      ONE

      
      Two blue lines. I looked again. Not one, but two. Two blue lines. I shook the stick and looked again. Still TWO, no change. I waited five minutes and had another peek, same result.
         Every fibre of my body began to hum with tension, tingling at the edges of my sanity. A weight on my chest refused me breath.
         My heart fizzed and ripped away from its moorings, plummeting below me, beyond me, beyond the ground beneath my feet, down,
         down, until it must have hit the office two floors away operated by a solicitor who chased ambulances for a living. He was
         welcome to it.
     

      
      Suddenly, all my feelings centred on the ball of cells growing within me. I struggled to breathe, trying to restore normality
         in this vast cavern of amorphous despair. Independent of my will, my mind decided that if I didn’t get off the toilet, soon,
         I would deserve the brand of the seat across my flabby bottom. I was oddly grateful that something useful was still functioning automatically, however basic and unheroic. I stood and fixed my clothing
         into its requisite place with a measured speed: it suggested calm.
     

      
      I was anything but.

      
      What I was, was pregnant. And single. And self-employed. The folks at home were gonna love this one. While I was adjacent
         I turned and had a last gawk into the porcelain telephone. I trust the message got to whichever god is in charge of unwed
         mothers.
     

      
      The parallel blue lines were still shimmering against their white background. Abstract and beautiful, they might signify infinity
         in a modern painting, I thought. Here they marked my humanity at its most elemental level: the high art of creation. I was
         mesmerised, and blinked to clear my vision, hoping to clear one of the lines too, to erase it. The blinking didn’t blinking
         work. I forced my eyes away again. The grit between the tiles above the hand basin was like so much dirt under a fingernail;
         expected yet distasteful, almost beyond control.
     

      
      I was not particularly in the habit of examining the workings of this bare, and relatively unpleasant, room but on that particular
         day I was content to stare at the imprint of decades of life’s other travellers, while trying both to ignore and digest the
         news I had just received: duffed, preggers, up the pole, bun in the oven, going halvers on a baby. But how had I got myself
         into this fine mess? I looked into the mirror at a vaguely familiar, ghostly face, flattened by life and the day’s humidity.
     

      
      ‘You tell me,’ I said. ‘You’re the detective.’

      
      
      My reverie was interrupted, I am glad to report, by vigorous banging on the door. A pair of disembodied voices discussed the
         matter.
     

      
      ‘There’s obviously more than one person in there. Unless it’s some class of lunatic talking to themself.’ (Female, reedy,
         worryingly familiar.)
     

      
      ‘Now don’t get overexcited. Sure, who’d climb up all this way for that?’ (Male, reasonable.)

      
      ‘A lunatic would.’ (Her again.)

      
      The hammering began afresh. Come out, come out, whoever you are.

      
      ‘Come out of there, whoever you are,’ said Mrs Mack, erstwhile cleaner and self-appointed patrol woman for my office building.

      
      I had learned much from this woman over the years we had shared here, and was therefore wise to her habit of checking bins
         for interesting rubbish. I carefully wrapped the paraphernalia of pregnancy testing and secreted it in the massive bag I carry
         with me. I’ll freely admit that I have adopted some of Mrs Mack’s tactics in my work; she has a lot to offer to the professional
         snoop. I rinsed my mouth with water and splashed my face. It didn’t make a helluva lot of difference, but that’s what happens
         in the movies so it was worth a shot. Then, with stinking breath held tight, I opened the door.
     

      
      ‘Well, I was nearly right,’ she smugly told her husband, Kevin, who was diligently stationed by her side. ‘I might have known
         it was you,’ she directed at me.
     

      
      ‘I didn’t realise I was making such a racket,’ I said, with plenty of fake innocence.

      
      
      ‘You look terrible,’ she went on. ‘Are you sick or on drugs or something?’

      
      ‘Actually, never better. I’m a bit stressed is all.’

      
      Mrs Mack pushed by me to check that I hadn’t damaged any of the precious fittings; some of them were so old as to be antiques,
         so maybe she was being prudent. It was also a blatant sweep for other interlopers: it’s a terrible thing when trust is on
         an indefinite vacation.
     

      
      ‘I see you’ve decided to stay with us,’ I said to Mr Mack, who had been deputy sheriff while Mrs M was on a pilgrimage six
         weeks back, and now seemed unable to leave again.
     

      
      ‘Oh, you know yourself,’ he said sheepishly.

      
      To be honest, everyone in the building was thrilled with the arrangement, because Kevin Mack applied himself to the tasks
         in hand, whereas his wife, first name unknown, had the loosest of grasps on her job description: CLEANER. With Kevin effectively
         carrying out the contract the building was just that.
     

      
      ‘You do look a bit pale,’ he said.

      
      ‘I know. I have a stomach bug and I’m off my food. But I’ve got to the root of the problem now, so I’ll be able to deal with
         it from here.’ (Oh, how smoothly the truth dripped from my lips, sounding like a lie and feeling like betrayal.)
     

      
      ‘Be sure you do. Your health is your wealth, you know.’

      
      ‘I do,’ I said. ‘And I will.’

      
      We both heard the sound of machinery ferrying between floors. I was shocked.

      
      ‘Did you leave the lift working?’ I gasped.

      
      
      ‘She wasn’t looking,’ Kevin whispered.

      
      Mrs Mack was not keen on the elevator being available to anyone but herself and her enormous vacuum. Neither of them had done
         a tap in decades and exercise would probably finish them off altogether. A point worth noting, I thought. It’s always handy
         to know your enemy’s Achilles heel.
     

      
      The metal doors of the lift accordioned open and Ciara Gillespie emerged, jingling and clanking with belts and body piercings.
         She took one look at me and announced that I was death warmed up, or that’s what it translated as in more genteel parlance.
         To put it plainly, my assistant is as blunt as a first-degree trauma. On cue, the loveliness that is Mrs Mack re-entered our
         orbit. She eyed Ciara up and down. The neo-goth attire, so beloved of my staff, cut no mustard.
     

      
      ‘Back to the dustbin look, I see.’

      
      Ciara grinned impishly and said, ‘Yeah. I know it really annoys you.’

      
      The older woman’s mouth almost curled before she snorted and declared grandly, ‘On your own head be it.’

      
      The banter had begun, but it was an agony to behold. Although the two enjoyed themselves greatly during these impromptu sessions,
         everyone else lived in fear of a real battle some day, wusses that we were. Kevin Mack and I stood back in neutral territory
         allowing the combatants to spar without hindrance. I was grateful of a cold wall to lean on. Damp clothes chilled my feverish
         back and the resultant shivers were delicious and distracting as my life continued to reel and spin. The bout was short, as
         luck would have it.
     

      
      
      Ciara added, ‘That shade of beige you’re wearing is just so you. I’d never be able to carry it.’

      
      ‘True,’ said the older maestro. ‘But your time will come.’

      
      She gave a beatific smile, wide enough to scare the entire Foreign Legion and a few regiments of Gurkhas into the bargain.
         Ciara shivered at the thought and took off. I nodded respectfully at the Macks and followed the teenager through a door, which
         declared the legend ‘Leo Street and Co.’ on frosted glass. My legs were weighted jelly and the buzzing in my head was still
         making a racket. I was amazed no one seemed to hear this aura of nervous fright crackling around me.
     

      
      Ciara’s hands were shaking as she busied herself preparing the coffee percolator. The smell did nothing for my condition.

      
      ‘Peppermint tea,’ I muttered, as I lowered myself wearily into the ancient leather armchair usually reserved for clients.
         I couldn’t look across the desk because the semi-circular window behind it beamed cruelly with summer sunshine. It was bright
         enough to create the illusion of a halo around Ciara Gillespie, which ranks it as something of a miracle. On any other day
         it would have warmed my bemused cockles, now it just plain hurt.
     

      
      I closed my eyes but the light rendered my lids’ frail membranes, ineffectual against nature’s joy. On a rose-pink background
         small dots of orange and yellow exploded on cosmic impact; ideas and dreams vaporising before my very eyes. I tried looking
         at the floor, but the black and white squares of linoleum insisted on moving. Were my feet beginning to swell? Was I getting paranoid? Does the bear steal food from the campsite? With my head
         between my legs, I closed my eyes again and burbled some more. And, yes, I considered kissing my ass goodbye.
     

      
      ‘Oh, I get it,’ Ciara said. ‘This is where you murmur something that sounds like “peppermint tea” and expire, and I’m left
         to figure out what you meant, but it turns out that peppermint tea’s not what you said at all, but again being the clever and quick-witted individual that I am, not to mention top Private Investo, I solve the mystery with great
         aplomb.’
     

      
      ‘Sorry to rain on your mackintosh and trilby but I really do want a cup of mint tea. It’s good for the digestive system,’
         I explained, wondering if it was too early to have a craving, other than wanting this all to end, that is.
     

      
      ‘Well then, you’re going to have to go and buy some. And while you’re on the town, why don’t you go see a doctor and get yourself
         fixed up?’
     

      
      ‘You may have a point there,’ I conceded, wallowing momentarily in my knowledge of the situation and Ciara’s lack of it. ‘I
         can’t do all that till later, because I messed up on the Mulholland wedding.’
     

      
      Ciara consulted her watch. ‘How can you have messed up on something that hasn’t happened yet?’ She frowned across at me, then
         quickly added, ‘Don’t answer that, I don’t think I’m ready for it. I’ll deal with the wedding, you rest up. I want you in
         tiptop shape for our date this evening.’
     

      
      My stomach pirouetted and I groaned. I have nothing against a good time, but this night out of ours was not a traditional one. In fact we were both working undercover in a club called Moonlites trying to find out how the regular
         staff were fiddling the system. It was smelly, horrible and bleak, which was apt for my situation at that moment. I tried
         lifting my head up, but decided against it very early on in the move.
     

      
      Ciara’s voice was far off as she asked, ‘Where’s the mutt?’

      
      No. 4 was the third member of our team and, as a dog, headed up the canine division of the firm. He was paid in love and food
         and, so far, hadn’t proved a huge help with case-solving, but life would have been duller without him. We’d decided to hook
         up as a team after a case in Kildare, and my three house cats were still coming to terms with this moment of madness on my
         part. Ciara had been peripherally involved in the Kildare events, but had only recently become a salaried member of the company,
         so seniority was with the dog. I did not pry into the internal arrangement between the workers. I suspected they took me to
         be the dead wood now, but foolish questions on my part, or trying to be boss, might spur a schism or a coup and one or other
         would be costly and unwelcome. My charm would stretch only so far. I did harbour dreams of No. 4’s animal wisdom rubbing off
         on me and perhaps a smidgen of Ciara’s teenage pain-in-the-ass sass. Either would have been handy then. Instead, I answered
         the question.
     

      
      ‘He’s with Molly, minding the parking lot. They enjoy each other’s company.’

      
      Molly was the alias of an ancient codger who had laid claim to a derelict patch of gravel and muck a few streets away. He operated it as a haven for those of us who couldn’t afford the spiralling rates in the concrete multi-level
         car parks dotting the ever-yuppifying inner city area. His real name was Malachy, and he had galloping rheumatics, imagination
         and the type of hacking cough that would make a tabloid journalist proud.
     

      
      ‘If the dog is with Molly, he can’t be eating the files or the furniture here,’ I added.

      
      ‘Boredom is a fearsome thing,’ my assistant said. ‘Though I’d still love to know how he got the filing cabinet unlocked and
         the drawers open that time.’
     

      
      ‘He has skills,’ I acknowledged.

      
      I chanced raising my head and it went moderately well. My watch was still in its warp, but I thought it was probably time
         Ciara got to the Register Office and told her as much.
     

      
      ‘You’ll spot Mulholland, no problem. He’s small, roundy and bald. Brimful of energy too, if he can sell books all round the
         country by day and keep going to at least four partners in rotation at night.’
     

      
      ‘He’ll also be the one in the suit with a grin a mile wide. Dead give away.’

      
      ‘Happiest day of his life,’ I pointed out.

      
      ‘Again,’ Ciara added.

      
      I watched in awe as she stripped her nose and ears of a half ton of jewellery, took off her black, sleeveless PVC jacket and
         replaced it with a perfectly ordinary blouse.
     

      
      ‘Mmn, beige,’ I observed.

      
      ‘I know. That old bag will be the death of me yet.’

      
      She wiped a moist cloth over her face, removing all traces of punk, and dragged a comb through her spikes, rendering her hair a respectable short back and sides, softly waved
         by nature. She checked her new look out in a compact mirror, but drew the line at powdering her nose. Ciara was not that kind
         of gal.
     

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, remembering a detail. ‘I have a little surprise for you. It’ll arrive later.’

      
      Normally the threat of a Ciara ‘surprise’ would have scared the living daylights out of me, but I felt that nothing could
         top my earlier display of shock or even come close to matching it.
     

      
      ‘I’m sure it will brighten up my day,’ I retorted, trying to inject an element of spirit into my voice.

      
      She gave me an unconvinced look, loaded up her gear and was gone in the sort of whirl my body cried out to be able to achieve
         without hurling.
     

      
      Alone, now, in the office I had too much space to myself, and time to put far too much perspective on my situation. I missed
         No. 4. I missed Ciara. Even the sight of Mrs Mack’s tiny, permed head and brown checked workcoat (a mockery of contradiction
         in itself) would have provided some welcome distraction. Most of all I missed my old life, which I’d had until only a half
         hour ago; it might as well have been half a century. And still the damned buzzing sawed away in my skull, reverberating through
         my traitorous loins and shaking me like an eight on the Richter Scale. This was not the best of days.
     

      
      And of course it got worse.
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