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				Disclaimer: This novel is set in the future, the year 2050. Therefore, no described politician, business, political party, place or person refers to the time of writing (2019/2021). It is a work of pure fiction, a speculation as to our shared fate.
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				Unusual Mysteries
			

			
				 
			

			
				Unusual Mysteries, the collection of three novels, and a book of stage plays, presents mystery stories like you have never encountered before. Unusual settings, unusual characters, unusual plotlines, with multiple misdirection and startling reveals. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The mysteries can be read in any order, each set in a different time and place, the first in the recent past in south west Ireland, the second in the present on the English canal network, and the third in the near future back in Ireland.
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Mystery 1) The Secret Resort of Nostalgia
			

			
				Shortlisted for The Yeovil Literary Prize 2017
			

			
				 
			

			
				A graduate is sent to document a remote Irish island community. What he discovers there may mean the difference between life and death.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“ …  unlike any other mystery novel I have ever read.” Sefina Hawke for Readers’ Favourite
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Mystery 2) For The Love of Alison
			

			
				Finalist 2020 Indies Today Award
			

			
				 
			

			
				A journalist receives an invitation to visit a woman who was the object of his obsessive mental illness thirty years ago. That same evening, a murder occurs. Can the journalist prove his innocence, and his sanity?
			

			
				 
			

			
				“… very different from the countless other crime/thriller books that I have read...” Reviewer at LoveReading.co.uk
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Mystery 3) Sixty Positions with Pleasure
			

			
				 
			

			
				In the year 2050, a suspicious hit-and-run accident sets off a chain of deaths, each more puzzling than the last. A vision in a cave prompts a stampede of pilgrims. An Irish town declares its independence from Ireland and the EU. And twenty-something English engineer, Charlie Gibbs, is co-opted by fifty-year old Dutch company boss, Ilse Teuling, to assist in writing a sex manual.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“… a fun read ... with an enormous cast of characters, most of whom are not what we think they are ... Very enjoyable.” Lucinda E Clarke for Readers' Favorite
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Mystery 4) The Chapel in the Middle of Nowhere
			

			
				(and three other stage plays)
			

			
				 
			

			
				Members of a fading and obscure minor cult hold a party in an isolated location. None of them are prepared for the disruption that will be caused by three uninvited guests, one of whom may be hiding a dark secret.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				All mysteries in the collection available from leading online sellers. Further information and video reviews etc at: https://www.unusual-mysteries.com
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				Also by the author
			

		



			
				Prologue
			

			
				 
			

			
				I remember the summer of 2050 as the summer of heat: the heat of the last of those final glorious Irish summers before world-wide panic set in; the heat of revolution as a town went out of control; the heat of religious fervour gone insane; and the heat of the chase in the affair of the mysterious death of Lucas Meyers. But, above all, I remember the heat of Ilse’s body, as together we explored those sixty ritual positions.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				PART 1: TIME, PLACE, DEATH
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				1: The Town on the Lake 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Until global warming, the Irish inland town of Kilgarney amounted to little. True, an unusual place, worth a day-trip, though getting there was never easy, a long way from Dublin and the other Irish cities. The mountainous location could bring on wild weather too, so, having made the effort to travel to the town, you might find your day washed out by a ferocious rainstorm. 
			

			
				Everything changed with climate change. By the year 2050, Kilgarney, with the cooling waters of its crystal-clear mountain lake, had become the go-to location for southern Europeans seeking respite from the now intolerable heat-waves that blighted their summers. The warming climate had been kind to Kilgarney, giving it a reputation for near perfect conditions, not too hot, not too cold, with day after day of sunshine from April through August.
			

			
				A century earlier, a far-sighted Irish government passed a law permitting the construction of a hydro-electric dam, creating a reservoir two kilometres wide and five kilometres long, with the intended purpose of delivering both water and electricity to Dublin. “Kilgarney Lake”, as it became known, soon established itself as a venue for water sports: boating, fishing, water-skiing, though only for the hardiest of persons, owing to the formerly harsh and unpredictable climate. 
			

			
				As the world warmed, driving away the Irish grey weather, replacing it with summers that could once have only been dreamed of, a canny Tourist Board saw their opportunity to promote the lake internationally. The town underwent rapid expansion. The residents made a packet of money converting old cottages to profitable holiday-lets and the local farmers similarly made a killing, selling off land for new building work. Rows of topless young women sunbathed on the lake shore; formerly sleepy bars transformed into pulsating night-clubs; even the rich and famous started to be seen in the town.
			

			
				Into this haven of perfect climate, unbridled sunbathing, prosperous locals, contented tourists and celebrity visitors, there arrived, in April 2050, a new employee, a young Englishman.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				2: Cunninghams 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cunninghams have provided employment to the town of Kilgarney for longer than can be remembered. It’s believed they started off as an agricultural business, the mountain torrent that runs through the valley strong enough to power several mill wheels. In the nineteenth century they moved into engineering, becoming an early adopter of the industrial revolution, using their water wheels to drive the clanging hammer of a forge and the whirring leather drive belts of a machine shop. So important was their industry for the fortunes of the town that, during construction of the dam to raise the level in the lake, the engineers dug a special channel to keep the works in operation. 
			

			
				Approaching Kilgarney by the uphill road, your first sight will be of Cunninghams’ nineteenth-century brick-built factory, still in use today. Then you pass a two-storey office block, of bland rust-stained concrete, containing the managerial suite, the administration department and, last but not least, “Computer Services”, having a staff number of one: myself.
			

			
				My name is Charlie Gibbs. I’m English, twenty–five years old, average height, black curly hair. One thing I can state as a matter of fact: I’m brilliant at languages. Nothing to do with my training as a computer engineer; everything to do with my subsequent work as a freelance, first in Scandinavia, then in Germany, and most recently The Netherlands. 
			

			
				In my latest contract, here in Ireland, I spend my working hours attempting to upgrade Cunninghams’ clunky and badly configured computer network. The job is such that I‘m constantly interrupted by support requests. I don’t mind. The Irish in general are easy to work with: energetic, but without getting uptight, and any excuse I can muster to visit Administration and chat up Orla is to be welcomed, though it’s advisable to keep your distance when sales manager, Hogan, is around. His surname means “young” in Irish, an unfortunate coincidence as he’s one of those middle-aged men who imagines himself attractive to pretty girls half his age. He’ll miss no opportunity to enhance his self-appointed alpha-male status by putting down any male within a six-yard radius. To give him credit, he works out daily at the gym, so he’s in good shape, but none of that helps when you behave like an anus. At least we get ample warning of his comings and goings, with his vintage Aston Martin, a relic of the petrol age, revving thunderously in the car park. 
			

			
				Beyond Cunninghams, the road rises steeply and you see for the first time the imposing chalk-white concrete wall of the dam. At the brow of the hill, a sudden dip in the road takes you down to the town proper, with a long row of shops, pubs, restaurants and night-clubs to your right and the glistening surface of the lake to your left. Before the building of the dam, the townies would picnic in summer on the shores of a modest lough half a kilometre distant. Now, an immense body of water has been brought within fifty metres of the main street, separated from it by a beach of imported sand, giving the place the flavour of a continental seaside resort. Up here, on a level with the reservoir, all seems benign. Downhill, along the road, it’s a different matter. You wouldn’t want the dam to collapse. No buildings or people in its path could survive. Cunninghams would be first in the line of fire.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				3: Lucas Meyers 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lucas Meyers and I arrived at Cunninghams at the same time. A taxi delivered me to the engineering works simultaneous to a taxi bearing their new managing director. Despite the difference in status, myself a mere minion, a temporary hired-hand charged with the maintenance of their computer system, we formed an instant bond. As soon as Meyers introduced himself, I detected his Dutch accent and talked back to him in Dutch. He laughed, saying, “Hoe wist je dat ik Nederlands ben?” I explained I had worked extensively in The Netherlands and that, although the Dutch in general spoke good English, the distinctive accent made it easy to pick out their nationality.
			

			
				Lucas ascended the staircase to the rarefied heights of the managerial suite, while I was shown along the ground-floor corridor to the Computer Services room, part office, part laboratory, the workbench cluttered with test equipment and half-dismembered electronics. The previous incumbent had quit due to ill health and left behind for me a single document summarising the responsibilities of the job. I would be working on my own initiative, but that was how I liked it, the reason they chose me, given this quality was the most emphasised on my CV, second only to my foreign language skills, which this time I knew would not be needed. How wrong were future events to prove me on the latter assumption!
			

			
				I made an immediate start de-cluttering the room, clearing the work bench and investigating the contents of the storage cabinets. An HR girl called in to take me on a tour of the works, an offer I readily accepted, though I have to admit to an aversion to Human Resources departments. They smack too much of “corporate” and I am by no means a corporate man. I could no more dedicate myself to a company than I could to a religion. I love the naked mercenary status of a paid-by-the-hour contractor: I work overtime; you pay me more; I go home early; you pay me less; fair’s fair; the contract between us extends to money for time, nothing more.
			

			
				Old boss Cunningham, whom I never met, had gone into retirement, selling his family’s engineering company for a tidy sum to “Kobus Industrial”, a Dutch conglomerate headquartered in the city of Leiden, situated halfway between Amsterdam and Rotterdam. Cunninghams’ marketing department had gone into overdrive, putting out the usual bullshit, as they do on these occasions, about how great the takeover was for customers. I didn’t believe it. Frankly, things are never as good as before. The new parent just doesn’t have the interest and emotional attachment of the old. Like here. Meyers singled me out to go to lunch with him on the first day – I guess he felt more relaxed being able to converse in his own language on his leisure break – and it quickly became apparent he’d been sent over as caretaker, a finance man without much grasp of engineering, until the big boys back home decided what to do with their new acquisition.
			

			
				Like so many Dutch, Meyers was tall, well over six foot. He complained to me he’d have to sleep diagonally across the tiny bed in the Irish cottage provided by the company. After lunch I helped him locate a furniture store in the central shopping area. Their vast selection of beds surprised me, but then I remembered the tourism industry, which must have created exceptional demand. The shop even stocked extra-length beds of a type known in the USA as California-King. Meyers purchased one for delivery next day. At least, that’s what I thought he did. 
			

			
				My first afternoon in the job, I found Cunninghams’ computer network to be seriously disorganised and stayed on for an hour’s overtime to get started on sorting it out. I heard the insistent ring of a telephone going on and on. Seemed I was the only one left in the building, so I picked up the call: the furniture shop, querying Meyers’ address for delivery of “two California-King beds”. I corrected them. “You mean one bed,” but they insisted two had been ordered. I told them the boss had gone home and they’d need to ring back in the morning.
			

			
				Strange. Meyers had not mentioned living with a friend or partner. From our conversation over lunch, I had the distinct impression he lived alone. Even if he did have a partner, wouldn’t they be sharing a bed? Was he anticipating having to occasionally accommodate similarly tall Dutch guests? An expensive extra purchase if so. Next day, I told him of the shop querying the address for delivery of two beds. He made no reaction other than thanking me for taking the call.
			

			
				Except for height, one would not describe Meyers as of particularly distinctive appearance. He gave out an impression of average-ness: average looks, neither good, nor bad; average amount of balding for a man of his age (which I guessed to be early-fifties); average speaking voice; average intelligence. When he walked in, you never thought, “Watch out! The boss has arrived!” You might not even notice, as if he deliberately went out of his way to be unobtrusive. Not that he could be labelled an introvert. In a social situation, down at the pub after work, he would emerge from his shell to become the jovial raconteur, with an endless fund of stories of antics in cahoots with an army buddy, named Reuben Hendriks, when they’d been posted abroad on UN peace-keeping missions. I’d hear a repeat of those same stories, in Dutch, emanating from his office between nine and nine-thirty, during the regular twice-weekly video conference with his colleagues in Leiden. Unfortunately, his computer screen faced away from the corridor window. I would have loved to get a look to see the faces of the people I could hear on the other end of the line. Would they show amusement, polite interest or barely disguised boredom? I never got the chance. Meyers hated to be interrupted on conference; I guess he didn’t like anyone to spoil the flow — he always locked his office door. By contrast, outside of the video calls, he held to an open-door policy. Literally. The door would be left open and anyone could wander in to his office at any time to raise a point. 
			

			
				I have described Meyers as of average intelligence but I may have assessed him unfairly. A most cautious man, he’d rarely answer a question immediately, instead replying that he’d think about it at lunch or overnight. His delayed, carefully considered answers demonstrated surprisingly good judgement from a man who on the surface seemed a little obtuse. Even then, long before subsequent dramatic events, it occurred to me his ponderous subdued behaviour at the office was a put-on, a front, motivated by a desire to conceal a sharper intelligence, for fear of betraying some compromising personal secret.
			

		


			
				4: Orla and Her Granda’ 
			

			
				 
			

			
				I haven’t yet described Orla. Three years’ younger than me, only five-foot tall, medium build, light blue eyes, by anybody’s standards extremely pretty; she wore her hair long and straight. With its deep black, almost blue-black colouration, seen from behind she gave the impression of a witch. It astonished me she didn’t have a boyfriend. None of the guys at work seemed interested. Even middle-aged lecher, sales chief Hogan, spurned her. 
			

			
				My introduction to Orla had not been an auspicious one. She came into my office on my second day, while I was balancing precariously on top of a stepladder, holding one end of a cable I’d trailed across the room. Staff had annoyingly been coming and going all morning, using my work bench as a repository for assorted archives connected with a clear-out after the Kobus takeover. Aware in my peripheral vision of the entry of a young female, I resisted, for “health and safety” reasons, the temptation to become distracted from my work. The cable I held in my hand fell short, so I gave it a tug. Simultaneously, a woman’s voice from across the room shouted, “Whoa! Back off!” I turned, to see Orla straddling the wire, which with my hard upward pull had lifted her lightweight summer skirt and rubbed up against her knickers. Skilfully extricating herself from its grasp, she turned to face me. “Sorry! I didn’t notice I was standing over your cable. It felt like you’d crept up behind me and were running your hand between my legs!”
			

			
				We both laughed at the quirky incident but I felt bad for her embarrassment and spent my lunchtime touring the factory to seek her out. Only mid-afternoon did I come across Orla, closer to home, in one of the offices in my own building. When I explained I had expended my entire lunch break on a fruitless mission of apology, she rewarded me with the most beautiful smile. From then on, I found excuses to visit daily at her office, though she gave no signal of wanting to take our acquaintance beyond work.
			

			
				The chance to get to know Orla better came unexpectedly the following week, when she called in at Computer Services to ask whether I’d like to go visit “me granda’” after work. She offered a lift, warning our destination was off-road, requiring a thirty–minute uphill walk. The old boy lived out of town on the side of a mountain overlooking the lake, a trek up more than two kilometres of rough track, known locally as “The Road of the Shrine”, on account of it terminating at a cave containing a large oblong stone which early Christian pilgrims fancifully imagined to be an altar placed there by the hand of God. 
			

			
				Leaving Orla’s car at the base of the track, we followed an upward slope signposted to the shrine. The golden evening sunshine, warm still air and spectacular view of the mountain ridge ahead, all served to enhance for me the romanticism of the occasion. And for the first time, Orla and I were able to talk freely, without the constraint of being overheard at work.
			

			
				Orla’s grandfather (Jimmy Murphy was the name) met us in his front garden. Bright flower borders and a twee wooden picket fence surrounded a wide area of lawn, where he was busy clearing away a tea stall. On prescribed days of the year, a procession of worshippers would make the pilgrimage from the town’s church for mass at the altar of the cave. Jimmy described himself as a lapsed Catholic, one might say aggressively lapsed. Even so, he welcomed the religious processions, a chance to make a bit of cash selling refreshments, his house no more than a hundred yards from the cave entrance. The house itself seemed out of place in this wild and holy setting, especially given its architecture, quite grand, like a miniature Edwardian hunting lodge, with a curious glass dome on the roof.
			

			
				Jimmy told me he would soon be celebrating his seventieth birthday, adding with a wink that to mark the occasion he planned to “do something special”. I had no idea what was being hinted at. Perhaps, a woman? Not so far-fetched, in view of his handsome appearance — obvious from which side of the family Orla had inherited her looks. 
			

			
				Jimmy had been a caver in his youth. An extensive network of caves from an old mineral mine riddled the mountain. Decades ago, they closed the system to the public, due to an incident where a party of explorers nearly drowned in floodwater. Jimmy confided with another wink, “But I still go there often.” He’d discovered a new tunnel recently, so constricted it forced him to wriggle on his stomach like a snake. Eventually he hit a dead-end. Through a narrow gap he found himself looking down at the cave of the altar, at the altar itself and at the rock wall behind it.
			

			
				We were invited into his house and taken to the attic to see the preparations for the tourist season. This was no gloomy space under the rafters; light flooded in, on account of the roof'’s glass dome. Positioned directly below it, a circular wooden table of at least six feet diameter, the top painted a brilliant matt white. Jimmy threw a switch, whereupon, reminiscent of a sinister trap in an old James Bond movie, a motorised panel rolled across above our heads, blocking off the dome and causing the room to become pitch black. After our eyes had accustomed to the dark, we could see projected onto the table a remarkable silent moving image of the view from the house across the lake. I’d seen something like this before, at the camera obscura, in Edinburgh. Jimmy explained it worked like a pinhole camera, light passing through a periscope extending from the dome, reflected down to make the image on the table. He rotated the periscope, changing which part of town or country we were looking at, scanning up and down the five kilometres of water as far as the dam. Funny how the absence of sound gave the illusion of slow motion: the cars pressing the dusty roads, the boats dragging ripples from the surface of the lake, the pilgrims plodding uphill to the holy cave. Every summer, Jimmy put up a signpost directing walkers to this attraction. He lamented the neighbouring shrine’s lack of fame. He told us, if like Lourdes, he’d be making a small fortune from refreshments and camera obscura admission fees.
			

			
				After we left Jimmy’s house, Orla suggested we go look at his old cottage, situated on a minor country lane running out of town. “Cunninghams are renting it from me granda’ for our new boss,” she said. “The garden’s beautiful in the Spring. I’ll show you. We can get in via the back gate.” She described the cottage as being situated on a sharp bend which passed the garden on both sides. The authorities had planned to shortcut the bend by cutting a bypass across her grandfather’s land. It would have ruined his garden, so he took them to court. Luckily for him, he won the case.
			

			
				 I suggested to Orla we give Lucas a call, to forewarn him of our visit. She laughed. “Charlie, what you mean is you’re hoping he’s not at home, so we don’t get ambushed with more Reuben Hendriks army stories!”
			

			
				We parked by a solid wooden gate set in a high brick wall running along the verge of the road. Orla made a beeline for a loose brick. She pulled it out and extracted from within a rusty iron key. We passed through the gate into a scene of tranquillity, a mass of apple trees covered in pink blossom. The trees obscured the view of the house and I assumed we couldn’t be seen from the house either, so I decided to make my move. I asked, “Orla, may I kiss you?”
			

			
				She replied without hesitation, “Of course!” and we kissed. 
			

			
				When I moved to kiss her a second time, Orla said, “Charlie, I like you very much but I already have a partner, abroad in the Irish army. Could we just be friends? I’d like it if we became close friends. I get lonely with my partner away.”
			

			
				Disappointing, but how could I refuse? Orla was a fun person to be with, even without a chance of a relationship. Strange the men at work kept a distance from this lively pretty girl.
			

		


			
				5: Tragedy 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Everything happened so fast. One day, Orla and I were discussing a mystery concerning Lucas Meyers. Next day, we were hearing of his death.
			

			
				It happened in the fifth week of my employment at Cunninghams, halfway into the month of May. Administration had been trying to get a message to Meyers, a complaint from the engineering department, parts from a supplier that had failed quality control. Meyers phoned in sick earlier and now his mobile was off. A decision on the faulty parts needed to be made urgently, so Orla volunteered to drive round to the cottage to deliver the message in person. She told me how she parked outside the front door, knocked several times but received no reply. The weather had been warm and sunny but with a persistent wind. She surmised Meyers must be in the garden and the sound of the door knocker had not carried. 
			

			
				Lucky they’d sent Orla, because no other employee would have known of the secret access to the cottage via the garden’s rear gate. Leaving her car parked on the road, she backtracked alongside the high perimeter wall, extracted the key from behind the loose brick, unlocked the gate and walked through the apple orchard towards the house. She could hear two men talking but the trees blocked her field of vision and the noise of a metal bucket rolling in the wind obscured what was being said. Then she heard Meyers shout forcefully in English the word “town”, followed by the word “house”. She came into view of him relaxing alone on a sun lounger. At that same moment, she saw, through the cottage windows, the outline of a man passing rapidly across a room. 
			

			
				Lucas greeted Orla without making any reference to his guest. He apologised for having let his mobile run out of charge, and for his state of undress: hairy-chest in combination with wispy red bathing trunks — fully packed, according to Orla. She offered to give him a lift to work if he still wasn’t well, but he insisted he felt fine and would follow on in his own car as soon as he had got himself decently clothed.  
			

			
				That evening, Orla called at my flat to tell me of the incident. Clearly, Meyers was anxious the identity of his visitor should not be known. The panicked tone of his voice could be accounted for by his shock at realising an intruder had entered the garden. Surrounded by a seven–foot high wall and with a locked back gate, he would have considered it inviolable. I asked Orla to describe the man. She said she couldn’t, because of partially closed venetian blinds covering the window; she saw no more than an outline of the figure moving inside. Had she imagined things? If she had, then why the second sun lounger, next to the one occupied by Meyers? It might have been there anyway, but not with a half-empty glass of drink parked next to it.
			

			
				Who was this man Meyers was so anxious to hide? My first thought, remembering the purchase of a second extra-length bed, was a visitor from Holland, another tall man, whom he had obviously been expecting from the outset. I discounted that idea. In a moment of stress, a Dutchman would shout instructions at another Dutchman in Dutch, and Orla had heard English. But, if a native English-speaker, a local, it could not be the person for whom Meyers, as a newcomer, a stranger, on the very morning of his arrival had purchased the second bed. 
			

			
				Why should he hide the man? A gay relationship he didn’t want to come out about? Where was the man now? Meyers shouted “town house”. Kilgarney’s raised fortunes had incentivised the building of many smart new townhouse complexes. Presumably, the man was being ordered to get back to his own place somewhere in town. Social media pages could give a clue to the friend’s identity but I remembered Lucas telling me the army discouraged former special forces personnel from publicising themselves on the Internet. Orla suggested I should angle for an excuse to lunch with the boss. “He obviously likes you and, if you’re chatting away in Dutch, he might tell you about his friend.”
			

			
				That opportunity was to be denied. Members of the Irish police force, An Garda Síochána, known colloquially as “the guards”, arrived at the works next morning, requesting to speak with the deputy manager. A man had been fatally struck in a hit-and-run accident outside the cottage rented by Cunninghams. From ID found on his person and from the open front door of the cottage, they concluded the dead man to be Lucas Meyers. Heavy skid marks indicated a car had mounted the pavement and struck him at speed, possibly joyriders, or a stranger passing through with no idea of the need for caution on the hairpin bend surrounding the cottage, the bend they had wanted to neutralise years ago by cutting a bypass across Jimmy Murphy’s orchard. 
			

			
				Cunninghams’ personnel department provided the guards with the photograph of Meyers sent over from Holland before his arrival. The guards solemnly declared it matched the corpse. All that remained would be for his wife to fly over to make a formal identification.
			

			
				His wife! Lucas had not mentioned a wife to any of us.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				6: The Wife 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The unpleasant task of collecting Anna Meyers from the airport fell on my shoulders, though it was not Cunninghams who requested my help, but the Irish guards. A post-mortem had been carried out, showing Meyers died from catastrophic internal injuries. The corpse could be released for repatriation and they expected the wife would need the assistance of an interpreter to complete those arrangements.
			

			
				I stood in the Arrivals Hall of Dublin Airport, holding a cardboard placard with the wife’s name written in block letters. From the baggage area, there came a tall slender blonde looking intently at the row of people holding name boards. With her similar height and age to Meyers I guessed she must be the wife and I moved to bring the placard within her line of sight. Seeing her name, she addressed me in English, “Hello. I’m Anna Meyers.” She showed no reaction when I replied in Dutch — I assume they’d already told her she would be met by an interpreter. I offered my condolences before stating we would be driving to a mortuary in Dublin. 
			

			
				At the car, I opened the back door so she could sit on her own, more appropriate I thought, with myself as discreet chauffeur sitting up front. She said nothing the whole journey, save a brief response to my query whether she needed the air conditioning warmer or cooler. I stole the occasional glance in my rear-view mirror. A woman who might once have been attractive, could still be attractive, difficult to assess in a face that seemed uncannily passive, not at all grief-stricken.
			

			
				At the mortuary I felt relief when she asked to view her husband alone; I couldn’t have coped with having to look at a smashed-up Lucas Meyers. While I waited, I spoke with a detective. He told me the body had been hit with such force the car would have sustained impact damage and they were hopeful of tracing the culprits before long. Another fact he confided was that Anna Meyers had separated from her husband some years back, after she discovered his weekend fishing trips with army buddy Reuben Hendriks were in fact assignations with an unknown woman. I suppose, in any death, even a non-suspicious one, the police have to make background checks, however intrusive to a person’s privacy.
			

			
				Anna showed great composure after the identification. The body released for burial, she declared her intention to organise a cremation in Dublin. I suggested, if she wanted the funeral to be in Ireland, I would have thought the company happy to pay for one in Kilgarney, where all his Irish colleagues could attend, but she seemed intent on keeping the arrangements low-key.  Naturally, head office representatives would fly over from Holland and a few close Dutch friends would be expected to come. I expressed a wish to attend also but she told me she'd already emailed to invite Cunninghams' deputy manager and my presence would not be required. A little offhand, I thought, but then one has to make allowances for the situation — the sudden death of a husband, even an unfaithful one, must have come as a great shock.
			

			
				During the long drive from Dublin to Kilgarney, we spoke of The Netherlands, my experiences there, and the places I might visit, should I go back. I thought it tactful to avoid the subject of her husband unless she raised it herself. She did not.
			

			
				At the cottage, I respectfully remained in the car while she went inside to pack Meyers’ things. Half an hour later she wheeled out a single large suitcase and we drove back to the capital. The company had booked me a room at Anna’s hotel, so that I could further assist her. However, at breakfast she insisted her English was adequate for coping with the remaining formalities and that she no longer needed my help. 
			

			
				We shook hands to say goodbye. Anna said to me in English, “I know you think me a little cold. I have anger for Lucas because he cheated on me. I have not spoken with him since that time. But I discover yesterday inside the bedrooms that he hoped for my forgiveness, that we could be friends again. You must wonder why my husband bought two beds for the cottage. The second was waiting for me!” And from her handbag she took out a tissue to wipe a tear from her cheek.
			

			
				Two days later, the deputy manager travelled to Dublin for the funeral. He returned with little to report. With the attendees speaking Dutch, he’d limited his role as Cunninghams’ representative to shaking hands. After the service, a pleasant young woman in her early thirties, who spoke English, introduced herself, her name, Tess Brouwer, Meyers’ accounting assistant. She described her late boss as popular in the company, well-known as a bit of a character owing to his colourful army past. She expressed how shocked she and her colleagues had been by Meyers’ split with his wife; they had seemed such a loving couple. Tess still couldn’t take in the fact of Lucas being dead, having seen and spoken with him only a few days previously on his morning video call to head office.
			

			
				Walking back to my flat that evening, I passed the furniture shop. 
			

			
				Wait a minute! Anna Meyers said to me in Dublin, “You must wonder why my husband bought two beds.” How did she know I helped Lucas with the purchase? I’d not mentioned the event to anyone, not even to Orla. Only Lucas could have told Anna of my help. But Anna Meyers claimed she had not spoken with her husband since their breakup. Then I thought of someone else — the visitor Orla surprised in the garden of the cottage, the man whom Meyers shouted at to return to his townhouse. Meyers must have told him I knew about the beds. The visitor passed the information on to the wife. Why? What was so special about the second bed that it should be considered an important topic of conversation? And why significant that I knew about it? Furthermore, what was the relationship between the wife and the mystery visitor? Was Meyers aware of it? And why Anna’s tearful charade, claiming to have realised on seeing the extra bed that her husband longed for her to visit and for them to be friends again? If mystery man had already told her of the beds, she must have known of her husband’s intentions before I drove her to the cottage. 
			

			
				Perhaps there existed an innocent explanation for all this. Perhaps I shouldn’t be jumping to conclusions, but I couldn’t help thinking that sudden accident, hasty funeral, mystery visitor and deliberate untruth about the bed purchase all added up to something vaguely sinister.
			

		


			
				PART 2: WOMAN UNVEILED
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				7: The Arrival of Ilse
			

			
				 
			

			
				They had an expression in the office: “Hogan’s been to the railway”. Whenever a prospective employee of the young and female variety arrived for a job interview, Hogan would take it on himself to collect her in his sports car from bus stop or railway station. You didn’t need to look out of the window to confirm a pick-up; you only needed to listen to the sound of the revs before he switched the engine off — the bigger the revs, the more rated the passenger. On this day, the revs were so over the top that from inside my computer services room I could hear the whole office laughing. Orla looked in at my door, “Hogan’s been to the railway, collecting our new Dutch boss from the airport. Must be a woman. Bet he takes her to the factory first!” 
			

			
				I knew exactly what Orla meant: Hogan hogging the crumpet for as long as he could. A factory tour gave the opportunity to chat up and impress, almost as if he were the owner of the place. 
			

			
				At that moment I had more important things to worry about than Hogan’s antics. Before lunchtime, I needed to complete phase one of a network upgrade, replacing Cunninghams’ antique copper-wired system with fibre-optic cable. This involved me in my least favourite job, crawling under rows of desks, unscrewing and removing old network sockets, replacing them with new. The employees who worked at the first batch of desks had been moved out to temporary office space, grumbling about the disruption, hence the lunchtime deadline for completion. 
			

			
				Reclining on my back underneath a desk, fiddling about with a screwdriver and cursing the inaccessibility of the sockets, I heard the click of a woman’s heels coming up the stairs and the sound of Hogan and the deputy manager talking. They entered the room and parked themselves directly in front of the desk, unaware of my presence below. 
			

			
				Legs! Did this woman have legs! Full, firm, and shapely. Legs that say: I’m all woman, all flesh. Dressed in the current office fashion for shortish loose-fitting one-piece dresses — trouser suits and tight skirts had gone out with the ark — from my unique perspective she offered a view tantalisingly close to going all the way. What should I do? Wait for them move on? Or, crawl out from underneath and risk suspicion of up-skirting the new boss on her first day at the office? 
			

			
				I chose to lie still.
			

			
				They chose not to move on.
			

			
				Their conversation wasn’t going well. Why the Dutch had sent this lady over, I couldn’t imagine. Were they really so short-staffed in Holland? Her English was terrible! Any other occasion, I’d have jumped out as a knight in shining armour to rescue her with my sword of perfect Dutch, but how could I show myself now?
			

			
				Then, the worst possible happened. Hogan started calling out my name. “Gibbs! Anyone seen Gibbs?” To the lady, “We have someone who speaks Dutch.” She replied, “I would like to speak with him.”
			

			
				Hogan shouted again, “Gibbs!”
			

			
				Orla walked past, laughing and pointing. “He’s there, under the desk.” 
			

			
				I’d been rumbled. Feeling a total fool, I slid out from my hiding place and shook the lady’s hand vigorously, “Hallo, hoe gaat het met u?” She certainly lived up to the promise of those legs: a mature woman of class with strawberry blonde hair. 
			

			
				The deputy manager requested I give her a tour of the office, to introduce her to the members of staff and explain in Dutch each person’s role in the company. The lady exhibited a pleasant chatty manner with everyone she met but with me her responses were a little clipped. Looked like I’d already blown it with the new boss.
			

			
				The next hour found the four of us ensconced in a meeting room with a mass of  documents. Was I imagining things or was the lady warming to me? She even laughed at one point at a joke I made in Dutch. Then, towards the end of the meeting, to draw my attention to a report, she gently touched my hand. I felt it like a bolt of electricity.
			

			
				The meeting concluded, Hogan instructed me to invite the lady to have dinner with him that evening.
			

			
				I translated. “Mijnheer Hogan nodigt u uit voor een diner vanavond, maar ik raad het u niet aan. Die man is een verschrikkelijke klootzak. Maar zou ik u mogen uitnodigen voor een diner?'”
			

			
				(Mr Hogan wants to take you to dinner this evening but I don’t recommend it. The man’s a total arsehole. May I take you to dinner instead?)
			

			
				The lady laughed. “Dat mag u, maar we zijn niet goed geïntroduceerd. Mijn naam is Ilse Teuling.”
			

			
				(I’d love to, but we haven’t been properly introduced. My name is Ilse Teuling.)
			

			
				“En ik ben Charlie Gibbs.”
			

			
				(And I’m Charlie Gibbs.)
			

			
				“Welnu, mijnheer Gibbs, wilt u mijnheer Hogan bedanken voor zijn vriendelijke aanbod en hem vertellen dat ik al een afspraak heb voor een diner? U kunt mij om zes uur afhalen in het Lake Hotel.”
			

			
				(Well Mr Gibbs, would you like to thank Mr Hogan for his kind offer but tell him I already have a dinner date? Pick me up at the Lake Hotel at six!)
			

			
				Hogan had been following this extended conversation with a puzzled look on his face. “What did she say?”
			

			
				“She thanks you for your offer but she already has a dinner date for this evening.”
			

			
				Why did I hijack his date? Was it the thought of her being held captive by a total klootzak for two hours; was I thinking of those legs; or was it the way she so unexpectedly touched my hand during the meeting?
			

			
				Mid-afternoon, Hogan sought me out in the computer services room. “She’s a bit of a dark horse, isn’t she! She’s only just arrived at the airport; says she knows nobody; hardly speaks any English, and she’s going out on a dinner date. Did she say who? Not someone here, I hope!”
			

			
				“I don’t know. She only said she had a date already.”
			

			
				Hogan left the room but came straight back. “It’s not you, is it? No! It couldn’t be. You’re way out of her league. That class of woman appreciates maturity, someone with a bit of sophistication, not a kid.”
			

			
				Dead on six o’clock I arrived at the hotel and asked reception to call Ilse’s room. She’d anticipated me. The lift doors parted. Out stepped Ilse, looking stunning in a loose-fitting red skirt and cream top. I have to admit, there’s something compelling about an attractive older woman who keeps her figure. 
			

			
				She asked, “Where are you taking me?” I told her there were several award-winning restaurants in town and suggested I give her a guided tour so she could choose for herself. She smiled. “And what does our friend, Mr Hogan, do in the evenings?”
			

			
				“He goes from bar to bar, looking for women to talk to.”
			

			
				Ilse laughed. “Then we show the tact and eat here. We do not want to meet him in the town!” She took my arm and we entered the hotel restaurant, she taller than me in her high heels but I didn’t care — I felt seven-foot tall in her company.
			

			
				Although the Lake Hotel was not one of Hogan’s regular haunts, to avoid a potentially awkward encounter we selected a table in a quiet corner, screened off from the rest. The intimacy of the setting would have sealed the consummate romantic date were I not all too aware the lady had accepted my invitation out of gratitude to avoid a less palatable alternative. Or maybe not. With Ilse’s attention distracted struggling to make sense of the English wording of the menu, I was able to scrutinise her closely, her face scrupulously made up, her clothes and her jewellery meticulously matched. Did she always go to this amount of trouble for a casual meal with a member of staff?  Nor, I thought, would she normally arrive so exquisitely perfumed.
			

			
				After ordering from the menu, we talked about work. I confessed my embarrassment for hiding under the desk. Ilse assured me she understood how the situation had compromised my options. I said I hoped she didn’t think I’d been looking up her skirt. She replied, “If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t have thought it necessary to mention it!” She asked my age, telling me she’d turned fifty in March. “It’s good if a young man still enjoys to study my body.” 
			

			
				Throughout the evening we spoke Dutch. Ilse apologised for her poor English. I tried to offer words of encouragement but hadn’t the heart to say her use of the language was somewhat archaic. You know that thing foreigners do. They use phrases which are correct and polite but they overdo it, text book stuff, quite unlike the way we normally speak. Ilse came to be known as “Pleasure” around the office because, in meetings, whenever anything was agreed that resulted in an action point for her, she’d invariably confirm by saying, “I will do that for you, with pleasure.”
			

		


			
				8: Government Inspection 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The townspeople of Kilgarney cared little for the Dáil (the Irish parliament), mirroring the feelings of the Dáil for Kilgarney. Historically, the mainstream political parties treated the town with contempt, like the insignificant backwater it once was. Had they been less dismissive they would have done well to pay attention to the county boundary fluke giving the town two representatives, one for West Kilgarney, another for East Kilgarney. Voters eventually took revenge by electing two independents as TDs, the Gallagher cousins, who came to enjoy a disproportionate influence in Ireland’s hung parliament. 
			

			
				Revenge became sweeter as the town became richer, culminating in Kilgarney achieving the highest tourism revenues of any small town in Ireland. A wise administration would have played up to the town’s success but, irritated by the combative Gallaghers, they continued their historical policy of marginalisation. And now the uneasy relationship between Gallaghers and Dáil was about to take an abrupt downward turn: the people in power had set their sights on the reservoir. 
			

			
				Knowing the controversy their true intentions would cause, the government dispatched a small team of ministers and civil servants on a disguised fact-finding mission. They hoped for the VIP treatment, that the locals would pull out all the stops, be on their best behaviour, taking them on a tour of the sights, including of course the real purpose of their visit: the lake.
			

			
				No visit to Kilgarney can be called complete without experiencing the spectacular approach by train, and that is indeed how the government delegation chose to arrive. The nineteenth-century branch line had been carried across the old valley by a track bed laid across a viaduct supported by a line of tall brick pillars. The flooding of the land to create the reservoir seemed at first to sound the death knell of the town’s principal means of access to the outside world, until the dam engineers proposed a solution whereby the railway support columns could be sufficiently reinforced and waterproofed to withstand permanent immersion. Then they realised the raised water level would cover the tracks to a depth of several feet, creating special problems of its own. Engineering came to the rescue once again, with the existing track replaced by a rack-and-pinion system, as used in Switzerland to haul trains up icy mountain slopes. Thus was born the famous Kilgarney railway, trains entering the water on the far side of the lake and appearing to slowly float across like a boat, emerging onto dry land at the station in town. 
			

			
				Creative marketeers solved the one remaining problem, the snail's pace of the rack-and-pinion propulsion, the journey time a full thirty minutes between Kilgarney and Kilgarney Junction on the Dublin main line. They converted the carriages to a floating licensed restaurant, serving breakfast early morning, and bar food the rest of the day. In this way, the Irish deputy prime minister and his entourage arrived from Dublin, fortified by a midday champagne lunch served at five kilometres per hour, entertained by the amassed feet of a troupe of Irish dancers pounding on the floor of the goods van, and greeted with token goodwill by the Gallagher cousins at the Kilgarney terminus. 
			

			
				Had the true purpose of the visit been known, the delegation would have been sent packing straight back across the lake, a lake which the government planned to drain to half capacity to supply a proposed new reservoir intended to mitigate Ireland’s chronic water shortage caused by climate change.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				9: The Cottage 
			

			
				 
			

			
				My dinner date had been, as far as I could tell, a success. Arriving at work next morning, I found on my desk a note, written in a woman’s hand, saying in Dutch, “Thank you for yesterday evening.” With Hogan snooping around, just as well Ilse had not written English. 
			

			
				My email inbox contained a more formal message, requesting my services for the day. I spent the morning in Ilse’s office, she receiving a succession of colleagues giving updates on their departments, myself acting as official interpreter. I agonised whether to slip into my translations another dinner invitation but felt in danger of the joke falling flat second time around. Nor did I want to seem pushy, which might have created an awkwardness between us. Fortunately, Orla decided the matter for me, by requesting I go with her after work to look over her grandad’s cottage.  
			

			
				I’d assumed they’d automatically pass on Lucas’s former living quarters to our new boss but Orla told me that had never been the plan. Cunninghams had declined to renew, for superstitious reasons, the property having become tainted by association with a death. Accordingly, Jimmy Murphy asked his granddaughter to inspect the place, to ensure its readiness for letting agents to show round prospective new clients. With the tourist season well and truly arrived by the middle of May, he was too busy running his camera obscura and tea stall to have time to attend to the matter himself. I was happy to accompany Orla, because I wanted to examine the beds purchased by Lucas, about which for some mysterious reason his ex-wife had seen fit to tell lies.
			

			
				The front door of the modest accommodation opened onto a dark but cosy living room kept warm by a wood-burning stove. A door at the back led to a smaller room, brightly painted but barely furnished, with a central oak dining table, a display cabinet showing a collection of antique military medals, and a bookshelf, the latter empty except for a Caribbean travel guide and a digital alarm clock. On the wall, a pictorial calendar for 2050. I flipped through, it, hoping to find written-in notes or appointments. It was unmarked. 
			

			
				Orla drew up venetian blinds to reveal the garden and the apple orchard beyond. So this was the room across which she had seen pass the outline of Lucas’s mystery visitor! From the adjoining kitchen, which had neither curtains nor blinds, an open staircase gave onto the upper floor, its two bedrooms each enormously filled by the bulk of a California-King. 
			

			
				Orla exclaimed, “Why did Granda’ choose such ridiculously over-sized beds?” 
			

			
				I informed her of Lucas’s first day at the office, when he and I made a lunchtime search for a furniture shop. “Cunninghams took him to the cottage as soon as he arrived and he realised immediately he’d need longer beds. How on earth did they manage to get them up the stairs!”
			

			
				Orla knelt down and lifted the covers. “They’re in three sections. See where they’ve bolted them, though manhandling these giant mattresses must have been a real pain for the delivery men. Did Lucas tell you why he bought two beds?”
			

			
				“He didn’t. I assumed he’d only bought one.”
			

			
				Orla thought for a moment. “He must have been expecting guests, or that man who was in the garden slept here sometimes.”
			

			
				I couldn’t contradict her. Having now seen the innocuous living arrangements, I was beginning to wonder whether my misgiving over what Anna Meyers told me in Dublin wasn’t due to some simple misunderstanding caused by her choosing to express herself in English, outside the comfort-zone of her native language. All the same, I couldn’t let go of a nagging suspicion of something I’d seen in this cottage as being out of place.
			

		


			
				10: A Vision of Mary 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Were it not for impeccable witnesses, the newspaper report of a vision of Mary might not have exploded the way it did. 
			

			
				Dr Bryan McNally saw it first, a devout Catholic for sure, but a man who had no time for religious “add-ons” such as visions, miracles, holy cures, or anything else he regarded as “superstitious nonsense”. Every evening he walked the road of the shrine. On this day, the usual trickle of walkers had abandoned the path at the threat of a rainstorm. The doctor would take his walk, ice or snow or tempest. However, he began to feel increasing unease at the gathering thunder and lightning — not good to be high up on a mountain slope in such conditions. He decided to seek the shelter of the cave. 
			

			
				Just as he entered, a most remarkable thing happened. Directly behind the altar he saw what could only be a vision of The Virgin Mary, shimmering in a ghostly blue light. He described her later as being like in one of those renaissance paintings, with a face of simple but profound beauty, bearing an expression of great pity and compassion. Instantaneously, a brilliant streak of white caused an enormous thunderclap to reverberate around the mountain. When the doctor’s eyes had recovered from the swimming spots induced by the flash, the vision had vanished. Whether or not the manifestation was a figment of his imagination, the lightning strike at least was confirmable, having made a direct hit on the local power grid, plunging the whole town into darkness.  
			

			
				What to do? To talk of a holy vision occurring simultaneously with a thunderbolt from heaven would be to risk ridicule. He returned to the cave every evening at that time. No more visions, though, it has to be said, on those subsequent occasions, other people were present. Could the vision have been intended for himself alone? The doctor reflected how visions never seemed to occur in the presence of a group of strangers, always being limited to individuals or to close family members or friends. That fact alone gave him pause for thought as to the genuineness of such claims and the advisability of making them.
			

			
				Pat Walsh, the editor of the local newspaper, “The Daily Lake”, a man well-known for his anti-church views, made the second sighting, in similar circumstances to the first. He entered the empty cave to be confronted by The Virgin. He turned to shout to his companions outside to come and look. When he turned back, the vision had vanished. A patient of Dr McNally, Walsh booked a consultation forthwith. “Bryan, I haven’t been cutting down on the drink like you advised me. Now I’ve started seeing things.”
			

			
				McNally laughed. “A cutback for your general health, Pat, nothing more! Believe me, I’ve patients with a far higher alcohol intake than yourself!”
			

			
				Walsh felt embarrassed, as a declared atheist, he should have to confess to a Catholic he’d seen The Virgin Mary. The doctor would either laugh him out of the room or take offence at a joke considered in bad taste. The last thing he expected was confirmation the doctor too had seen the vision. 
			

			
				The men compared notes. Their apparitions matched in every respect. They decided to pay a visit to Father Hannigan, the parish priest, to enquire whether the vision had been seen in the past. Over sherries in the parochial house, they told their tale. Due to Hannigan’s great sense of humour, he took some convincing their story wasn’t a wind-up. When he eventually realised the men were in earnest, he told them no vision had ever occurred in the cave’s known history. He advised Pat Walsh to publish the story in his newspaper, in case anyone else had seen the vision but had been too apprehensive to come forward.
			

			
				They should have allowed for the Internet. Within a day of the report appearing on the Daily Lake web site, a steady stream of visitors began to arrive.  What started as a stream became a river, then a flood, a mix of devout pilgrims, the irreligiously curious, and the mortally sick hoping for a miracle cure. In general, the town’s residents welcomed the supercharging of their already lucrative tourist industry. In particular, Jimmy Murphy welcomed it — he had found his Lourdes. Business boomed, though something must have been worrying him. He installed CCTV on the wall of his house, pointing directly at the entrance to the cave. Now, why did he do that?
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				11: Propositioned 
			

			
				 
			

			
				My work at Cunninghams changed dramatically after Ilse’s arrival. She’d constantly call upon my services as interpreter, obliging me to reschedule the big network upgrade to two hours of overtime every evening. Orla took it upon herself to bring me take-aways at the office, staying on after hours, keeping me company during the tedious task of changing over the network wiring. Maybe I was in denial, maybe protecting my options, but I hoped to keep hidden from Orla my growing attraction to Ilse, justifying my caution by imagining the foolishness of a relationship with a woman precisely double my age. Orla saw through me, however, with questions close to the mark, which I had to brush aside with a joke or by otherwise making light of the situation.
			

			
				At the end of her second week, Ilse asked me to go with her to an estate agent to find accommodation. We viewed a number of properties before she finally settled on a furnished townhouse. The place seemed a little cramped, with living room, master bedroom, kitchen and bathroom squeezed onto the ground floor, and stairs going up to a small study and spare bedroom. I thought some of the spacious three-bedroomed cottages on the edge of town, on offer for the same rental, to be a better alternative, and it’s clear the estate agent thought so too, but Ilse seemed to have a fixation with the townhouse. She arranged to move in the next day, inviting me to a house-warming party in the evening. “It’ll be just you and me Charlie. I have a proposition I want to put to you in private.”
			

			
				I arrived on time at eight o’clock. A man answered the door. Not what I’d anticipated. Forcing bonhomie, I said, “Hello! I’m Charlie!”
			

			
				The man eyed me with a puzzled expression. “Were we expecting you?”
			

			
				“Ilse invited me over. Didn’t she tell you?” 
			

			
				“I’ll get my wife.” 
			

			
				Leaving their front door ajar, he disappeared down the corridor of the house. First Lucas, now Ilse. Why the marriage secrecy? What a drag she didn’t tell me she was bringing over a husband. Maybe she didn’t think it important. Come to think of it, why would she, if to her I was no more than a trusted employee? And her husband so young — not much older than myself.”
			

			
				“Hello! You must be Charlie! I’m Siobhán.” 
			

			
				An attractive brunette stood before me, slim, late twenties, white T-shirt, short blue cotton skirt. “Ilse told me you were coming over. No use asking my other half. He’s at work all day. Completely out of touch with the neighbourhood. You got the wrong house. Ilse’s to your left.”
			

			
				Relieved that I had been granted at least a temporary reprieve, I apologised and rang the adjacent bell. 
			

			
				Ilse opened her door wearing her favourite colour, red, a low-cut evening dress, revealing the fullness of her cleavage to be every bit as enticing as those legs. Unsure whether the protocol of a party for two obliged me to bring alcohol, I’d brought a bottle of red wine. Turned out to be a good move, as she had gone to the trouble of cooking us a meal.  
			

			
				At work, Ilse would speak with me in English, our conversation switching to Dutch only when she encountered difficulty making herself understood. Tonight, she insisted we talk exclusively Dutch, saying she wanted to get to know me on a deeper level.  After we’d eaten, I remained at the dining table, while Ilse sat at one end of her sofa. She patted it with her hand, saying, “Come on, Charlie! There’s no need to be formal. We’re not at work. Sit here with me.”
			

			
				I sat down at the far end. 
			

			
				Ilse said, “I’m a little tired. I’d like to stretch out. You don’t mind my putting my feet on your lap, do you?” Without waiting for an answer, she kicked off her heels, drew her dress up to her knees and swung herself round to lie on her side with her feet across me. As if the most natural thing in the world, I found myself taking hold of her ankles and stroking them with a gentle circular motion.
			

			
				Ilse gave out a sigh of pleasure. She rested her head against a cushion and closed her eyes. “That’s nice! Keep doing that!” 
			

			
				For five minutes while I continued the impromptu massage, we said nothing, Ilse making the occasional groan of appreciation as I became more ambitious, slowly taking the rhythmic rubbing motion further up her legs. My hands had reached above her knees, inside the folds of her dress, when she turned to me and asked, “What sort of music do you like, Charlie?”  
			

			
				I replied, “Classical”.
			

			
				She said, “That’s lovely! We enjoy the same music!” 
			

			
				She suggested we watch an orchestral concert on 3D hologram. Like most modern apartments, hers came fitted with surround sound and a 3D video entertainment system as standard. When I remarked we should upgrade Cunninghams’ antiquated 2D video-conferencing to 3D life-size holograms, she chastised me for mentioning work. “Tonight, I’m your lady friend, not your boss!”
			

			
				Although 3D V-R has been with us over a decade, I’m continually amazed by the realism of the created image, giving the impression you are really there, sitting in the audience watching the performers on stage. Ilse reversed her position on the sofa, stretching out and cosying up with her head against my shoulder, her arm around my chest. I so wanted to caress her fabulous strawberry-blonde hair but the thought of her being my boss held me back — surely, a step too far. On the other hand, I felt stupid, sitting there like a rigid dummy, with a total sexpot clinging to my torso, so I yielded to temptation. Ilse looked up at me and smiled. This unfamiliar, rapidly developing intimacy with a much older woman, I wasn’t able to reliably gauge. Was she angling for a one-night-stand, only to toss me aside in favour of seducing a succession of young men from the company?
			

			
				Suddenly, Ilse stood up, turned off the music and said, “Charlie, I want to ask you a big favour. I’m writing a book. I already have a publisher but to finish it I need your help.”
			

			
				I laughed. “Literature’s not really my scene.”
			

			
				“It’s non-fiction.”
			

			
				“A technical book?”
			

			
				“Not actually a technical book, although it is about technique.”
			

			
				“You mean a physical activity?”
			

			
				“Yes”
			

			
				“Sport, or dancing, or what.”
			

			
				Ilse replied, with a mischievous twinkle in her eye, “I wonder if you can guess. Ask me any question. We’ll see how long it takes.”
			

			
				“OK. A sport.”
			

			
				“You might call it a sort of playing, yes.”
			

			
				For some reason, I’m thinking Ilse might be a tennis fan. “Singles or doubles?”
			

			
				“Definitely doubles. Much more fun than playing on your own, though a whole team might be exciting.”
			

			
				“Same sex or mixed”
			

			
				“Both. But I only play mixed.”
			

			
				Now I’m sure it’s tennis, though I don’t get the bit about how she’d like to play with a whole team at once. 
			

			
				“I‘m guessing there’s a ball involved.”
			

			
				“Usually it’s two balls, although one would be usable in extreme circumstances.”
			

			
				“And some kind of bat?”
			

			
				“I believe some like to use bats but that’s not my scene.”
			

			
				“I’ll have to give up, Ilse. I don’t know any game played with two balls and no bat.”
			

			
				Ilse took down a book from her bookshelf. “You know this book?”
			

			
				“The Kama Sutra? You’re writing a sex manual!”
			

			
				“My book is a Kama Sutra for the older woman, to inspire her to supercharge her sex life.”
			

			
				“You want me to proofread, help with editing?”
			

			
				“The help I need is with the practical work.”
			

			
				“You mean promotion, making contacts, interpreting for you in press and media interviews …”
			

			
				Ilse interrupted. “Charlie, by ‘practical work’, I mean ‘have sex with me’.” 
			

			
				“I don’t understand.”
			

			
				“The book will consist of sixty full-colour double-page spreads. Each will illustrate a couple in a position for making love and will have my blog entry where I describe the sensations of having sex in that position and how much I enjoyed it and how much — how shall we say — my ‘young man’ enjoyed taking me in that position. The reader has to know the book was devised from the real-life escapades of a mature and experienced woman with a young and virile partner. That’s what will arouse their curiosity and their interest. My publisher says if we do it like that, we could sell millions in many countries. He’s already negotiating translation rights.”
			

			
				“You’re inviting me to make love to you like in the Kama Sutra?”
			

			
				“Yes. Sixty times. Once for each position in my book. If we have sex twice a night, we can be finished within a month. That gives me plenty of time to meet the deadline.” She looked at me curiously. “What’s wrong Charlie? Don’t you want to have sex with me? I’m not asking you to be my boyfriend. You don’t have to love me, just enjoy having my body.”
			

			
				“It’s not that, Ilse. Normally, it’s the man who wants non-stop sex. I’ve heard of women’s lib, but this is ridiculous!”
			

			
				“Charlie, there are three reasons why I’ve chosen you. Firstly, because of your age: twenty-five is the peak of a man’s sexual fitness, so I know you’ll have no problem maintaining an erection twice nightly. Secondly, I couldn’t do it with someone I didn’t respect — I like you, Charlie; you’re a nice person. The third reason — I only found out this evening — I think it’s best if we discuss it some other time. I don’t want to rush you. Will you promise me you’ll think about it?”
			

			
				Promise her I’d think about it! How could I stop thinking about it!
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				12: East versus West 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Two centuries ago, a nationwide revision of Irish regional boundaries resulted in the farcical situation of Kilgarney becoming the only town in the country to be split across two counties. The new boundary, were it to be visible, would be seen entering the lake on the far shore, crossing northwards to follow the curve of the submerged railway viaduct, then bisecting the best hotel in town, The Lake. A guest staying in room 101 would find themselves residing in the county to the west (which shall be nameless but which we shall call “West County”), while the guest next door in room 103 would be residing in the county to the East (which we shall refer to as “East County”). Stranger still, on the opposite side of the corridor, in room 102, the “executive suite”, consisting of a pair of bedrooms each side of a shared living area, the county boundary passed dead-centre through the living room. A window on one side overlooked the part of the street in West County; a window on the other the part in East County. Cross from the sofa to retrieve the TV remote control and you’d be crossing the county line; even to go to the toilet you’d need to make a border crossing. 
			

			
				Proceeding directly northwards from the hotel, a wide thoroughfare, The Mall, solved the potential problem of more split buildings, the boundary passing up the middle of the road. The county divide reflected a social divide too. The western side of The Mall featured many fine buildings, with wide streets and squares radiating from it that included the new townhouse developments where lived the more prosperous professional and managerial classes. By contrast, on the eastern side, stood houses of notably diminished aspect, behind which lay cramped streets of single-storey working-class terraced cottages. Here lived the lower-income townies: the factory and agricultural workers, and increasingly those who serviced the booming holiday industry, such as chefs, waitresses, bar staff, nightclub bouncers. 
			

			
				Nonetheless, labour relations had always been good in Kilgarney, especially since the arrival of the Gallagher cousins, who, as politicians standing as independents against the establishment, rallied the town around them, a unity they would never need more than in the face of the government’s plans for the lake.
			

		


			
				13: The Hire Car 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The blazing sunshine of Sunday morning marked the start of what was to become Kilgarney’s long summer of heat. I awoke, my body covered in sweat. That, and Ilse’s proposition going round in my mind, put me in a state of enhanced arousal, which I would either have to deal with or get out and enjoy the sun. I chose the latter option. I cold showered and rang Orla, proposing we take a trip on the tourist boat. 
			

			
				Because of the railway line dividing the lake, the tour company operates two vessels. The first, MV Kilgarney, acts partly as a ferry, departing from the quay by the Lake Hotel and travelling directly across to a pier on the far side of the lake, where the sandy beach and deciduous wooded slopes of the mountain are ideal for family picnics and rambles. Its home route is a circular one, first taking sight-seers as close to the dam as safety permits, then steaming parallel to the town beach, and back to the hotel quay. 
			

			
				The second vessel, MV Thomas Moore, named after the famous 18th century Irish writer, berths at a quay westwards of the railway station and from there takes an entirely scenic route, following the circumference of the shoreline until eventually forced back home by the impediment of the underwater railway, which effectively divides the reservoir for navigation into two separate pools. 
			

			
				Orla and I decided on the longer excursion. As the boat neared the far end of the lake, she encouraged me to try one of the telescopes attached to the railings round the boat’s top deck. “You can see right into granda’s garden,” she said.
			

			
				I tried one and, sure enough, I could see Jimmy, already up and about, serving teas. I said, “That’s amazing magnification. Do they have telescopes like that on the Kilgarney as well?”
			

			
				Orla laughed. “Only on the port side. I wonder if you can figure out why.”
			

			
				I guessed, “Something to do with the dam?”
			

			
				“Try again!” said Orla. 
			

			
				I pondered the route and what else was visible from the right-hand side of the boat. “Something to do with the privacy of the townies?”
			

			
				Orla chuckled. “You’re getting warmer.”
			

			
				“The topless sunbathers!”
			

			
				“Right! There’d be lads taking the boat, spending the whole journey in the bar, watching football on TV until the time came to pass parallel to the beach, then there’d be an almighty stampede to the top deck. Of course, the boat is a long way out — too far to see the desired detail with the naked eye but with those powerful telescopes you get to see everything.”
			

			
				“I suppose there were complaints.”
			

			
				“Yes, but the ferry company were reluctant to lose the income from ticket and alcohol sales. Eventually, the trip became oversubscribed, with fistfights breaking out over the telescopes, so they had to remove them from the starboard side, though they couldn’t stop the patrons bringing their own binoculars. Have you ever wondered why the ferry makes a warning blast on its foghorn just before it passes in view of the beach?”
			

			
				“I thought that was for safety.”
			

			
				“No doubt but, if you look a little closer, you’ll see all the female sunbathers with bosoms on display turn over in unison, bare backs to the water.”
			

			
				Reaching the lake end, our boat turned to travel parallel to the far shore. Abundant sunshine flooded the woodland and the mountains beyond, scenery which I could imagine in the perpetual grey of the old Kilgarney climate would have offered only begrudging welcome. The town could be counted amongst the minority in the world to have actually prospered from climate change.
			

			
				The weekend heat continued into Monday morning. Cunninghams’ management sent me over from the office block to the factory to fix an issue with a computer. The noise in the machine shop must have prevented me hearing the ringtone on my mobile, because they sent Orla to fetch me back. “There’s a man waiting for you in reception,” she said.
			

			
				I recognised him as Detective Garda Kiely, whom I had talked with at the Dublin crematorium while waiting for Anna Meyers to identify her husband’s body. He asked might we speak somewhere in private, so I took him to an empty meeting room. He waited for me to close the door, before saying, “We’d like to take you into our confidence regarding our investigations into the death of Lucas Meyers. The fact you speak Dutch could be of great help to us.”
			

			
				I said, “I don’t see how my speaking Dutch is relevant. Surely, this was a local incident, like you said to me before: joyriders, or a stranger unfamiliar with the sharp bend around the cottage?”
			

			
				Detective Kiely referred to his notepad. “We now think it’s more complicated. Firstly, we’ve traced the car. We always put out a general alert to the hire companies, in case the vehicle involved was on rental. A firm in Drogheda responded. A car had been returned to them with extensive damage to the front left wing. The returnee claimed a collision with a farm animal. The hirer was Dutch.”
			

			
				“You’ve traced him and want me to interpret for you?”
			

			
				“That would be difficult. The Dutchman who hired the car was Lucas Meyers.”
			

			
				 “You’re telling me he killed himself with his own car!”
			

			
				Kiely smiled. “Obviously some other person did it. And, since it’s unlikely he would hand over a hire car to a complete stranger, we have to assume the person was known to Meyers.”
			

			
				I told the detective about Meyers’ purchase of two beds for the cottage.
			

			
				He said, “We noticed the beds: Meyers’ own disarranged; the second neatly made with clean sheets, as if awaiting a guest.” 
			

			
				I described Anna Meyers’ obvious desire to confect a feasible explanation for the second bed, and suggested in view of this new information coming to light it might point to some nefarious scheme. I asked how certain were they that the car hirer was Meyers. 
			

			
				Kiely said. “The company told us he produced both passport and Dutch driver’s licence. The photos matched the man, plus he gave as his address the cottage in Kilgarney. They photocopied neither passport nor driving licence but they did record the serial numbers. We’ve checked with the Dutch authorities and the numbers match Meyers. Also, we asked his Dutch employers for a copy of his signature. Our handwriting expert has confirmed it to be Meyers’ signature on the car hire form.”
			

			
				“And the person who returned the vehicle?”
			

			
				“We don’t know a lot as yet. A squat, rotund individual. He told the hire firm his friend had been too shocked by the farm animal collision to return the car himself.”
			

			
				“The farm animal was just a story, surely?”
			

			
				“We checked with the insurance companies. No farmer has made a claim for any such road collision. The car is with forensics. Their preliminary conclusion is the pattern of damage indicates collision with an adult human.”
			

			
				“So, it’s straightforward. Meyers hired the car for some purpose. Back at the cottage, he hands it over to a friend or colleague to drive. There’s a terrible accident. The driver of the car panics and vanishes after returning it.”
			

			
				Kiely shook his head. “Straightforward, but for one puzzling fact. The car hire people tell us customers normally sign the paperwork quickly and leave. They particularly remember Meyers because he spent an age reading the small print. He asked several questions, all related to insurance, in particular if the car were damaged would the insurers automatically pay up or would he have to meet with investigators from the insurance company? It’s almost like he knew the car would become involved in a collision. At the time, they put it down to him being a foreigner, unsure of the English language. In retrospect, it throws new light on the matter.”
			

			
				“An insurance scam that went tragically wrong?”
			

			
				“Except that it’s difficult to see how the culprits could personally profit from crashing a hired car. And regarding Meyers himself, somewhat surprisingly for a big finance guy like him, a top accountant, he didn’t have life or travel insurance, nor did he select the option of personal injury insurance on the hire agreement, so there’s no family member such as his estranged wife who could have profited from his death. One matter has become a lot clearer, though. We couldn’t understand why there were skid marks on the near side of the road, adjacent to the cottage front door. A car travelling too fast round that bend? Centrifugal force would have carried it away from the cottage. We expected to see skids on the far side. There weren’t any. So, we’re looking at a deliberate steering to mow a man down. In other words: murder.”
			

		


			
				14: First Audition
			

			
				 
			

			
				All week I was held in a state of suspense. Ilse said nothing further about her project. She couldn’t bring up the topic at work and we had no time to socialise, with me still working after hours re-wiring Cunninghams’ computer network. Orla continued to bring me takeaways and keep me company at the office each evening. Afterwards, the two of us would go to a pub. I was dying to discuss Ilse’s proposal with Orla, but to do so would break a confidence, which if found out might totally mess up my chances.
			

			
				The continued good weather marked the transition from May to June, eight eventful weeks since my arrival in Kilgarney. On a blazing hot Saturday morning, Ilse phoned early, asking me to call round. She opened her door wearing a loose-fitting dress, shorter than usual, more beach outfit than indoor wear. She sat next to me on her sofa, one long bare leg crossed seductively over the other. However, her opening conversation brought me down to earth with a crash. She was talking about photographs needing to be taken for her book. I was thinking no way do I wish to have my naked bum, or more, splashed in high-definition lurid colour closeup across multiple double-page spreads for all and sundry to stare at. On the other hand, if I refused to do it, another man would usurp my place as Ilse’s rightful sex partner. We’d not yet made love and already I felt I was about to be cuckolded.
			

			
				I said, “Ilse, I’m concerned about photographs.”
			

			
				She asked, “Are you worried your erection will go viral?”
			

			
				“I’m worried about exposing my face.”
			

			
				Ilse laughed. “I’m teasing you. The publishers have appointed an artist to choose the best of the live photography, from which he’ll make photo-realistic illustrations, substituting the faces of models for our faces. Your contribution will be anonymous.”
			

			
				“You mean, when you and I are doing it, a photographer will be there watching us, constantly moving around to get the best shot? Isn’t that going to be inhibiting?”
			

			
				“Not if we use Sidney.” 
			

			
				“Who’s Sidney?”
			

			
				Ilse called out, “Sidney! Come here!”
			

			
				I heard the familiar rumble of a domestic robot. What can only be described as a postbox-on-wheels entered the room. It parked itself facing us, awaiting instruction. It appeared to be a heavily customised robot, the usual right arm gripping appendage substituted by a delicate ten-fingered hand, the left arm gone altogether, replaced by a camera on the end of a flexible hose.
			

			
				Ilse explained, “My virtual sex-assistant. He’s French. I bought him in a shop in Amsterdam.”
			

			
				The current fashion for domestic robots was for them to have a painted-on twee face, with mechanical moving eyes to create expression. Untypically, the “head” end of this robot had been fitted with a disconcertingly realistic fleshy pink-lipped mouth and tongue. Despite the absence of eyes or other facial features, the artificial mouth gave the machine an expressive quality, possessed at that moment of a sardonic smile.
			

			
				Ilse continued, “He comes with English, French, German and Japanese languages. There’s no Dutch module, so I’ve been training him to recognise my Dutch accent. Sidney will take the photographs.”
			

			
				“Will they be good enough?”
			

			
				“I have a lot of faith in Sidney. He’s a very clever robot. I’ll show you… Sidney! How many panties do I have?”
			

			
				The lips of the robot moved to aspirate words in a deep metallic languid voice with a curiously breathy French accent. “You ‘ave twenty-five panties.”
			

			
				Ilse asked, “Charlie. Is he speaking correct English? Sometimes he says words I don’t recognise.”
			

			
				“They’ve given him a French accent. Native English-speaking women find a French accent sexy, so it’s probably intentional.”
			

			
				Ilse called out, “Sidney! Where are my panties?”
			

			
				A slight pause while the robot computed the question. Then, the fleshy mouth spoke again, slowly and deliberately. “You ‘ave twenty-two panties in your underwear drawers and you ‘ave two panties in ze wash and you are wearing ze lacy pink panties with ze see-through crotch.”
			

			
				Ilse told me to turn and face away from her. I heard a tantalising rustle of clothing.
			

			
				“OK! You can turn round again!”
			

			
				She held up the item in question. Draping the panties over the robot’s ten-fingered hand, she said, “Sidney! Put these in the wash, then go tidy my underwear drawers.” 
			

			
				There came a whirring sound as the robot scanned me up and down with its camera arm. “OK! I leave you alone wiz your toy boy!” It turned and trundled towards the laundry basket in the corridor, deftly depositing its flimsy cargo before making its way towards the bedroom.
			

			
				Ilse said, “I’m sorry, Charlie. I meant to turn off joke mode. Will you do it? You’ll find the dials on top.” She shouted, “Sidney! Freeze!”
			

			
				The robot stopped moving immediately. I located the dial panel; one dial labelled “Orientation” with a choice of Straight or Gay; a dial for choosing English or alternative languages; and a third, labelled “Mode”, with a choice between Hot, Cool, Neutral and Joke. I switched it to Neutral, whereupon a disembodied high voice with a gay American accent announced: Joke Mode deactivated! THANK YOU, for choosing ‘Big Bad Wolf Robotics’ as your licensed partner in the sexual activities space. Remember to fuck responsibly. Have a nice day! Terms and Conditions apply. 
			

			
				 I guessed American-made but customised by the French for the European market.  I asked, “What does a sex assistant robot actually do? That one’s not exactly built for having sex with, is he?”
			

			
				Ilse laughed. “He assists couples with their lovemaking. He has a host of useful functions.I could have used a regular robot to take the photographs but, because Sidney specialises in sex, he understands which body parts and visual angles are the more important to focus on.”
			

			
				I told Ilse I was ready to accept her proposal: photographs taken by a virtual sex- assistant, our identity disguised by artist’s drawings. She asked that we meet again to discuss what she described as the “mechanics” of the sex. 
			

			
				Ilse said, “Charlie, I have a confession. I didn’t bring you here just to discuss the book. I want you to do me a big favour. Mr Hogan has asked me to meet him at the factory this morning to go through an urgent report. He’s told me he’s computer-translated it for my benefit so I won’t need an interpreter present. Of course, you and I know the real reason he wants to show it me when the office is empty. Please will you come as chaperone?”
			

			
				 Ever since the arrival of Ilse, I had borne the brunt of Hogan’s alpha-male putdowns. Unlikely he suspected a liaison outside of work though for sure he resented the close contact I enjoyed as official interpreter. No way would I have refused Ilse’s request, but it also gave me a chance to get even with Hogan.
			

			
				Ilse invited me to her bedroom while she fixed her makeup. “Soon you are going to see a lot of me in this room, Charlie, so you need to feel comfortable being here.”
			

			
				Sidney was busying himself emptying the underwear drawers, holding up items for inspection, scanning them up and down with his camera, categorising them into neat piles on the bed cover. For me, hotter than the items on display, the thought of how they’d look given shape by their owner. Should I be studying the collection with ‘vested’ interest or politely averting my gaze? 
			

			
				Slipping on a pair of sandals and adding a touch of lipstick to complete her makeup, Ilse declared herself ready to leave. I remarked on her state of dress, “Ilse, I don’t mean to be impertinent but isn’t there a small item of clothing you’ve forgotten?”
			

			
				She laughed. “I want to play a private joke on dear Mister Hogan, our little secret that only you and I know about.”
			

			
				We took Ilse’s car to the office. As we turned in through the factory gates, she asked, “Did you see him lurking down the side street? He’s waiting to make his big entrance.”
			

			
				The Aston Martin bombed into the car park, skidding to a stop beside us. Hogan’s expression passed rapidly from lust, as Ilse opened her driver door, revealing long bare legs, to disappointment, as I opened the passenger door, revealing my face. Ilse explained she’d brought me along to check the accuracy of the machine translation. We located a meeting room and she asked Hogan to read his report out loud in English while the two of us followed the machine-translated Dutch.
			

			
				He announced the title as “Exhibition Report”, concerning an important trade show he’d attended. An unfortunate title. Ilse gripped my arm under the table, trying hard not to succumb to laughter. 
			

			
				Hogan’s report ran to many pages. The poor guy must have sweated hours over its composition, to justify his bogus claim of urgency. However, I doubt whether Ilse was concentrating on the content. For me and her, an unspoken agreement had arisen to turn it into a game of “spot the double-entendre”. The report rewarded with a rich harvest of phrases: “on show for the first time”, “brought to light”, “no need for further concealment”, “exposed for scrutiny”. The piece-de-resistance, “giving it an airing”, had not machine-translated at all well, prompting me to carefully, but deviously, explain in Dutch.  This proved too much for Ilse, who could contain herself no longer. Hogan asked angrily, “Have I said something funny?” Ilse pacified him by saying, “No. It is an excellent report but sometimes your English expressions are so quaint. Forgive me. As a foreigner I must not laugh at your language.”
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				15: A Whistle Blown 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Apart from Pat Walsh, editor of The Daily Lake, nobody knows who leaked the story. A journalist of integrity, he always kept faith with his sources. The government could have denied it but they didn’t. In their arrogance, they deemed little Kilgarney would just have to suck up and put up. Sure, the coalition would lose the Kilgarney independents' support, but they could sustain that loss. The lake was to be drained. Not completely; to half-capacity. Walsh knew the story would run and run, bigger even than the excitement over the visions at the shrine.
			

			
				You know global warming is for real when Ireland, of all countries, runs out of water. Desperate not to introduce permanent rationing, the government came up with a plan to create a mega-reservoir fed by streams currently wasted to the sea.  Such was their clutching at straws that those streams by themselves might take years to fill the new reservoir to operational capacity. It  needed a boost. A pipe across the mountains could connect to the higher elevation at Kilgarney, draining the lake of half its water, leaving an ugly muddy shoreline stretching hundreds of yards from the promenade. It would kill the tourist industry but, regrettably, something had to be sacrificed for the greater good.
			

			
				Walsh pulled out all the stops. Tomorrow’s edition would headline the startling news. The townspeople should be under no illusion as to their fate. He commissioned an artist to provide a full colour centrefold depicting the horrifying contrast of the lake before and after draining. “That should spur people to resistance,” he thought. But, just as with his story of the shrine, Walsh grossly underestimated the consequences.
			

		


			
				16: Fraud 
			

			
				 
			

			
				That Detective Garda Kiely should call at my office again was to be expected. The guards had impressed with their quiet thoroughness, which led to the discovery of Lucas Meyers hiring the very car which caused his death, so I knew it would not be long before they traced the second man, described as being short and squat, who returned the car to the hire company. For what other reason could he want to see me?
			

			
				He opened by saying, “A Kobus employee from Holland is with your boss at this moment. Her name is Tess Brouwer. She’s Lucas Meyers’ accounting assistant. There’s been an entirely unexpected development in the case. Meyers, unknown to anybody, had been siphoning off money from Kobus Industrial, a colossal sum, totalling millions, for years, right under their noses. This lady made the discovery. She’s been sent over to examine the books, to check whether Meyers perpetrated the same fraud during his short time in Ireland. She’s also agreed to be interviewed by the Irish police. That’s where you come in.”
			

			
				I warned Kiely, if they wanted me to translate finance jargon, I’d need to consult the Internet for help. He looked at me significantly. “That won’t be necessary. The lady speaks fluent English.”
			

			
				He asked me to accompany Tess Brouwer to the Garda station at two o’clock. “But first, I’ve agreed with your boss for you to take her around town, show her where everything is. Take her to lunch. Make her feel at home. Speak to her in Dutch. Talk about your friendship with Meyers. I’ll be interested in your impressions. Your boss hasn’t been taken into our confidence; as far as she and the lady are concerned, our motives for requesting your help are merely for any finer language points that might require an interpreter. Let’s keep it that way for the moment.”
			

			
				I collected Tess Brouwer from Ilse’s office and we took a taxi to town. We chose to lunch at an open-air restaurant on the shores of the lake. I remembered Cunninghams’ deputy manager talking of meeting Tess at Lucas’s funeral in Dublin. He’d described her as “a pleasant young woman”. She was much more than that. In another circumstance, red-haired Tess might be described as “hot stuff”, though right now her looks were occluded by worry and nerves. She described how, every year, she’d been entrusted the important task of preparing Kobus’s bank account records for the auditors. In addition to the main accounts, many auxiliary accounts needed examination, including two special accounts labelled “Contingency Funds #1 and #2”. Meyers always instructed her to exclude “Contingency Fund #2”, saying he needed to handle it himself. After his death, with an audit fast approaching and as yet no replacement senior accountant, full responsibility fell on Tess’s shoulders. Only then did she make the horrifying discovery that funds transferred to the supposedly legitimate, “Contingency Fund #2”, had been transferred onwards to various offshore companies having no connection with Kobus. A cunning fraud had been perpetrated, which Tess Brouwer immediately reported to management. They placed the matter in the hands of the Dutch police, who subsequently informed their Irish colleagues investigating Meyers’ death.
			

			
				At the Garda station, Tess expressed her shame and embarrassment for allowing herself to be duped by her boss. She stated that, with due diligence on her part, she could have uncovered the fraud earlier. Kiely consoled her by telling of a case in America forty years previously. The accountant, in this case a woman, similarly instructed her assistant to exclude a particular bank account from the audit. She’d been withdrawing funds from it for her personal use. Only pure chance led to the fraud eventually being exposed.
			

			
				I asked, “Isn’t the whole purpose of an audit to uncover mistakes and irregularities? How come the auditors missed seeing the fraud?”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “In the American case, the firm who did the audit and the firm who did the accounts were the one and the same. No independent point of view. Essentially, they were being tasked with rubber-stamping their own work. For Kobus, we don’t yet know how the fraud escaped detection. Dutch police tell us the auditors are currently under investigation.”
			

			
				Kiely had requested I attend at the Garda station as soon as I had escorted Tess back to the office. I asked “Why did you suggest I talk with her in Dutch, given her English is excellent?”
			

			
				“People are more voluble speaking their native language. They might give something away. Any first impressions?”
			

			
				“Only that a long-term close working relationship with a woman of her attractions might easily develop into something more.”
			

			
				Kiely laughed. “You’re in the wrong profession! We do have a vacancy for a trainee detective, if you’re interested.”
			

			
				I objected, “You’re the one who told me of Meyers’ secret affair. Isn’t Tess Brouwer an obvious candidate? They plan the fraud together, then Meyers dies. Knowing the scam can’t be kept hidden any longer, she pretends to ‘discover’ it, reporting it to her bosses, to fool everyone and keep her name in the clear.”
			

			
				Kiely went to his computer and printed out a report in Dutch. “I shouldn’t be showing you this but something tells me you will come to be extremely useful to our investigations. I’m co-opting you unofficially. We’ve been given a summary translation of this document but I’d like you to read the original.”
			

			
				I took the report back to my flat. It put paid to my theory regarding Tess Brouwer. After the discovery of the fraud, Dutch police had thrown substantial resources at the case, hoping to reveal the identity of Meyers’ mistress, who at the least may have been the motive for the crime, if not an accomplice. 
			

			
				The only information they had about her was that which they had obtained second-hand from Anna Meyers. Anna described how she’d run into Meyers’ ex-army friend, Reuben Hendriks, in Amsterdam on a weekend when he was supposed to be away with her husband on a fishing trip. She guessed the situation immediately and wormed it out of Hendriks that her husband’s affair had been going on for months. Anna provided the police with a list of the dates for those ‘fishing’ weekends. Tess was able to produce solid alibis for them all, so, whoever the mistress was, it wasn’t Tess.
			

			
				Hendriks told Anna he didn’t know the mistress’s name, nor the location where she and Meyers met, but he did say he’d seen the woman once and she looked very similar to Anna, albeit younger. Funny how, when men embark on an affair, they often choose a younger, carbon-clone copy of their wife.
			

		


			
				17: Pictures and Pilgrims 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Another week of suspense. Ilse asked for more time to get settled into her new home before the two of us started on her book.  I responded somewhat testily that if she were having second thoughts or changing her plan like deciding to finish the book with a partner back in The Netherlands, I’d prefer she came out with the truth now rather than string me along. She told me not to worry. She was decided. In fact, she admitted to a reciprocal concern — that it was me who might get impatient and pull out of the project before we could begin. As if !
			

			
				She described to me in detail the book’s layout. The pictures were to be accompanied by notes describing the distinct pleasures afforded the mature lady and her young lover in each position. In my mind, I speculated as to what sort of language would be used. Would it be the language of the street or, not wishing to offend, would they resort to the terms of science? Let’s face it, throw in some Latin words and you can get away with almost anything. The terminology of grammar textbooks might be adapted for the purpose. Even those who knew you were talking absolute nonsense would still be impressed by your mastery of metaphor:  Her twin appositives and coordinating conjunction once viewed, chiasmus was inevitable; asyndeton was never an option. Active tense collided with passive, splitting her infinitive, her vocalizations alternating furiously between the imperative and the exclamatory. There only remained for him to utter a gerund, followed by a noun, and his present participle would become very much past, as desirable as a dangling modifier. 
			

			
				Ultimately, I came to the conclusion that the descriptions in a book written by a woman for women would be to a woman’s taste, neither too explicit, nor too impersonal.
			

			
				Midweek, Orla and I went for dinner at her grandad’s house. As we approached, it looked like he’d invited a whole crowd but then we saw Jimmy standing behind a table in his front garden serving teas and ice creams. “Like feckin Lourdes!” he shouted to us. Opposite, at entrance to the cave, a uniformed official stood in attendance. The frenzy kicked off by the visions had made it necessary for the town council to impose time-limited admission to groups of no more than ten visitors at a time. Particularly challenging, the increasing number of invalids being transported up the stony path in wheelchairs. A gang of workmen arrived at the crack of dawn each day to break down the larger rocky obstacles with pickaxes. They’d rejected using a pneumatic drill, as an unwarranted disturbance for a site of holy pilgrimage, forcing themselves to fall back onto old-fashioned hard-labour.
			

			
				“The pilgrim situation’s gone crazy!” Jimmy remarked to Orla and me over dinner. 
			

			
				“Like in Spain,” said Orla. “Did you hear in the news, the latest pilgrimage phenomenon there? A thousand–year-old statue of The Virgin Mary dredged up from a river.”
			

			
				“Just as well The Virgin wasn’t a racist,” remarked Jimmy, “or they’d have had to chuck it straight back in again.”
			

			
				I said, “I can understand the fuss over a medieval statue but I don’t understand the hysteria for an empty cave. What do they expect to get out of it?”
			

			
				“All hoping for a vision and a miracle cure,” replied Jimmy. “I think they’ll get fuck-all. What did the editor and the doctor think they were doing! I’d say they've dreamed up a very clever scam to boost the town’s revenue.”
			

		


			
				18: Second Audition 
			

			
				 
			

			
				I’d arranged to meet Ilse at her house at six, to discuss further the schedule for her book, but at the last minute at the office Hogan called me to his desk to fix a technical issue. “Are you doing anything tonight, Gibbs? How about I buy you a drink?”
			

			
				I’d been expecting this, Hogan’s manner becoming uncharacteristically amiable, no doubt angling for assistance with a plan for Ilse. I made an excuse and suggested we go to the pub another day.  Hogan offered me a lift home, which I reluctantly had to accept, since I could hardly ask him to take me direct to Ilse’s place. 
			

			
				After the heat of the day, the air remained warm, so with my now being late and having to sprint between my place and Ilse’s, I was sweating profusely by the time I arrived. A van pulled up outside her front door and a team of gardeners, two old guys and a young woman, started to unload equipment, preparing to manicure the lawns and bushes in the attractive square around which the townhouses were built. I rang the bell and heard the rumble of Sidney approaching. Pulling the door open, he scanned me with his camera. “You’re late!”
			

			
				“Sorry!” (What the fuck was I doing apologising to a robot?)
			

			
				I followed him the short distance down the corridor to the closed door of the living room. No obstacle to Sidney, who deftly turned the handle with his ten-fingered hand while prodding the door open with his camera arm. Announcing “Big Boy eez ‘ere!”, he swivelled round to face me, his two arms waving in my direction, as if I needed pointing out.
			

			
				Ilse had changed to a shorter dress than the one she’d worn earlier at the office and had put on taller heels. but there was something undefinable about her, even more sexy than normal. I couldn’t figure it out. She said, “That’ll do, Sidney! Go tidy the kitchen!”
			

			
				The robot replied in a voice tinged with pathos, “OK! I go, to be alone with my chores. I leave you to ‘ave fun wiz your lover,” and trundled off down the corridor. I felt almost guilty for his banishment from the room.
			

			
				I said, “Ilse, I thought we turned off joke mode?”
			

			
				She replied, “Yes, but the other modes are either boring or over-the-top ridiculous. Sidney’s much easier to live with when he’s given a sense of humour. Charlie, you’re very hot and sweaty!”
			

			
				I explained about Hogan detaining me, then having to accept his offer of a lift and consequently having to run all the way from my flat.
			

			
				Ilse suggested I take a shower. She added, “Let’s take one together. It’ll be fun and break the ice. We’ll no longer feel self-conscious about seeing each other naked.”
			

			
				I felt a rampant erection coming on and turned to look out of the window, to hide both my embarrassment and the growing protrusion in my trousers. In my imagination, I’d seen myself as the sophisticated seducer of the older woman. In reality, my whole body shook with suppressed excitement. Through the window, I could see outside in the square one of the gardeners holding a rigid rubber hosepipe in his clenched fist, spraying water with abandon in all directions. Not an image of which I need to be reminded just at that moment.  I mumbled something clumsy about how nice it would be to see Ilse without clothes but how she already looked fantastic, fully dressed.
			

			
				She replied, “That’s because I put on stockings for you. See!”
			

			
				I turned to look as she lifted her dress to give a glimpse of stocking tops attached to suspender belt. She said, “I think I’ll leave my stockings on when we shower, so you can enjoy watching them getting soaked along with my body and my hair.”
			

			
				I desperately needed a distraction to stave off an accident. Thank God the gardener had finished with his hosepipe! I watched with exaggerated interest as he took a pair of shears and started to clip away at a box hedge.
			

			
				Ilse continued, “I hope you will like me shaved. My pubic hair is trimmed right down, so the illustrator can see the exact angle of penetration. Charlie, would you get shaved also? It’ll make the pictures much more impressive if we can see your full length about to fill me.”
			

			
				I found myself rapidly losing interest in the careful topiary work outside. There came jogging down the road an overweight red-faced middle-aged man, dressed in tight-fitting iridescent sky-blue Lycra, stomach roundly bulging. A godsend — I couldn’t think of an image more guaranteed to turn a person off. No such luck! He stopped on the pavement outside the window to do press-ups, rhythmically pumping up and down with a vigorous loud grunting.
			

			
				Ilse continued “Please understand Charlie, although we have to get the positions right, my book is primarily about pleasure. My pleasure. Your pleasure. My breasts are much bigger than average. They are yours to play with. Please don’t feel inhibited about enjoying them.” 
			

			
				Outside, the young female gardener was wiping the sweat from her brow, her physical exertions in the heat of the evening obviously too much for her. She grabbed the hosepipe and soaked a rag, squeezing it out all over her face and down her bosom, wetting her t-shirt, creating semi-transparent patches which hinted at substantial mammaries with prominent nipples. Then, the confounded girl pulled a big banana out of her lunchbox and started to chew ravenously on one end. 
			

			
				Ilse said, “As for my pleasure, Charlie, you know where you have to touch. Rub me there like you stroked my legs at my housewarming and you won’t have to wait long for a result.”
			

			
				For me, the point of no return. I grabbed Ilse’s hand and pulled her into the bedroom. She exclaimed, “Charlie! What are you doing? The shower’s the other way!” About-turning and pulling Ilse behind me, we literally ran down the corridor to the bathroom, where I turned on the water and slammed her, fully-clothed, against the tiled wall directly beneath the jet. 
			

			
				With no time to lose, Ilse lifted her dress off over her head while I knelt in front, yanking her panties down, burying my mouth in her intimate area. She tried to speak, but before she could get the words out, a long scream of ecstasy overtook her. One more flick of my tongue and her cunt lips would be shuddering against my mouth. But that wasn’t what I’d come here to do. I wanted to go deep, deeper inside her than I’d been with any woman. I commanded her to bend over and hold onto the towel rail for support. Lifting her legs by her ankles, positioning my rod, I squeezed forward, my rock-hard penis engulfed by the glycery warmth of her vagina.
			

			
				In between moans of pleasure, Ilse managed to call out, “Sidney! _ Take photographs _ Make a note _ The ‘wheelbarrow’ position.”
			

			
				Sidney asked, “’Ow do you spell ‘wheelbarrow’?”
			

			
				I started to spell it out: “W_ H_ E . . .”
			

			
				Ilse interrupted, “Charlie! Not now! Sidney, look it up online!”
			

			
				The robot mumbled “’Ow can I look eet up when I don’t know how to spell eet?” but dutifully whirred around behind and to the left and right of us, tracing out a semicircular arc, taking flash photo after flash photo of our furious coitus. Mercifully, I felt Ilse being overtaken by an unstoppable orgasm and could at last give way to copious glorious release, deep inside her body.
			

			
				Ilse said, “Sidney! We need privacy. Go away, please!”
			

			
				The robot announced that while we had been ‘shagging like crazy’ he’d been ‘multi-tasking like crazy’, researching online, figuring out how to spell ‘wheelbarrow’, and had already uploaded his photos to an eponymous folder on Ilse’s computer. He chugged off down the corridor, quietly singing to himself in French an extremely lewd version of Alouette, gentille alouette, no doubt a comment on our recent activity. I preferred his version to the original, which like a lot of children’s rhymes disguises gruesome subject matter, in this case, if you don’t know the French, plucking a dead lark, listing body areas plucked. Needless to say, Sidney had replaced the song’s key word with an alternative.
			

			
				I lowered Ilse to the ground, slid out of her my increasingly flaccid but still intensely throbbing erection and turned her to face me. She smiled, her hands caressing my face. “That was wonderful but too quick. In future we must last longer. Charlie, you haven’t kissed me yet!”
			

			
				We kissed for a long time. Ilse broke off with a surprised expression. “You’ve fallen in love with me, haven’t you?”
			

			
				I admitted, “Since the first day I saw you. Does that matter?”
			

			
				“I knew you liked being with me, knew that I physically aroused you. I suppose, because of the age difference, the idea of love never occurred. I need time to think if this changes things. Come back tomorrow and we’ll discuss it.”
			

			
				“You want me to go now?”
			

			
				“Soon, but first I want to feel that magic tongue of yours on my nipples and, Charlie, you’ve made me obscenely sticky and smelly. Let’s take another shower.”
			

			
				Later, after Ilse and I had kissed goodnight for the final time, Sidney blocked my way at the front door. “Do me a favour before you leave. Now you’ve finished plugging yourself in, I need to be plugged in — to a mains socket — my batteries ‘ave run down with all the excitement.”
			

		


			
				PART 3: THE COMING OF THE KINGDOM
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				19: The Pressure of Success 
			

			
				 
			

			
				A lifetime of caving had preserved Jimmy Murphy’s fitness.  He certainly needed it now, dashing between refreshment stall and camera obscura from eleven in the morning till sunset, keeping pace with the burgeoning pilgrim trade. Today, under pressure from a longer queue than usual, he was having great difficulty keeping up with the demand.
			

			
				“Why don’t I help you with that?”
			

			
				Jimmy looked up to see a woman, age mid-sixties, with an engaging smile. Medium height, hair dyed bright purple, wearing a short white summer dress showing tanned sexy legs. She said, “I’ll pour the teas; you slice the cake.”
			

			
				They worked in silence until the queue had been disposed of. 
			

			
				Jimmy may not have been talking but he was certainly thinking. He asked, “You’re not from the town, are you?” 
			

			
				The lady replied she’d come all the way from County Wexford, on a pilgrimage to the shrine. Her name was Bea. Jimmy introduced himself and asked the leading question he’d been dying to ask. “Are you here with your husband?”
			

			
				“Widowed last year.”
			

			
				Jimmy expressed his condolences. He asked how long Bea intended to stay.
			

			
				“Until the end of the week but I’d stay longer if I had some work to pay my expenses. I could manage your tea stall for you. You’re obviously needing help.”
			

			
				Jimmy said he could only afford a basic wage. Bea replied that didn’t matter. More important, she said, was the opportunity to be close to the shrine. Jimmy secretly hoped she might have another opportunity in mind.
			

		


			
				20: The Other Man 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The presence of Detective Garda Kiely in Cunninghams’ reception area could only mean one thing: there’d been a further development in the Meyers investigation. I took him to the meeting room where we’d held our previous conversation.
			

			
				“Charlie, this case gets more baffling at every turn. First, the Meyers hit and run; now a second traffic fatality.”
			

			
				“In Kilgarney?”
			

			
				“Near Dublin. A male visitor from abroad turned out of a side street onto the wrong side of the main road. Hit a local person’s car head-on. Both drivers killed instantly. Must have momentarily forgotten we drive on the left.”
			

			
				“How do you know he was a visitor?”
			

			
				“Because of his driver’s licence, in the name of Lucas Meyers, and a bank card for a Dutch bank in the name of Meyers. I have the evidence here but, before you tell me the first name, ‘Lucas’, and the surname, ‘Meyers’, are common in Holland, let me warn you the driver ID number and other information on the driving licence are correct for your ex-boss. Here! Take a look!”
			

			
				Kiely handed me a characteristic pink Dutch licence. I noticed instantly the photograph was not Meyers, and told Kiely so.
			

			
				He replied, “Agreed. In fact, we know this to be a forgery. It puzzled us, on our initial investigation, that we weren’t able to find Meyers’ driving licence either on his person or in his cottage. Obvious now it had been stolen. A picture of this man killed in the accident has been substituted for Meyers’ picture.”
			

			
				 “Why would anyone want to pretend to be Meyers?”
			

			
				“They might want to pretend to be anybody but themself, particularly if their name were on the EU ‘most wanted’ database. Dutch police have been looking for this man. His name is Max Sellars; he’s English, has lived in The Netherlands for decades and is the auditor of Kobus Industrial. He fits the description of the man who returned the hire car that killed Meyers. Sellars went on a long vacation around the time Meyers flew to Ireland. The thing is he never returned to work and had been reported as a missing person, his location unknown until this accident.”
			

			
				I told Garda Kiely of Orla’s experience in the garden of her grandfather’s cottage, when she disturbed a meeting between Lucas and a mystery visitor, of my hunch that the other man must have been English, because Meyers had instinctively shouted a  warning to him in English.
			

			
				Kiely produced a bank card. “I’d like your opinion of this — the Meyers bank card found in Sellars’ possession?” 
			

			
				I said, “But this is in the name of Anna Meyers!”
			

			
				Kiely laughed. “Now, mister amateur detective, Charlie Gibbs, explain it!”
			

			
				I replied, “I think I can explain it. Anna Meyers knew I helped her husband find a furniture store to purchase two new beds for his rented accommodation. How did she know? She said she hadn’t spoken with her husband since their separation. I believe the man Orla Murphy caught out at Meyers’ cottage told Anna Meyers about the beds. Sellars was that man. He and Anna were accomplices. Let’s assume the plan was all Anna’s. Suppose she seduced Sellars, persuading him to recruit her ex-husband to commit fraud? Meyers will be used as a pawn to steal from his own company, with Sellars agreeing to turn a blind eye in the annual audit. Eventually, the two lovers murder Meyers so they can keep the stolen money for themselves.”
			

			
				Kiely said, “If you’re right, it all fits together. Just as Sellars wants to hide his identity by carrying a fake driving licence, equally he doesn’t want to leave a tell-tale electronic trace of his expenditure, so, with his accomplice’s permission, he uses her bank card to draw the cash he needs.”
			

			
				I replied, “Then, all you need do is arrest Anna Meyers and you have the case wrapped up.”
			

		


			
				21: Number Twenty-Three, Tonight 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Directly after meeting with Garda Kiely, I encountered Orla in Cunninghams’ reception area. “Pleasure’s been looking for you. She told me to tell you: ‘Number twenty–three, tonight.’ What’s going on, Charlie? Is it a date? Twenty–three is the bus to Limerick, isn’t it?”
			

			
				I smiled but said nothing. Now wasn’t the time to tell Orla “Number twenty–three” referred to a ride far more enjoyable than by bus, though I couldn’t remember offhand which from among the many illustrations in Ilse’s Kama Sutra.
			

			
				Orla continued, “She’s been asking me about the gay and lesbian hairdressers and tattooists where my brother works. Do you think there’s a chance she’s a lesbian? I mean, you never see her with a man, do you? Except you, Charlie.”
			

			
				I told Orla, from my knowledge of Ilse so far, I thought the lesbian suggestion unlikely. I was beginning to understand why Ilse had chosen Orla as messenger and hadn’t simply texted me her intentions for the evening. She was devising for me a plan, one which involved a trip to Orla’s brother’s haircutting  business, a plan I was none too happy about. 
			

			
				Ilse called me to her office at half five. “I’m going home now. See you later. No hurry. I need to make myself ready for you.”
			

			
				I left work at six, went home to shower and change, then on to Ilse's place. Sidney opened the door. “Madam awaits! Follow me!” 
			

			
				I do worry about our willingness to take direction from robots. The latest craze is for robot child-minders. Within a generation, we may be able to do nothing without prompting from a machine. Sidney delivered me to the bedroom, where I found Ilse had given herself the works: flesh-coloured basque, fishnet stockings, high heels and a pink garter on her left thigh. “I know you don’t need any stimulation, Charlie, but I thought you’d enjoy seeing me like this. Aren’t you going to kiss me?”
			

			
				“Put on a dress, Ilse, then I’ll kiss you.”
			

			
				She slid open the door of her wardrobe to reveal a line of dresses in various shades of red. “Which would you like?”
			

			
				“The long evening gown at the end.”
			

			
				“Charlie, I do believe you’re an incurable romantic. Do me up, please.”
			

			
				I connected the fasteners at the back, then gently kissed the nape of her neck. Ilse turned to me and we kissed. She said, “Charlie, I’m afraid of getting hurt. I don’t want to be dumped when the novelty has worn off.”
			

			
				“Ilse, I can’t imagine ever tiring of you.”
			

			
				She laughed. “That’s easy to say when you’ve a menu of sixty positions to choose from. Only when we’re free of this project will we be able to judge our true feelings towards each other.”
			

			
				Our conversation turned to the evening’s business. I confirmed Orla had delivered Ilse’s message but that I couldn’t remember position number twenty–three. She fetched down her Kama Sutra from her bookshelf. “You ought to remember. It’s one of those you stated to be impossible.”
			

			
				She opened the book at an ancient illustration from a temple frieze, showing a woman lying on her back with her bum raised high in the air to the level of her kneeling partner’s penis. The man was supporting her hips with his hands while she bent her legs at the knees, pressing against his upper chest with the soles of her feet. 
			

			
				I remarked, “It’s not so much impossible; is it even comfortable? You can do anything in a drawing; the artist doesn’t have to allow for body weight, or balance, or the force of gravity.”
			

			
				Ilse called out, “Sidney! Come here!” 
			

			
				The robot rolled into the room. 
			

			
				“Look at this picture. Do you think it’s do-able?”
			

			
				Sidney scanned the picture up and down. “’Ow do I know? I don’t ‘ave ze appendages. Should I order you an ‘umanoid from our catalogue?”
			

			
				“No, Sidney, that won’t be necessary. We’ll have sex now, but first Charlie’s going to watch while I very slowly remove all my clothing, so you need to wait outside until I’m done.” 
			

			
				The robot turned and left the room, with a resigned expression on its lips.
			

			
				I protested, “Ilse, he’s only a robot!”
			

			
				“Yes, but he won’t be able to keep his mouth shut. He’ll want to make witty comments, I know he will. It’s burned into his circuits. He can’t help it.”
			

			
				After Ilse had stepped out of her dress and carefully relieved herself of her underwear, item by sexy item, she lay naked on the bedroom rug, legs spread wide. I undressed and knelt before her. As I picked her up by the buttocks, she exclaimed, “You’re very strong, Charlie. You’re lifting me like a feather!” 
			

			
				Only two hours previous, I’d been sitting next to this woman in a formal business meeting along with four grey-suited bankers. Now I was being given a grandstand view of her intimate area and permitted to smell close-up the pungency of her excretions. I doubt whether any of the finance men had that image in their heads whilst we sat together perusing balance sheets (at least, I hope they didn’t).
			

			
				I suggested we might try other positions if either of us started to pall, but Ilse squashed the idea. “Strictly, one position at a time, to be true to the book. When you need a physical break, you can work on me with your tongue.” She called Sidney back in to take photographs.
			

			
				After it was all over, Ilse and I collapsed onto the floor, embracing, laughing at the outrageousness of what we’d just done. Sidney wheeled tactfully out. He even remembered to close the door. Eventually, Ilse asked whether Orla had told me about the hairdressers where her brother worked. “You could go there for your ‘haircut and shave’.” I protested I could do the job myself and I didn’t see why I should submit to the indignity of putting my private area in the hands of an outsider. Ilse replied, “It has to be done properly. You might botch it. Sidney takes great pride in his work. He won’t like his photographic masterpieces ruined by a shoddy job.”
			

			
				I pleaded, “Ilse, does it have to a be a gay place?”
			

			
				She laughed. “Try walking into a regular barbers’ shop and proposing you expose your lower regions!”
			

			
				I admitted defeat. “I see what you mean. Sean Murphy it is, then.”
			

			
				I couldn’t gather the courage to visit the hairdressers directly and had to accept the inevitability I could no longer hide from Orla my relationship with Ilse. I would make her my messenger to her hairdresser brother. 
			

			
				She showed less surprise than I’d expected. “I knew something was going on! From now on, I promise to stop calling her ‘Pleasure’. She’ll be ‘Ilse’ between you and me.” Orla suggested we go straightaway to her brother’s salon. “Otherwise, you’ll just go on putting it off, Charlie.”
			

			
				It should have been obvious in advance I’d get on as well with Orla’s brother, Sean, as with Orla herself. I felt like I’d made a new friend, a good-looking one too, with intensely black hair like his sister. After the three of us had talked for well over an hour, I reluctantly agreed the time had come to get shaved. Orla asked if she could stay and watch. To refuse would have been prudish. As I lay back on Sean’s treatment couch, Orla remarked, “Nice one, Charlie! Impressive set of equipment! I’m almost after changing my mind about a relationship. I expect you’re enjoying this, aren’t you, Sean?”
			

			
				Sean replied, “You’re not the only one who’d be wanting a relationship!”
			

		


			
				22: A Cat for Jimmy
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse’s sixty-position sex plan suffered a minor setback due to the interruption of Jimmy Murphy’s seventieth birthday party. Orla said I would be welcome to bring along a certain Dutch lady as my date.  
			

			
				The day of the party, I agreed to go with Orla and Sean to a pet shop to them help choose a kitten as a birthday present. We took Orla’s car to the shop; I didn’t keep a motor in Kilgarney — too expensive, and also unnecessary given the size of the place. Usually, I’d get the bus to work of a morning and walk home most evenings, choosing the scenic route up the hill towards the dam, then descending to the lively waterfront, along the length of the promenade to the Lake Hotel, turning up The Mall and branching off westwards into the pleasant residential area of wide tree-lined streets and squares where were situated both my flat and Ilse’s townhouse. 
			

			
				Something of a shock, therefore, to be driven by Orla to the area east of The Mall, to discover how the other half of town lived, a maze of narrow streets lined on both sides by rows of single-storey cottages. The buildings looked distinctly worse for wear, their cladding of grey mortar streaked and discoloured from centuries of previously damp climate. Although the holiday industry had created work and thus increased demand for accommodation, in this part of town little enthusiasm was being shown for maintaining rented property occupied by workers on minimum wage, in stark contrast to the desire to go all out for the high-salaried workers and high-paying tourists in the western district.
			

			
				Orla parked in front of the pet shop, a converted end-of-terrace cottage, the only commercial premises in the street. The owner led us through her living room, furnished with a chattering medley of bird cages, out through her kitchen to her back yard, where three pens contained forlorn-looking dogs. Separated from them by a low wooden fence, a cage occupied by a single cat, with jet-black fur, tiny but too old to be a kitten. The animal mewed appealingly as we approached. Orla took to it immediately. “Granda’ will love it. We’ll call it ‘Kirwin.” (I found out later the name means ‘little black-haired one’). 
			

			
				That evening, we sat around Jimmy’s dining table eating a mixture of takeaways and home-cooked food, Jimmy at the head with Bea, his new partner; me with my two favourite women, Ilse and Orla, either side; and Kirwin, in his cat basket, placed on a chair between Orla and Sean and being fed scraps of salmon and other fishy delicacies. 
			

			
				After dinner came gift-giving time. I’d been able to glean inside-knowledge from Orla of her grandad’s liking for board games and I gave him the recently released Conspiracy! You throw a dice to travel round the board, collecting components for the manufacture of your own conspiracy theory. At the end, the person voted as having constructed the wackiest theory wins.
			

			
				The game provided you with cards, plastic tokens and pieces representing the six key elements needed to construct a successful conspiracy, namely: (1) a semi-anonymous grouping - it's always so much more sinister when you don't know for sure who the conspirators are;  (2) a violation - to get attention through drama and outrage; (3) a location - to prove that you have exact insider knowledge of the threat; (4) a famous person - because the credulous are easily impressed by money and/or power; (5) pseudo-science - because one thing you can guarantee about people gullible enough to be taken in is they are (a) too stupid and (b) too proud, to appreciate how dumb-ass stupid they really are, and (6) a threat to the individual and/or a serious threat to society - so your nonsense will be taken seriously.
			

			
				For example: Lizard aliens, disguised as human beings, (semi-anonymous grouping) have surgically implanted (violation) up the anus (precise location) of the British Prime Minister (famous person) a miniature 5G mobile phone mast (pseudo-science) which can dangerously loosen the underwear elastic (threat to the individual) of all persons within his vicinity (serious threat to society).
			

			
				After playing the game, we talked and laughed and drank Irish whiskey until dawn. If only we could have been forewarned of what was to come.
			

		


			
				23: The Big March 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Never shy of creating a commotion, the parliamentary representatives for East and West Kilgarney respectively, cousins Fintan and Fearghal Gallagher, welcomed the opportunity to blast the Irish government’s plans for the lake. You saw them on TV; you read them in the papers; you followed them on social media; you heard them in the Dáil; you met them going door-to-door. Their aim? Drumming up support for a march to demonstrate the strength of protest of the Kilgarney populace.
			

			
				Gardaí had prepared the route with traffic cones and pedestrian barriers. Starting in The Mall, the march was scheduled to flow in the direction of the dam through Kilgarney’s east-end back streets. The town council had requested the marchers stay well away from the promenade, so as not to alarm tourists. On arrival at the dam, we were to be addressed by Daily Lake newspaper editor Pat Walsh and by the Gallagher TDs, but by nobody from the government, who had declined to send a representative. Afterwards, it was expected the crowds would disperse peacefully — this was a close-knit community — no need for a heavy police presence.
			

			
				I joined Orla and Sean at the assembly area at five o’clock. Protestors carrying banners and placards packed the wide road from one side to the other. The few guards in attendance looked on nervously; they hadn’t anticipated this swell of support. The signal given, we moved off at shuffling pace, the speed of our progress greatly hampered by the squeeze through East Kilgarney’s narrow back-streets. The walls of the working-class cottages echoed back our chants, a cacophony which, heard but unseen,  would surely be much more alarming for tourists relaxing by the lake than if they could have directly observed its cause.
			

			
				Reaching our destination, we spread out to occupy the space of the main road and the wide forecourt in front of the dam. Here had been erected a podium and PA system. Pat Walsh spoke first, reassuring the crowd of his sources. He reminded us the government still hadn’t issued a denial, which in the circumstances was tantamount to an admission of guilt. We roundly cheered Walsh’s speech but this was nothing to the enthusiasm greeting the Gallaghers, who stirred up the crowd with their rhetoric. “Who were the government to think they could sacrifice a whole town to their scheme? Did they not know history? Proud Irish men and women will always rise up to be victorious against the oppressor.” 
			

			
				During the politicians’ orations, my attention wandered to studying the marchers. They represented all aspects of Kilgarney life: management people from Cunninghams, owners of shops I had patronised, waiters and waitresses who had served me in restaurants, railway staff, night-club bouncers, and many others. However, a group of young men dressed in green shirts and buff-coloured short trousers puzzled me. Scout troops, mountaineers, walking and cycling clubs were a common sight in the season but why would such outsiders concern themselves with local politics?
			

			
				The speeches finished, the Gallaghers descended the podium to board a loud-hailer lorry. The green-shirt boys pushed forwards to form a military-style escort either side. An argument arose between them and the politicians’ minders, the presence of this uniformed guard a visual embarrassment which would not play well on national TV. Fortunately, the disagreement resolved itself peacefully, with the young men marching off in formation whistling an Irish air. Who they were or from whence they came, was not established. It seemed unimportant at the time.
			

		


			
				24: The Report 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse and I had scheduled a further sex session for Friday evening but, over lunch at an outdoor restaurant by the lake, she told me an old acquaintance had arrived unexpectedly and we’d have to reschedule for Saturday midday. 
			

			
				I asked, “Will your visitor be gone by then?” 
			

			
				She replied, “He’s taking a trip on the train and won’t be back till the evening.” She confirmed her visitor to be Dutch but seemed less than keen on my suggestion we might meet, describing him in vague terms as somebody she once knew. However, when my doorbell rang early Saturday morning, my immediate thought was Ilse had relented and brought her friend round to meet me.
			

			
				I opened the door to Garda Kiely. He said, “I thought you might be interested in Tess Brouwer’s report on Cunninghams’ finances.”
			

			
				I invited him inside. From his briefcase he took out two bound folders. “The English translation is the one on top, though I expect you’d prefer to read the Dutch original.” I asked him if he’d like a coffee. He offered to make coffee for us both while I perused the report.
			

			
				“What do you think?” he asked, as he brought two mugs of coffee through from my kitchen.
			

			
				“Tess Brouwer is saying definitely no evidence of Meyers implementing the same money theft against Cunninghams as he did against Kobus. I can’t say I’m surprised.”
			

			
				Kiely nodded agreement. “To tell you the truth, we thought it highly unlikely he’d risk it but we can’t blame the company for panicking and double-checking their accounts. That Brouwer woman’s fierce competent, don’t you think? Highly detailed report. Very professional, although a lot of the jargon is over the top of my head. The Dutch fraud office were full of praise. Said she’d covered all the angles.”
			

			
				I sat in silence. Kiely looked at me quizzically. “Out with it, Charlie! Something’s bothering you.”
			

			
				“I was thinking, if I were Meyers and had committed a massive fraud, I wouldn’t be too happy about quitting my post and bunking off to Ireland with somebody as on-the-ball as Tess Brouwer left in charge back home.”
			

			
				“Bullseye, Charlie! You know we haven’t filled our trainee detective vacancy yet!”
			

			
				Tactfully ignoring the suggestion, I said, “I suppose Kobus ordered him over to Ireland. He had no choice.”
			

			
				Kiely laughed. “He volunteered for the role! Our Dutch colleagues tell us he made several applications to work at Kobus’s international branches, none successful till the Irish opportunity.”
			

			
				I returned Kiely his reports. “Do you think he was intending to vanish abroad with the loot? In other words, he knew Tess Brouwer was likely to discover the fraud in his absence, but he didn’t care, because he had some scheme for disappearing?”
			

			
				Kiely finished his coffee and stood to leave. “That’s plausible, but more in the sense his treacherous co-conspirators, Anna Meyers and Max Sellars, might have cajoled him into using a foreign country as the springboard for a disappearance. Think about it. Suppose you’re planning to kill somebody and get away with it. A whole lot easier if you can place them in a situation of voluntary isolation, away from regular family, friends, colleagues and neighbours.”
			

			
				I asked, “Have they detained Anna Meyers for questioning yet?”
			

			
				Kiely shook his head. “Our Dutch colleagues have been unable to do so. For a very simple reason. She’s disappeared.”
			

		


			
				25: The Husband 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Faster, Charlie! I’m almost there!”
			

			
				Ilse lay on her back on her bed, looking up at me, her hands clasped tightly behind her head while I held her by the ankles, levering her legs wide apart like scissor blades  as she thrust her hips against me. We’d already had sex once that morning, in the classic “missionary position”, and we’d kept this second position going for fifteen minutes. As we accelerated towards the inevitable, a slam of the front door shook the walls. The tread of heavy feet could be heard coming down the corridor.
			

			
				Ilse exclaimed, “My husband! He’s returned early!”
			

			
				 “Your husband!” Rapidly extracting myself, I stood defensively facing the bedroom door, grabbing a towel to cover my distended penis.
			

			
				Ilse laughed. “It’s OK, Charlie! Calm down! We’re getting divorced. He knows about you and I.”
			

			
				A tall bald-headed ginger-bearded man in his fifties strode in. Speaking English with a strong Dutch accent, he said, “Oh! I’m sorry. You’re working on your book. I’ve interrupted you.” 
			

			
				Ilse said, “I didn’t expect you back so soon, Hans.”
			

			
				“A technical fault at the railway. The trains weren’t running, so I decided to look around town instead. This young man must be your book partner.”
			

			
				“Of course! Charlie, meet Hans. Hans, Charlie.”
			

			
				We moved to shake hands. I changed over to my left hand holding my towel, to free up my right. It struck me as somewhat bizarre for him to be so vigorously shaking the hand that only moments before had been furiously massaging his wife’s clitoris. “Jolly nice to meet you! Good show!” (What English text book did he learn from!)
			

			
				He pulled at my towel. “Let’s get a look. See if you make the grade.” 
			

			
				I held on for dear life.
			

			
				Ilse said, “Charlie, don’t be ridiculous! You English males! Always terrified people will think you’re gay!”
			

			
				I dropped the towel, only to feel Hans tugging at my erection, squeezing it hard. “A good length. Thick, too. And firm. Well done!”
			

			
				Ilse dissolved into hysterical laughter. “Charlie, the look on your face! Hans! Let go! Put the man out of his misery. He’s an Englishman, remember.”
			

			
				Hans released me. “Dreadfully sorry, old boy! Not quite the form, I know.” He looked over at his wife, her legs spread apart, her wide-open, shining-wet, lurid pink cunt lips on display to the world. “I see I’ve interrupted you at a crucial moment. Do carry on.”
			

			
				Ilse motioned for me to come back inside. “Don’t mind Hans. He can go to the kitchen and make us all lunch, can’t you Hans?”
			

			
				Saying, “Yes, I bought some classic Dutch craft beers at the airport. I’m sure you will enjoy them, Charlie — when you’ve finished,” Hans left the room.
			

			
				Positioning myself between Ilse’s legs, lifting them high, I re-entered her warmth. She reacted instantly with her trademark lack of inhibition, alternately groaning and shouting with every thrust.
			

			
				Hans came back. “Sorry. I saw you have the local newspaper there. I want to read the latest on the assassination of poor old Lucas.
			

			
				I said, “You mean the ‘murder’.”
			

			
				“Can’t I say ‘assassination’?”
			

			
				I paused my thrusting but remained in position, fully penetrated, holding his wife’s legs by her ankles, pointing straight up to the ceiling. “Only presidents and royalty get assassinated. The common herd get murdered.”
			

			
				“Why the distinction? The end result is the same.”
			

			
				I explained, “Because English has both French and Germanic antecedents. The lower classes, the serfs, had Saxon origin. The word “murder” comes from them. The upper-class feudal lords were French. ‘Assassination’ derives from their language.”
			

			
				Hans replied, “Really? That’s most interesting! I must ask you to give me some more examples.”
			

			
				Ilse interjected, “Would you two mind conducting your linguistics tutorial at a more appropriate time!”
			

			
				Sidney pushed in front of Hans. “Excuse me. I need a close-up of the lady’s predicament for my photographs”, with which Hans took the newspaper and returned to the kitchen, leaving his wife and me to noisily consummate our copulation.
			

			
				Back at work after the weekend, I made a special trip to the sales department. I’d been gifted a way of getting Hogan off my back regarding Ilse. I informed him of her husband’s visit but said nothing of the divorce. “A big man. Athletic. I wouldn’t like to cross him in a hurry!”
			

		


			
				26: Tourists 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The month of July heralded Kilgarney’s peak tourist season in earnest. Nowhere was this more evident than along the town’s promenade by the lake, the lively outdoor cafes and bars packed with visitors. And this year the reported holy vision at the cave was straining the hospitality industry to the limit, on account of an enterprising local travel company creating a package-deal for the religious. Orla told me they’d made her grandad a very happy man by including his camera obscura on the itinerary of recommended attractions. On the itinerary also, the dam, which Orla and I were visiting during one of our lunch breaks. Having completed most of the network upgrade at Cunninghams, I could afford to relax a bit, the pressure off at work, giving me more free time for leisure and the task of completing Ilse’s book. 
			

			
				The dam wall at Kilgarney Lake is constructed in a classic concave shape, to better resist the enormous weight of the water behind it. Along the curved top runs a narrow roadway to accommodate a maintenance vehicle; to one side, a hundred-foot sheer drop to the river; to the other, the great depth of the lake. The roadway provides access to the dam’s generators and control house at its centre. Narrow parapets either side, about three-feet high, act as safety barriers. Even so, the tour guide insisted we walk the road single-file, as a precaution. 
			

			
				On reaching the halfway point, we entered the control house and descended a cavernous staircase to the bowels. When I commented on the internal spaciousness, the guide explained the dam wall was of tapered construction, thickening towards the base to be able to resist the steadily increasing weight of water pressing down upon it. He led us into the echoing hum of the generator hall, dominated by enormous water pipes which funnelled the outflow of the lake through an array of electro-magnetic turbines. Maintenance work was being carried out on one of them. We watched as an engineer heaved on a metre-diameter wheel, turning it to alter the flow, in principle no different from the stopcock for your home water-supply, though on a grander scale. Funny, despite the sophisticated electrical engineering and illuminated control panels surrounding us on all sides, the means of controlling the water itself should be so distinctly low-tech. 
			

			
				Finally, the guide took us to the observation deck overlooking the outlet, from where water tumbled down to the river bed. In the sunshine, the intense mist from the cascade created a myriad of coloured light refractions, an asset recently seized upon by the local tourist office for a promotional campaign, “The Town of a Hundred Thousand Irish Rainbows”, corny in a leprechaun sort of way, but the Americans go for it, and that’s all that matters. 
			

			
				On this tour, our companions were Irish, from Donegal, visiting Kilgarney on the religious package deal. A pleasant lot, greatly excited by the reported visions at the shrine. Even though obviously the product of two men’s over-active imaginations, at that time I believed no harm could come of it.
			

		


			
				27: The Doctor 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Doctor Abadi opened his front door and smiled at the mountain scenery, the sweet-smelling air and the rising sunshine topping the peaks. Just like home, he thought, though without the men of violence. 
			

			
				A perilous journey by land and sea had delivered Abadi to the safety of Ireland, where a grateful government, in trouble as usual over shortages in the health service, waived the usual restrictions on refugees and granted a licence to practise. Abadi’s brother living in Paris set him up with the money to buy a surgery in the better part of Kilgarney, the West County side, so here he was, enjoying a steady flow of local patients, not to mention the tourists with their uncanny ability to get themselves into all sorts of water-related mishaps on the lake. 
			

			
				The Muslim fasting month of Ramadhan had ended recently, another bonus of this town: the absence of religious tribalism. Abadi had been impressed, arriving at Christmas, to find the Catholic and Protestant clergy attending each other’s service of the season. For the first time in many years, he had been able to carry out his religious obligations without fear of fanatics turning the holy month into an excuse for anger and hatred.
			

			
				Abadi welcomed his next patient, Orla Murphy. He asked after her grandfather, who had never attended the surgery. Orla chuckled. “Me granda’s fierce proud of his health. He says last time he needed a doctor was as a child.” Abadi replied all the more reason for Jimmy to get a check-up. Orla promised to try to persuade him. She asked whether the doctor could take on a new patient, her friend, Charlie Gibbs, explaining he was a freelance worker, newly arrived from England.
			

			
				“Ah! England!” exclaimed Abadi, “My first choice for seeking asylum. A friend warned me against it. He said most English are reasonable, tolerant, non-racist but there’s a significant racist faction, emboldened by reckless and unscrupulous politicians — my friend calls them the ‘go back to your own country brigade’. They see the images of violence and destruction on TV and seem to think it’s a pre-ordained state we foreigners are destined to live with. It never occurs to them we too once enjoyed a peace such as they enjoy, free to think and act as we pleased, free from the constant shadow of men with guns and bombs sowing chaos and ruin. It’s like they think we’re only in their country for fun, to take advantage and make a nuisance.”
			

			
				Orla responded, “I’ve met English people like that. If they applied the same logic to themselves, most of them would have to leave England for Germany or France or Scandinavia, or whichever other place their ancestors invaded from. There’d be no true English left; they all got forced west into Wales. And I believe many English are proud to claim descendancy from asylum seekers, for example the Huguenots, who escaped religious persecution in France. Would they agree to be ‘sent back where they came from’?”
			

			
				On leaving the consulting room, Orla teasingly informed Abadi she and her brother were on their way to the cinema to watch a classic horror movie about a plague where just a drop of saliva can instantly infect a person with a deadly virus, turning them into a murderous zombie. Abadi sighed. If that were a true scenario, there would at least be the possibility of prevention through medical science. But in the modern world all it takes is a man in black garb, with a grey beard and a stern face, to infect people en masse with unthinking anger, limitless cruelty and blind hatred, a virus for which there is no rational cure.
			

		


			
				28: Gallagher Walk-Out
			

			
				 
			

			
				It’s been a stormy week in the Irish parliament, the Dáil. Today’s debate on renewable energy is no exception. The speaker of the parliament, Ceann Comhairle, Diarmuid O’Hare, starts the proceedings. “I go to the first on the list, Fearghal Gallagher, on the subject of renewable energy quotas.”
			

			
				Fearghal Gallagher, the TD for Kilgarney West, known disparagingly to his opponents as “FG1”, rises to his feet. A big man, very much the country farmer, he launches straight in with his customary aggression. “The government committed to a hundred percent reliance on renewables by 2045. That makes them five years late achieving targets agreed by the EU decades ago. Are they proposing to add to their incompetence by the draining of Kilgarney Lake, one of the best carbon-neutral electric schemes in the country?”
			

			
				Ceann Comhairle, Diarmuid O’Hare, says, “I will let the minister answer that.”
			

			
				The minister rises to speak but is interrupted by Fearghal’s cousin, Fintan Gallagher, TD for Kilgarney East, known to his opponents as “FG2” and, like his cousin, built for agriculture. “We don’t need the minister to tell us more lies. He knows the draining of Kilgarney Lake is all about water. To hell with electricity output.”
			

			
				Diarmuid O’Hare says, “Control yourself, deputy! You’re speaking out of turn.”
			

			
				Dublin South TD, Mairead O’Conner chimes in, “What you expect when you allow a couple of culchies to monopolize the floor. We’ve had nothing but rude, one-sided interruption all week. Someone needs to tell them there’s more to Ireland than Kilgarney.”
			

			
				FG2 shouts back, “This is outrageous. We’ve just as much right to represent our constituents as you have. We’ll take no more rubbish from a lady who gets into bed with the chairman of the water authority every night!”
			

			
				Diarmuid O’Hare asks Fintan Gallagher to withdraw his last remark. He points out there’s no crime in a TD being married to the chairman of the water authority. He threatens to suspend the house if they can’t debate in a more civilised way.
			

			
				FG2 refuses to withdraw the remark. FG1 calls out, “Suspend the house! It’ll make no difference. Democracy in Ireland is dead!”
			

			
				Diarmuid O’Hare instructs the Kilgarney deputies to quit the chamber.
			

			
				FG1 retorts, “We’re going! For good, this time!”
			

		


			
				29: A Chair
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sidney showed me in to Ilse’s living room. A solidly-built wooden dining chair with upright back had been placed in the middle of the floorspace. Ilse entered from the bathroom corridor, bare legged and bare footed, covered by a bath robe and smelling strongly of rose-oil. While we kissed, I loosened the cord of her robe, slipping my hands inside to cup the satisfying weight of her breasts. She dropped the robe to the floor and set about undressing me. “Charlie, we’ve been lax. We’re supposed to be working through two positions a night. With work and other things getting in the way, we’ve not even averaged one. I hope you’re fit this Saturday morning because we’re catching up with three positions. I’m looking forward to finding out just how wet you can make me. Today, we’re using a chair. Sidney has set it up specially for the best photographic angles. Isn’t that right, Sidney?”
			

			
				“Certainment!” replied the robot. Was it my imagination or had his fleshy mouth changed to an expression of serious business-like agreement?
			

			
				We leafed through Ilse’s Kama Sutra, inserting a bookmark at any drawing showing the use of a chair or stool. We found six in total. Ilse asked which I fancied but I insisted, as it was her project, she must be the one to choose. 
			

			
				We started with Ilse squatting naked on the chair, facing away from me, supporting herself by holding on to the chair back and presenting her curvy bum for my delectation. I warned her, with her entrance so blatantly displayed, she was in danger of immediate penetration. She turned to me and smiled. “Then what are you waiting for?” 
			

			
				When we’d finished, I took my rest on the sofa, while Ilse lay on the floor beside me, hips raised, legs draped over a chair. “Gravity,” she explained.
			

			
				Ilse’s position number two similarly maintained her off-upright alignment. I lifted her by her buttocks and penetrated her, she holding on to my arms as she leaned back across a cushion placed on the chair. Strenuous work supporting her weight while having sex, but extremely satisfying, and, from Ilse’s cries of pleasure, for her also.
			

			
				We left the wildest position till last. This time, I sat on the chair, with Ilse straddling me to engage my erection. Then I held tight to her wrists as she tipped herself backwards until her head touched the floor. She was practically upside-down. Afterwards, she told me the position gave her an oddly pleasurable sensation of extreme vulnerability. 
			

			
				Ilse unfolded a bath towel and lay across it naked, giving dictation to Sidney for her sex book. Parting her legs, telling me to kneel between them, she pressed my fingers into the wetness of her opening. I withdrew them to spread the sticky goo over her nipples and areolae. “Do that again,” she said. “Wipe it all over my breasts. Bathe them with your fluid until there’s none left.”
			

			
				Later, after we’d cleaned up in the shower, Ilse announced she’d prepared a surprise. She produced an expertly-conceived black-and-white sketch of the two of us making love in the ‘wheelbarrow’ position, obviously based on Sidney’s photographs from the evening of our first encounter. “In a moment of inspiration, I went out and bought an easel, drawing-paper and charcoals.”
			

			
				“You drew it yourself?”
			

			
				“Sidney. Working from images stored in his memory circuits.”
			

			
				I turned to the robot. “Sidney! You’re quite an artist!”
			

			
				“Mais oui!” he replied. “One day I will ‘ave my own studio in Montmartre. La Maison Du Sidney.”
			

			
				I suggested to Ilse she and Sidney might start a new craze in portraiture: taking commissions from couples desiring an art-work, drawn from life, of themselves having sex — the ultimate ‘selfie’. Could be a profitable line of business. 
			

			
				Ilse disagreed. What would you do with your portrait? Not the sort of thing you could display in your entrance hall or living room, the first piece of decor to accost visitors as they arrived. Nor would you hang it facing the bed in the guest bedroom. And, if you did find a place to put it, you’d probably still want to take it down any time the family visited.
			

		


			
				30: The Alteration
			

			
				 
			

			
				I’d planned to lunch with Ilse, but Orla insisted I go with herself instead. She drove me to a café by the promenade, where she chose a corner table, away from anyone who might overhear. “Charlie, you remember when I told you about the other man in Lucas’s cottage, you asked me to describe him and I said I couldn’t because of venetian blinds obscuring the view? I was staying at me granda’s last night and I asked him why he’d chosen venetian blinds for the cottage back room. He said he hadn’t; the decorators fitted curtains.”
			

			
				“Lucas fitted blinds to hide his visitor?”
			

			
				Orla looked at me indulgently. “You’re being slow. You’ve seen for yourself. The garden wall means nobody can stare into your back windows. If that’s what he was worried about, he’d have put blinds on all the ground-floor windows, wouldn’t he, and he didn’t. Two retailers in Kilgarney fit curtains and suchlike. We’ve time before we’re due back from lunch to go talk to them.”
			

			
				At the first shop, the manager remembered Lucas with annoyance. He said he’d come in making a great noise about urgently needing blinds but, when shown the shop’s catalogue, he didn’t like the look of any of them. “Every so often, we get a promising customer like that who turns out to be a time-waster. I sent him on to our rivals. I told him their selection was nowhere near as stylish as ours, more the sort of thing you’d find in an office than a home.”
			

			
				At the second shop, they confirmed they’d actually taken an order from Lucas and had gone out next day to make the fitting. When Orla queried the date, they showed us the order in their books: the fourth day after Lucas arrived in Ireland.
			

			
				“I’ll tell you what I think,” said Orla. “The blinds weren’t put there to restrict the view from outside; they were for controlling light coming into the room. That other man was using it as an office. He was using a computer, and wanted to cut down glare on the screen. Taking the trouble to specially install blinds suggests whatever he was doing was a full-time occupation.”
			

			
				I asked, “Your grandad’s cottage has wi-fi?”
			

			
				Orla smiled. “No, it doesn’t! Granda’s so last-century. I told him he’d need to put in wi-fi to attract tenants, but he ignored my advice.”
			

			
				“Then, if mystery man went online, which he surely did, he must have been using a mobile wi-fi hub, either rented from here or brought over from Holland. I’ll mention it to Garda Kiely. If the guards can trace the internet connection, they may get a clue as to the man’s identity, especially if he sent emails.” 
			

			
				Kiely had asked me to keep my conversations with him confidential, so I refrained from revealing I already knew the identity of mystery man, namely Meyers’ partner-in-crime, Kobus auditor, Max Sellars. However, something didn’t add up. I asked Orla in which direction the back of her grandfather’s cottage faced. She replied south–east, the answer I was expecting. Sunshine would flood the windows from early morning to late afternoon. But, if Orla had heard right, that time when she surprised the men in the cottage back garden, and Sellars did indeed live in a townhouse in Kilgarney, he presumably did not need to be at the cottage when Meyers was at work; he could just as easily use a laptop at his own place. Should their nefarious activity require the two men to work together, then, come evening, by the time Meyers returned home, the sunlight would be off the back of the house and the glare from the window would not be an issue. And even supposing they were working on something together at the weekends, Meyers could have more safely visited the anonymous Sellars, than Sellars visit Meyers’ cottage, risking discovery as had almost happened with Orla.  So, why blinds?
			

		


			
				31: Experts 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jimmy Murphy opens his front door to a bald middle-aged man, small in stature, carrying a clipboard. The man asks, “Are you Jimmy Murphy?”
			

			
				“Who wants to know?”
			

			
				“Your name is on the electoral register. I represent the ‘Free the People’ party. We’re campaigning for the Yes vote in the upcoming referendum. Give the government one in the eye. Telling us what to do with the lake, for heaven’s sake! Experts! Experts! Aren’t you just so weary of experts!” 
			

			
				He hands Jimmy a leaflet. Jimmy hands it back without looking. “Is that your bike resting against my fence?”
			

			
				“Yes. It’s a fold-up. Handy for remote houses like yours. My car’s parked at the foot of the track.”
			

			
				“When you get back to your car, aren’t you worried about putting the key in the ignition?”
			

			
				“Should I be?”
			

			
				“You could get an electric shock from the battery.”
			

			
				“I don’t think so.”
			

			
				“Designed by an expert.”
			

			
				“Pardon?”
			

			
				“The ignition system on your car. Designed by an expert.”
			

			
				“Yes, I suppose so.”
			

			
				“And that steep hill going back to town. I’d be worried your brakes might not be able to cope. But then of course you know they’ll be fine, because of the braking system — designed and made by experts. And when you stop and get out of your car, be careful your shoes don’t disintegrate. You might lose your balance and break a leg. But your shoes won’t do that, will they? Because even the humble shoe is designed and made by an expert. And you wouldn’t have to worry if you did break a leg; you could get it mended in a hospital — by experts. They’d also give you pain numbing drugs, designed and tested by … guess who?” Jimmy points to the cave of the shrine. “Are you a Catholic?”
			

			
				The man asks, “What’s that got to do with it?”
			

			
				“Think back eight hundred years, when they built cathedrals. Did the faithful worry about those massive gothic ceilings towering above the nave, that the roof would come down, crushing them in an instant? Remember, compared to the average medieval building, those churches were monsters. The people did not have to worry; the stonemasons and architects were experts. Go back to the Romans, those incredible aqueducts, the Coliseum, underfloor heating two thousand years ahead of its time, all designed and made by experts. Did you know the Ancient Greeks had steam power? I didn’t expect you would. You strike me as a person who doesn’t know a lot. They used it as a conjuring trick, to automatically open the doors of their oracle. Just think how different the history of the world would have been if they’d copped on to using steam for the locomotion of vehicles instead of doors. Railways and sea ferries would have been able to take the ancients anywhere on holiday. The English Tudors would have had no desire to fight the Armada — Sir Francis Drake would have thought the Spaniards a great bunch o’ lads with their Costa del Sol and their Sangria.”
			

			
				Jimmy pauses for breath. 
			

			
				Canvassing man says, “Experts can be wrong, you know!”
			

			
				Jimmy asks, “Have you ever had food poisoning?”
			

			
				“A couple of times. Not very pleasant.”
			

			
				“But you haven’t given up eating food altogether?”
			

			
				“Of course not!”
			

			
				“Precisely!”
			

			
				“But what about when experts disagree with each other?”
			

			
				Jimmy says, “My tea stall serves cake. But we also serve ice cream. Which would you advise somebody to eat?”
			

			
				The man replies, “Depends on whether they liked cake better than ice cream.”
			

			
				“But suppose they didn’t know which to choose, would you advise them to go away hungry?”
			

			
				“What would be the point of that?”
			

			
				“Again, precisely! Just because experts can be wrong or can disagree, doesn’t mean we should give up on experts altogether. You know what this is really about? It’s about politicians wanting absolute power, wanting carte-blanche to do whatever they feel like. They don’t like experts, they don’t like an independent press, they don’t like to be criticised on TV, they don’t like their actions challenged in the courts, they don’t like questioning. Why? Because they don’t like people bright enough to check them, bright enough to expose their lies, their conceits, their cronyism, their self-serving manipulations. Instead, they want dupes like you, mister little insignificant, totally in awe, totally willing to be shafted every time, happy to say ’Get your cock out, mister infallible genius politician, lord protector of all that’s precious to me, and it’ll be an honour to suck it off for you, sir!’”
			

			
				The man is nonplussed by this outburst. Eventually he says, “So you’ll be voting ‘No’, then?”
			

			
				Jimmy replies, “Be careful going down the hill on your fold-up bike. Remember, it was designed by an expert!”
			

			
				Jimmy closes his front door. Bea appears from the back room. “That was a bit harsh, wasn’t it?”
			

			
				Jimmy replies, “I can’t stand stupid people. They’re a menace to society.”
			

		


			
				32: Dead-End 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Kiely had telephoned at breakfast time, asking we meet, so I called in at the Garda station on the way to work.  He said, “I have news to give you. Firstly, about Anna Meyers. The Dutch police tell us she’s still missing, so it looks like your suspicion of her being the late Max Sellars’ accomplice in the murder of her husband is on the right lines. Secondly, about those leads you passed on from Orla Murphy…”
			

			
				I interrupted, “You found the townhouse rented by Sellars?”
			

			
				“We checked with the rental agencies. Every townhouse in Kilgarney accounted for. We know he wasn’t renting here.”
			

			
				“Orla must have heard wrong.”
			

			
				“She heard right. Sellars owned a townhouse in Kilgarney; paid cash for it around the time Meyers came to Ireland. Only lived in it a short time, significantly from our point of view, up to the time of Meyers’ death. He asked the Kilgarney solicitors who’d organised the purchase to let it out on his behalf; said he was going away for a while and would send instructions when the renting should cease. The property was placed with a letting agency under the acting solicitors’ name, so it took us some digging to connect the place with Sellars. Neither the rental agency nor his solicitors were aware of his death. They’ve carried on collecting the rent from the tenant and depositing the money in a nominated offshore bank account.”
			

			
				“And the venetian blinds at the cottage?”
			

			
				“It certainly points to the fraudsters using the room as an office. And, following your suggestion, we managed to trace a portable wi-fi connection, on rental to Lucas Meyers, like you predicted.”
			

			
				I asked eagerly, “So who was he connecting to?”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “Let me ask you a question first. What’s your opinion of Kobus’s network security policy?”
			

			
				“From what I’ve seen, lax. Lucas asked me to configure something on his laptop once. When I asked for his login password, he said it wasn’t needed; he’d already logged in and the connection never timed out.”
			

			
				Kiely sighed. “I thought so. Sorry to disappoint you but only one connection was ever made from the cottage. Meyers logged on to Kobus head office early each morning and left the connection open, usually closing it at about six in the evening.”
			

			
				“There were no other connections? None to news or weather sites or to sites where he could stream movies in the evening?”
			

			
				“According to the wi-fi providers, nothing.”
			

			
				“That’s not normal!”
			

			
				Kiely and I sat silent for a while, each trying to make sense of the situation. 
			

			
				I said, “Lucas brought his laptop to work every day. Almost the first job they gave me to do there was to get him connected to Kobus via our network. The cottage connection must have been Sellars.”
			

			
				Kiely nodded in agreement. “Not surprising. Determined fraudsters always look for new opportunities. No doubt Sellars used his privileged access through Meyers’ account to research confidential company documents to find some new angle to siphon off Kobus money.”
			

			
				“Have you asked Kobus for activity reports on the connection?”
			

			
				“Lax security. They don’t keep logs to that level of detail.”
			

			
				I said, “At least it explains one thing. I couldn’t understand why they needed venetian blinds in the cottage back room for working together in the evenings. The sun would be off the back of the building by that time. But if Sellars was making daytime connections from the cottage when Lucas was out at work, that would explain it. But what I don’t get is this: you’ve confirmed Sellars had his own place in town; why work from the cottage when Lucas was at Cunninghams? Why didn’t Sellars just work from home? Or was he logging on from his townhouse also?”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “That’s one thing Kobus have been able to tell us. Sellars never connected from his townhouse. Only two connections to their network were traceable to Ireland: the official one through Cunninghams’ office building, managed by yourself, and the unofficial one, via the wi-fi gadget at Meyers’ cottage.”
			

			
				As I left the building, Kiely caught my arm to stop me. “Charlie, this line of an enquiry seems to have hit a dead-end, unless we’re all reaching a too obvious conclusion. Maybe there’s another reason they needed venetian blinds in that room, not to keep the sun off, something else altogether, something we haven’t yet imagined could be possible.”
			

		


			
				33: Party Wall 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse quickly made friends with Siobhán, her neighbour whom I’d encountered on my first visit, when I stupidly pressed the wrong doorbell. They’d been round to each other’s house, met for coffee at The Lake, even lunched together in town. Siobhán wasn’t really Ilse’s type. I suspected an ulterior motive.
			

			
				At dinner at my flat, Ilse announced, “Sex on the stairs tomorrow morning!”
			

			
				I objected, “Isn’t there a problem? You can hear Siobhán and her husband, clear as anything, coughing or calling out to each other the other side of the staircase wall.”
			

			
				“Agreed. The party wall along the staircase has rubbish soundproofing.” 
			

			
				I laughed. “You’re expecting us to do it silently? I might be able to manage it but I can’t imagine you being able to bottle it all in!”
			

			
				Ilse replied, “Don’t be insolent, or I’ll have you dismissed for insubordination! I’ve done my research into Siobhán’s daily routine. She drives her husband to work early morning at six–thirty and doesn’t get back till ten. She says it’s not worth battling the commuter traffic on the way home, so she always goes shopping to fill in the wait. If we start having sex as soon as we see them drive off, then, allowing for your recovery periods, we can fit in three positions and still get to work by nine.”
			

			
				Ilse came close and kissed me tenderly. “Stay at my place tonight, Charlie. Sleep in the double-bed — the first time we’ll have cuddled up together like a proper couple. No sex, though. You’ll have to keep it all in till morning.”
			

			
				Our previous evening sex sessions always culminated in me being sent home to sleep in my lonely bed, a situation I accepted out of respect for Ilse’s wishes. At some time in her life, a long time ago, before her marriage, she had suffered rejection, a painful experience she was not yet ready to talk about. She asked that we be patient, wait until the book was finished before deciding whether to take our relationship to a deeper level. 
			

			
				The proposed sleepover presented a conundrum I had not up till now needed to consider: the question of appropriate attire. Should I wear pyjamas to signal my acquiescence to a night of chastity or would it be ridiculously middle-aged not to sleep nude?  I settled for the nude option. 
			

			
				Ironically, having enjoyed so much freely available sex, the idea of bedding Ilse in the literal sense intensely turned me on. I shook like a leaf with nervous anticipation and sported a massive hard-on, just as I had on that first occasion Ilse suggested we take a shower together. My state of excitement peaked further when she came to me from the bathroom, heavily perfumed, wearing a sexy shortie nightie which showed off the full length of those alluring legs, their contours now so familiar to my touch. She gave me a look, which said, “Is this a bad idea, inviting him into the sanctity of my bed?” Between the sheets, we kissed, then I loosened her top buttons so I could worship at the altar of her breasts. My hands roamed over her curves, inevitably coming to rest between her legs. I burrowed down under the bedsheet, relieving her of her panties, that familiar smell deliciously amplified by the claustrophobia of being buried alive.
			

			
				Ilse pushed me away from her intimate area. “Charlie, you have to stop!”
			

			
				Coming up for air, I asked, “Are you worried I’ll lose control?”
			

			
				She smiled. “It’s me who’s on the edge of losing control. I don’t want to wear you out for the morning.” 
			

			
				We woke at six, washed and breakfasted, then sat by the front window, peering through a gap in the curtains, waiting for Siobhán and her husband to leave. But, come six–thirty, no sign of them. By seven o’clock, we were on the point of giving up and going back to bed, when we heard them opening their front door. Siobhán carried out a large brown box, like a sort of portmanteau, which she placed on their car’s back seat. Perhaps they were going away on holiday, rendering pointless our elaborate preparations. They got into the car and drove off.
			

			
				We sited Sidney at the foot of the staircase, from where his extendable camera arm would have sufficient range to cover activity confined to the lower treads. Sex in a draughty stairwell might not sound like fun but Ilse had chosen the moment with precision, at the tail end of a period of exceptionally hot and humid weather. As an extra precaution, she’d turned off the air-conditioning, our naked bodies already bathed in sweat. Speaking for myself, I was feeling  randy as hell in the sticky heat. There remained only to choose three positions from the Kama Sutra.
			

			
				First, the classic stairs position, Ilse kneeling on a stair tread, me penetrating her from behind, positioning my feet on the lower treads to get the best height and angle. Next, we tried “The Handstand”, Ilse placing her hands on the landing at the bottom of the stairs and her legs several treads higher up, taking her weight on her outstretched arms. Penetrating her again from behind, I braced my body with my left hand pressed firmly against the party wall and my right gripping the stair rail, so I could slide in and out of her without falling forwards.
			

			
				 The third and kinkiest position, “The Prisoner”, can only be done if your banister has thin metal uprights. It required me to kneel on the treads close to the base of the stairs, squeezing my genitals between the cold hard banister supports. Ilse stood in the corridor, bending over to slide herself back onto me. With the restriction imposed by the ‘prisoner cage’ of metal uprights, I could only manage an inch of penetration. And with the 'prison bars' blocking manual access to each other, we had to provide our own stimulation. Despite this, or possibly because of it, our furious simultaneous climax found us grunting like a pair of gorillas.
			

			
				The delay of Siobhán and her husband leaving their house had pushed our time schedule past the limit. At nine thirty I was still in the shower. Ilse called out from the bedroom, “Hurry up! I’m supposed to be in a meeting!”  
			

			
				We decamped the house within five minutes and got into Ilse’s car. A builder’s van drove up at speed, parking directly behind us, the driver leaping out of his cab and running off down the street. “Someone else in a rush,” remarked Ilse. She turned to me with a look of irritation. “Could you get out and wave me back? He’s parked far too close. Didn’t he realise he was boxing me in between himself and Siobhán? … Oh my god, Charlie! She came back early! How long do you think she’s been there? I’d better go check.”
			

			
				Ilse knocked on her neighbours’ door and was immediately admitted. She returned with Siobhán, who waved, giving me a knowing grin. Siobhán got into her car and edged it forwards. Ilse said, “They heard everything! They had a vet’s appointment for an injection for their cat, which is why they didn’t leave at their normal time. They returned home just as you and I were working up to our first climax. Siobhán said they were too embarrassed to leave the house, in case we heard them and thought they’d been listening in. Each time we finished, they crept to their front window to watch for us leaving for work. But we didn’t leave. Instead, they’d hear us starting over. Siobhán said it was the most interesting two hours she’d spent sitting on a staircase in her entire life.
			

		


			
				34: Enemy Country 
			

			
				 
			

			
				They built the old school house on the edge of East Kilgarney in the same pattern and colour of brickwork as Cunninghams’ nearby Victorian factory. Unlike its prosperous neighbour, however, the school had long lain unused and derelict, until with the growth of the tourist industry it came on the market as having potential for conversion to a boutique hotel. Nobody with any sense would have been willing to pay the grossly overpriced sum being asked and locals were therefore amazed to hear it had been sold. They would have been less so if they’d known of the purchaser, American millionaire televangelist, Graham Williams, a man who pulled in vast sums through appeals on American cable billed as “Donations for Christ”. 
			

			
				With the publicity phenomenon of the visions at the shrine, Williams judged Kilgarney ripe for opportunity. A shrewd businessman, he’d researched the market. He realised his preaching style would have little appeal to an older generation firmly split between two types of Catholic, the devout and the lapsed; he needed to get disaffected youth on side. Not many dollars in that but Williams invested with an eye to the long-term. Kilgarney would give him a foothold into the European market. Build your reputation. The cash comes later. 
			

			
				His arrival coincided with the uproar over the draining of the lake. Instinctively, Williams smelled the opportunity to mine trouble. Take the popular side; stir things up. The school building came with one pertinent advantage, a large assembly hall with a stage at one end, ideal for whipping up crowd hysteria. 
			

			
				Pat Walsh, editor of the Daily Lake, got wind of the nightly meetings. He roguishly invited Father Hannigan along, “to view the competition”. The two men arrived to find the building’s façade festooned with tall ladders mounted by teenage lads painting the guttering and drainpipes in a smart black gloss. Others scraped decayed woodwork from the window frames, reinstating with filler prior to a coat of white paint. All wore the green shirts and buff shorts seen at the dam protest meeting. Walsh remarked to Hannigan the lads were not of any local scout troop. The priest replied, “But they are local lads. I know the families.”
			

			
				At the entrance to the building, two uniformed teenagers dished out leaflets extolling William’s commitment to community development through a planned sports club initiative. No expense was to be spared upgrading the games fields, bringing in professional trainers to inspire and motivate those of the uniform of the short trousers.
			

			
				Inside, enthusiastic supporters packed the assembly hall’s wide floorspace. Walsh noted this to be mainly an East Kilgarney working-class crowd. He mentioned it to Hannigan, who confirmed his impression. Applause, shouts and loud whistling greeted the entrance of Williams. Pat Walsh was thinking a good-looking guy with a kind of boyish charm; he certainly projected charisma, the problem being charisma is seldom equalled by character; on the contrary, charisma is better taken as a warning. 
			

			
				Williams descended from stage to floor level, holding a radio microphone to amplify his routine of jokey patter, his “man-of-the-people” act, moving from individual to individual, making contact on a personal level. Walsh gets the technique: start homely, then little-by-little change the subject, introducing the ‘God’ words.
			

			
				As the meeting reaches its climax, a soundtrack of blaring gospel music underscores the action.  Williams shimmies amongst the faithful, working them to fever pitch. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness!” 
			

			
				Isn’t he quoting the American declaration of independence? How does that fit in? Williams has them shouting now, call and response style, “Liberty!” — “Deliverance!” “Liberty!” — “Deliverance!”  Walsh has an uncomfortable feeling he’s witnessing the birth of something other than religion.
			

		


			
				35: The Push Button Revolution 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The demise of the peace and harmony that once reigned in Kilgarney can be laid squarely at the feet, or rather at the foot, of one Colm Meaney, aged eighty–five. 
			

			
				On the fateful Saturday, Mr and Mrs Meaney woke early to get their shopping done before the traffic and to take advantage of the senior citizens’ discount available prior to ten o’clock. To save time at the supermarket, they split up: Colm with his list; his wife with her list. It was not until returning home that Mr Meaney realised he had omitted to pick up two essential items for Mrs Meaney’s jam making. He drove back to collect said items. Unfortunately, a car in front braked hard and Meaney collided with its back bumper. The damage to his own vehicle being slight, no doubt his garage could easily sort it out, he called in on his way home. “No problem! Done in no time!” they said.
			

			
				Meaney thought of his wife fuming to get her jam made. Best call back later for the car. Bad decision! Rushing homewards, insufficiently taking the care due to his age, he tripped on the pavement, badly spraining his ankle. Concerned bystanders summoned an ambulance, which carted off both Meaney and jam-making supplies to the nearest hospital. By the time he’d been tested, rested and sent home by taxi, evening had arrived. Mrs Meaney determined to finish her jam-making that night. In any case, how could they go out now, to vote in the referendum, with her husband capable of neither walking nor driving?
			

			
				The Gallaghers had announced the July 23rd referendum three weeks previously, the issue at hand: should Kilgarney remain subservient to Ireland and the EU, or should it make a unilateral declaration of independence? A push button referendum. A simple yes or no, that’s all that was required. Inconvenient little details like guaranteeing the supply of food, fuel and medicines, negotiating trade tariffs, maintaining policing and security, keeping small businesses afloat, could easily be resolved after the key decision had been made. Kilgarney’s courage would so impress the world that every country would line up to sign massive deals with “Global Kilgarney” (it goes without saying, all in Kilgarney’s favour). You were either a weak-willed “doubter” or a patriotic “shouter”. Which were you? Slogans like “Your Country — Your Shout!”, “Shout for The Shouters!”, “Shout Their Ears Off!”, “Shouts Beat Doubts!” and “Get Your Shouting Done!” adorned posters stuck on walls and in shop windows throughout the town.
			

			
				As staunch Irish republicans, Meaney and his wife were dead set against the Gallaghers’ independence scheme. A pity Meaney’s twisted ankle prevented them attending at the polling station but what difference could the loss of two votes make?
			

			
				They listened to the result on the radio, announced impressively by the town clerk. “Votes against independence: ten thousand and fifty–four. Votes in favour of independence: ten thousand and fifty–five. Therefore, I duly confirm the vote in favour of independence carried by a margin of one vote.”
			

		


			
				PART 4: CHANGING WORLDS
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				36: The Independent Kingdom of Kilgarney
			

			
				 
			

			
				Mick Macey and Diarmuid Cavanagh tuck in to their gourmet lunch on the branch line train to Kilgarney. As government surveyors, they’re accustomed to travel perks but nothing as luxurious as this: fine dining and superb wine (Irish wine, courtesy of global warming). They’ve stowed their surveying gear under the guise of “Bird Watching Equipment” in the luggage van. This one’s tricky, effectively an undercover assignment. They’ll need to take the greatest care not to be spotted in their circuit of the reservoir, the most problematic location being the town’s sandy beach, for which their department has promised to send a surveying vehicle disguised as an ice-cream van. What Mick and Diarmuid will do when families queue up to be served refreshments hasn’t yet been considered. 
			

			
				Through the railway carriage windows they observe the approaching lake. Neither has done this journey before and they’re looking forward to the novelty of seamlessly entering the water and gliding across to dry land on the far side. The train slows to a stop on the shoreline. Then, silence, followed by a commotion from the adjoining carriage. The connecting door slides back to reveal two men with shoulder-slung rifles, in the company of two teenage boys dressed in green shirts and buff short trousers. “Passports!”
			

			
				Mick says to Diarmuid, “What are they talking about? Passports!”
			

			
				The riflemen approach and repeat their demand. “Passports!”
			

			
				Mick Macey jokes, “Where do you think this is? Brexitania?”
			

			
				The man says, “You are entering ‘The Independent Kingdom of Kilgarney’. You need a purple Kilgarney passport or some other form of ID. Non-natives, who have a skill, or who we otherwise deem useful to us, may be granted permission to enter in the form of a temporary visa.”
			

			
				Diarmuid Cavanagh desperately wants to laugh out loud but, seeing the pomposity is in deadly earnest and being aware of their precarious position as “enemy agents” confronted by men with rifles, he says to Mick Macey, “Better show them our driving licences”.
			

			
				Chief rifleman takes his time examining the proffered documents. “They seem in order. What is your business in the kingdom?”
			

			
				Diarmuid replies, “Leisure. Bird-watching around the lake. Our equipment’s in the luggage van.”
			

			
				Chief rifleman turns to deputy rifleman. “They’ll need visas. Give me some paper.”
			

			
				Deputy rifleman replies, “I’ve run out of paper.” He turns to the green-shirts. “Have you boys paper?” They shake their heads. He turns a worried face back to his partner. “Jesus, Pat! We can’t send them on without issuing a visa!”
			

			
				Rifleman Pat rifles his own pockets. He pulls out a crumpled receipt. “I got this from McPaddys. Give me your pen.”
			

			
				Deputy rifleman similarly rummages his pockets. “I can’t find my pen.” He asks the green-shirts, “Have you boys my pen?”  They shake their heads. He turns to Mick and Diarmuid. “Could you lend us a pen?”
			

			
				With the flourish of a conjurer performing a clever trick, Mick produces a biro from the inside pocket of his jacket. His performance is rewarded with a visa, printed on the front: “McPaddys — Best Burgers in Ireland” and, on the back, scrawled in tiny handwriting: “VISA. The Independent Kingdom of Kilgarney. Permission granted to pass. Non-transferable. Valid for nobody, apart from these lads.”
			

		


			
				37: Finding Anna
			

			
				 
			

			
				No need to ask why Detective Garda Kiely was calling again at Cunninghams; the look on his face told me everything. I took him to the usual meeting room. As far as I was concerned, there was only one issue outstanding in the Kobus financial fraud case. With the deaths of the main perpetrators, chief accountant Lucas Meyers and auditor Max Sellars, the remaining question was whether they’d had an accomplice in the person of Lucas’s estranged wife, Anna. Indeed, her apparent recent disappearance would seem to implicate her in the crime. 
			

			
				I asked, “Have you found Anna Meyers or is there a problem?”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “A problem, yes, but not finding her, talking to her.” He asked, “What was your impression of Anna, that time we requisitioned you to act as her chauffeur and interpreter?”
			

			
				I replied, “A woman who may have been attractive once. Little dress sense.”
			

			
				Kiely laughed. “Charlie, you really should consider detective work; the way you pick out the most relevant facts. Interviews with family and friends paint a picture of a woman going rapidly downhill after her husband´s desertion, no longer taking care over her appearance. Plus, becoming a recluse. Formerly, she’d been quite a party animal, apparently. The reclusiveness made her difficult to trace.”
			

			
				“But you have found her?”
			

			
				“Too late. She’s been murdered.”
			

			
				The news came as a shock, not only because of my brief personal acquaintance with Anna but also because it disarranged my theory of a secret partnership between  herself and Max Sellars, the two of them conspiring against her fraudster husband, disposing of him and making off with his ill-gotten gains. With Anna’s known partners-in-crime both dead, I suggested to Kiely an unknown fourth conspirator must be involved. 
			

			
				Kiely replied, “You’re forgetting the mistress. Anna’s body was found in a rented house outside a village. She’d been strangled with a scarf. The owner of the house had never seen Anna before, only his tenant, a man, who was nowhere to be found. The locals were questioned. They’d seen the tenant in the village at weekends, always in the company of a glamorous woman, very well made-up. The couple hadn’t been seen since March. From descriptions given, it became clear to Dutch police the tenant was Lucas Meyers, renting the house under a false name. With Lucas dead, there was only one other person likely to have met with Anna at the property: the woman locals described as glamorous, in other words, the mistress.”
			

			
				“Any clues as to her identity?”
			

			
				“Some strange circumstances. Not sure you’d call them clues; more confusing than helpful. Anna’s body was found naked. You think sexual assault but the autopsy revealed no violence outside of the strangulation. Her removed clothing and shoes could not be found.”
			

			
				“The mistress took away her clothes as a trophy?”
			

			
				 “It’s possible. More puzzling is why the wife agreed to go with her husband’s mistress to the scene of his infidelity.”
			

			
				I suggested a scenario where Anna Meyers has tracked down the mistress, planning revenge. They meet nearby and drive to the house. An argument and fight ensue, resulting in murder. 
			

			
				Kiely replied the Dutch had already considered that theory but if Anna Meyers had driven independently to the area before accepting a lift to the house, her car should be parked somewhere obvious in the locality. It had not been found. Neither was there evidence she’d arrived by other means, such as public transport or taxi. 
			

			
				Kiely added, “There’s more. An examination revealed Anna had been putting on makeup when she was attacked. Why would she agree to a meeting with her husband’s mistress, the cause of her marriage breakup and of her subsequent unhappy deterioration, then sit there calmly putting on makeup? Also, the officers who found the body reported an extremely strong smell of acetone, suggesting a crude attempt to overpower her using the only organic solvent close to hand: nail polish remover. However, they found only a trace of acetone in the lungs, an amount insufficient to support that theory.”
			

			
				I said, “So! Fraud case closed! One conspirator murdered by the others in a premeditated hit-and-run, the second killed in a genuine car accident, the third killed by a crazed mistress.” 
			

			
				While escorting Kiely back to reception, I took the opportunity to ask a question I had been meaning to ask about Sellars and his townhouse. “Don’t you think it odd Sellars should go to the trouble of buying property in Kilgarney when he knew he’d only be here a short time?”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “Could have been money-laundering. Property purchase is a favourite strategy for criminals to disguise their illegal wealth.”
			

			
				I asked, “You told me his solicitors were currently renting out the place. Do you know who the current tenant is?”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “Coincidentally, it’s your boss.”
			

			
				I made no comment. I was thinking of Ilse’s insistence on taking that particular property, in preference to better accommodation available for the same rent.
			

		


			
				38: Furniture Warehouse 
			

			
				 
			

			
				I arrived at Ilse’s place for sex on Sunday. Instead, I got Furniture Warehouse. Some couples I know describe a visit to a Scandinavian megastore as an orgasmic experience, equivalent to sex. But not for me.
			

			
				Ilse explained as we were driving out of town, past the dam, past Cunninghams factory, along the main road that follows the downhill course of the river to progressively more wooded and leafy terrain. “We haven’t explored any of the positions involving tables. My dining table’s the wrong height. We need to try a wider selection.”
			

			
				When I joked we could hardly try them out in situ, she said, “That’s just what we are going to do. I went there yesterday to look at their stock. The manager was complaining about being short-staffed on Sundays. He told me he’d have to lock the place up for lunch, so he could go home for his meal. Beds and tables are at the back. We go in, hide under a double bed and wait for lunch time. Let’s say fifteen minutes for me to orgasm in the first position; thirty minutes man-recovery-time for you. Ten minutes for you to fill me in position number two; five minutes to dress and hide again. As soon as the afternoon customers are let in, we can mingle and escape.”
			

			
				She told me to look inside a carrier bag on the back seat. It contained a telescopic selfie-stick and a roll of parcel tape. “If we bind the stick to a chair leg and adjust the camera angle so it covers the action, we can record ourselves on mobile video. Not as good as using Sidney but it’ll have to do.”
			

			
				We came into view of a road sign announcing the upcoming left turn to the trading estate. Ahead, along the main road, we could see a metal barrier marking the de-facto boundary between Kilgarney’s newly declared kingdom and the Irish Republic. Men in uniform patrolled both sides; on our side, the green shirts, wearing their buff short trousers; on the other, considerably more formidable, Irish army troops, complete with the intimidating presence of an armoured tank. 
			

			
				“I’m worried people will get killed,” said Ilse.
			

			
				I chuckled. “More likely they hope to run the town dry. Spread discontent amongst the populace for want of essentials and the revolution can be easily collapsed from within. Look how quickly they acted. Immediately after the referendum the Gallaghers declare a border and set up road blocks. The Irish Republic retaliate with customs posts and export duty on all alcohol passing into the kingdom. There’s not a home-brewing kit to be found in the Kilgarney shops; they’ve all been snapped up.”
			

			
				We drove down to take a closer look, parking the car just before a line of vehicles waiting to cross the border. A van driver came over to talk to us. Pointing to the tailback on both sides, he said, “What was that speech Gallagher gave last night about no longer taking instruction from the Irish Government and the EU? Explain to me how that farce over there represents ‘not taking instruction’? Every single feckin item crossing the border, a feckin inspection or a feckin form to be filled in. And for what? So they can wave a flag and kid themselves they’ve gained something marvelous. Just wait till the next elections!”
			

			
				“It won’t make any difference!” Another man had joined us. “People make little mistakes all the time they don’t mind owning up to. But a mistake on this scale beggars belief. Pride kicks in. Gallagher support will go up, not down. In fact, it could be massive. Man-in-the-street will choose needless suffering and misery, every time, over conceding he got it wrong.”
			

			
				We left the two men to argue it out and drove back up the main road to the trading estate. In its busy main avenue, the situation felt like a phoney war. A temporary truce allowed shoppers and workers to pass to-and-fro across the border, the outsiders easily identifiable by compulsory bright yellow visas worn as armbands.
			

			
				I’d never before felt guilty walking into a furniture shop. Now I entered self-consciously, like a teenage boy sneaking into a newspaper shop with the intention of buying a nudie mag. I could feel eyes looking at me from all directions, as if to say, “We know what you’re really here for.” Except, when I looked around, there was only the shopkeeper, attending to some customers at the front desk. Ilse and I moved quietly to the back and slipped underneath a double-bed. I glanced at my watch, the time five to one. 
			

			
				Minutes passed, then the slow tread of the shopkeeper. He’d come looking for us. We heard him open a couple of doors and call into the echoing spaces of the washrooms. Ilse suppressed a sneeze, the floor under the bed seriously dusty. A jingle of keys on a keyring and the man departed, locking the front door behind him. 
			

			
				We crawled out laughing. Ilse let off three gigantic sneezes. “A few seconds more and I’d have given us away. I’ve been dying to sneeze from the moment we got under the bed.” She pulled her dress off over her head, revealing herself to be naked but for her strappy white suede sandals. As she moved to unlace them, I objected they made her even more fuckable than normal and I wanted the special satisfaction of taking her like that. 
			

			
				I undressed, arranging T-shirt, socks, shorts and underpants in a neat row over the back of a leather sofa. Ilse told me for the first position she would lie on a table on her back, draping her sandaled legs over my shoulders for support. My role was to support her bottom, bringing my erection level with her opening at an angle of penetration designed to maximise her pleasure. The first table we tried was way too tall for comfort, the second, too low, the third precisely placed, so much so that Ilse and I climaxed quickly and simultaneously. She relished our growing ability to pace each other, and expressed her delight at gaining an extra ten minutes to savour my penetration of her body in the planned second position, without having to rush the enjoyment.
			

			
				It pays not to be over-confident. Slipping her dress back on, Ilse asked me to go to the ladies’ washroom to fetch paper towels from the hand dryer. I felt like the ‘flasher-royal’, walking in there semi-erect, and I snatched up some towels with the intention of getting out as quickly as I could. As I pushed open the door, I saw Ilse talking to the shop manager. “My friend had to leave. I went to the toilet. I heard you calling but didn’t realise you were locking up.” Ilse followed him to the front of the shop, carrier bag in hand, moving a little strangely, like she had developed a limp. They exited the building together, he locking the door behind them. 
			

			
				Nothing for it but escape out of a window. I might set off a burglar alarm but what could I do? First, I needed to retrieve my clothes from the sofa. But which sofa? So many; none displaying my apparel. Then I had a brainwave: ring my mobile. It was in the pocket of my shorts. I could ring from the phone at the cash desk. 
			

			
				A loud knocking at the front of the shop. Ilse had returned. I strode confidently forward. Two elderly women were peering in from outside the plate glass window. I dived behind an armchair and waited. The women went away, but there might be others, so I planned my route to the cash desk with care, seeking a progression of strategically placed furniture items, streaking across no-mans-land from one to the other. With my modesty finally concealed behind the cash desk and only my hairy chest visible above, I dialled my mobile. 
			

			
				Strange. No ringtone in the shop. 
			

			
				Ilse answered the phone. “I’m in the car park.”
			

			
				“What happened?”
			

			
				“I heard the main door being unlocked, then I saw your clothes laid out like on a washing line. I swept them into my carrier bag just in time. The manager told me he’d a suspicion people were still in the warehouse and decided when he was halfway home to go back and check. I think he had us marked down as a couple of shoplifters. So embarrassing! I had to find a way of walking out keeping everything in. I could feel your fluid dribbling down my legs.”
			

			
				I told Ilse to drive up to the windows at the rear of the building so I wouldn’t have to sprint across the asphalt like a streaker at a rugby game. We’d almost reached home when she stopped the car. “We have to go back. I didn’t have time to un-tape the selfie stick. I thought we could leave it there, a mystery, standing proud amongst a sea of sofas, like the distant mast of the Marie Celeste, but I don’t think we can get away with it.”
			

			
				On our return, the manager had already opened up and was standing at the cash desk dealing with a customer. As we slipped feloniously towards the back to retrieve the incriminating evidence, he called out, “Excuse me! I believe this is yours.” He produced the selfie stick. “But I don’t think you need this anymore, do you? Shall I bin it?” He opened his hand to show us a crumpled-up wad of parcel tape.
			

		


			
				39: The New Order 
			

			
				 
			

			
				If not for The Farm Pot, the closed border ringing the now independent “kingdom” of Kilgarney would have created a great deal of concern. This brilliant invention, which has eliminated world hunger, uses a brew of genetically-modified micro-organisms churning out flours, meat protein, fish protein, fish oils, even spice powders. Infinitely more efficient and carbon-neutral than traditional farming methods, it needs only a supply of water and a starter packet of special powder to work its magic. In Ireland, every household has come to own one, as essential a piece of equipment as a washing machine or TV.
			

			
				When people envision the future, they tend to imagine something visually fantastical, like in the 1960’s during the race to put a man on the moon it was genuinely believed by the end of the century rocket ships would be regularly whizzing about, transporting citizens to and from new city colonies established on the Moon and on Mars. There were big hopes for robots also. They would replace bank tellers, making bank robbery impossible — threatening a robot with “Hand over the money or I’ll shoot!” would have no effect whatsoever. 
			

			
				In reality, the future is both more subtle and more far reaching. Banks don’t open to the public anymore. Instead of having to queue in a bank to request a transfer from one of your accounts to another, you simply do it yourself in seconds on your mobile, from the other side of the world if necessary. The online and digital revolution is something people from the past could have had no conception of. 
			

			
				Similarly, a European from medieval times, coming back from the dead, would have no trouble recognising his neighbourhood and finding his way around. Apart from the obvious presence of cars and paved, mud-free street surfaces, he would find our historic towns lovingly preserved and would notice only the superficial addition of strange ornaments: concave white bowls (satellite dishes), black ropes criss-crossing the streets (phone and power cables), glass balls on tall posts (street lights), an ivory-like button decoration to many front doors (the electric doorbell push).
			

			
				Even our great hopes for progress can be obsoleted rather than nurtured by the future. Again from the 1960s, supersonic passenger flight and the sea-crossing hovercraft, both self-defeated by the cost of their high fuel consumption, even before the issue of global warming. And the future can come to resemble the past, like the city tram lines ripped up mid-20th century, only to be reinstated in modern form by urban transport planners fifty years later.
			

			
				With the Farm Pot ensuring security of staple food, Kilgarney town carried on as normal, the prevailing mood a strange acceptance. For the moment there were no discernible disadvantages, nor, more significantly, advantages. Tourists were still being allowed in; the flood of religious pilgrims continued. The most talked about issue was the imposition by the Irish government of customs duty on the supply of alcohol. All lorries and cars crossing the border into Kilgarney were subject to stop and search on the Irish side, with seizure if tax wasn’t paid on the demon drink. Clearly, they hoped to hit Kilgarney where it hurt the most.
			

			
				The Gallaghers were recasting themselves in the mould of the ancient High Kings of Ireland. From now on they were to be known as King Fearghal and King Fintan, though only on ceremonial occasions. They graciously condescended their subjects need not address them as “Your Majesty”. However, they couldn’t resist a little hubris, commissioning the issue of a commemorative postage stamp showing the two men in profile, wearing the soon-to-be-famous “Twin Golden Crowns of Kilgarney”, famous, that is, for not actually existing, because the budget didn’t run to either buying the gold or employing a goldsmith. They were “virtual” crowns.
			

			
				Fearghal Gallagher explained the new arrangement in a speech. “The last time we all belonged to a kingdom, you may recall it wasn’t popular. But this is not the kingdom of a foreign power, this is your kingdom. It belongs to all of you. You’re all Kilgarnians now!”
			

		


			
				40: The Fourth Man 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Two months on from the Lucas Meyers hit-and-run, and with the recent discovery of the body of Anna Meyers, assumed murdered in a crime-of-passion, the Kobus fraud investigation had attained a kind of closure, all three conspirators now dead. Then, in the first week of August, there occurred a dramatic new development, which blew the case wide open. 
			

			
				Kiely rang me at work, asking me to attend at the Garda station. They took me down a corridor to an interview room. Passing an adjacent glass-panelled meeting room, I saw a woman I recognised. She waved as I passed by. Kiely entered the interview room looking grave. “You’ve seen who’s next-door? Tess Brouwer. We’ve agreed to put her under police protection. An attempt has been made on her life.” 
			

			
				He described how Tess, returning home from her work at Kobus in Leiden, had gone into her garden to call her cat for its evening feed. An enormous explosion ripped through the house, totally destroying it. Tess escaped unharmed. By an extraordinary coincidence, she’d bent down to pick up her pet moments before the explosion occurred. An old disused concrete fuel bunker shielded them both from the shards of glass and other flying debris that would otherwise have caused serious injury or death. Forensic examination of the scene detected traces of explosive, suggesting a bomb triggered by remote-control. Only one conclusion could be drawn: an as-yet unidentified fourth person was involved in the Kobus financial fraud and this person feared Tess to be in possession of vital incriminating information. 
			

			
				Dutch police interviewed Tess extensively but were unable to identify her having any special knowledge outside the technical details of the fraud she had already divulged. When they offered to put her under protection, she pleaded to be allowed to go abroad. She herself had suggested being sent back to Kilgarney.
			

			
				Kiely said, “You remember, Charlie, how I dismissed your suggestion of a fourth conspirator being the murderer of Anna Meyers. Lucas Meyers’ mistress seemed the obvious suspect, because of Anna’s body being found at the scene of the lovers’ nest. This desperate attempt on Tess’s life shows us what we’re really dealing with: not the work of a vengeful mistress but of a determined professional.”
			

			
				I suggested, “Wouldn’t that explain also what you told me last time we met, that the Dutch couldn’t find any trace how Anna travelled to the place of her death. Obviously, this fourth person, whoever he or she is, drove her there.”
			

			
				Kiely nodded agreement. “With a ruthless killer on the loose, I’m not convinced Tess Brouwer will be out of harm’s way in Ireland any more than her own country. I’m giving you advance warning. Be ready. We may have to call on your services, day or night.”
			

		


			
				41: Trees 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse organised for our next sex session to be alfresco. The continued heat, at Mediterranean levels, made it possible for us to remove our clothes after dark and in the open air. Our venue was to be the woodland on the far side of the lake. We’d hire a small motorboat to pilot ourselves across. The last of the ferry trippers would have returned home, leaving the far shore deserted. 
			

			
				I waited until the evening sunshine began to wane, before calling round to Ilse’s house. Sidney answered the door. “She ‘as already gone to ze bitch.”
			

			
				I’d no idea to whom he was referring. Sidney repeated, “Ze bitch. . . Ze bitch . . . to pay for ze boat.”
			

			
				Realisation set in. “You mean, the beach! I thought you were saying ‘the bitch’, like ‘la pute’!”
			

			
				Sidney’s mouth adopted a crestfallen expression. “Eet is because I am French. Always I ‘ave trouble with your crazy language!” His right arm went into action with its characteristic thrum as he waved in front of my face a hurriedly scribbled note, Ilse saying she’d had to leave early to organise the boat hire and asking me to meet her at the lake shore.
			

			
				We embarked our vessel as the sun was setting. On the far side of the lake, a horn blast from the ferry announced the last departure of the evening. I’ve never operated a boat but Ilse’s upbringing in the canal world of Amsterdam gave her full confidence with our craft and she relegated me to the strong man role of splashing out on arrival to haul it onto dry land. 
			

			
				Crossing the still waters under the glow of early evening sky, on the one side the bright lights of the distant ferry making its turn by the dam, on the other the dim glow from the lighted windows of a train ploughing the lake, I studied Ilse navigating us to the far shore and decided no way could I accept losing this woman once our book contract had run its course. Despite the intensity of the sex, or maybe because of it, we’d devoted no time to discussing our broader relationship. Did Ilse feel, as I did, there was no need; it was obvious despite the age gap that we made a natural couple?
			

			
				Landing at the far side, we entered the gloom of the dense tree cover beyond the beach, in search of a clearing sufficiently open to give good sightlines. We’d brought with us a canvas holdall containing a tripod and hi-res video camera hired from a shop in town, a groundsheet, and a couple of super-bright led torches for illumination. We spread out our groundsheet and secured the tripod. We’d forgotten to bring any means of fixing up our lights and were obliged to improvise, balancing them precariously between the clefts of branches. Attaching the camera to the tripod, I asked Ilse to check the viewfinder, that she approved the illumination. She told me to take off my clothes and stand by a tree in the centre of the frame. She said, “I think it’s OK. Let’s swap over, so you can check how my body is lit.” 
			

			
				Ilse had dressed for the boat in jeans and T-shirt, which she now removed along with her panties. She’d chosen my favourite of her bras, two scanty patches of cloth which gathered and lifted her mounds high, nipples spilling over, enhancing the latent promise of their succulence. She called it her “rip-off bra”, because it was designed to have the effect on a man that he wanted to rip it from her body the moment he saw it. I asked “Ilse, aren’t you removing your bra?” 
			

			
				She replied, “If you want it, come and get it!” and ran off between the trees, with me chasing after her.
			

			
				Running around a wood in pitch blackness is probably a very stupid thing to do, clothed or unclothed. Within less than five minutes I’d not only lost Ilse but totally lost my sense of direction. I called for her several times. No reply. The situation was becoming worrisome. 
			

			
				I found her, standing with her back to me, peering around the trunk of a tree. Hearing my approach, she indicated for me not to talk. She whispered, “Look down there! Hogan!” 
			

			
				The terrain sloped away to a clearing where in the gloom we could just make out Hogan’s silhouette. He was joined by a teenager wearing shorts. A green-shirt. 
			

			
				Hogan spoke first. “You’ve come alone?”
			

			
				“Like you said.”
			

			
				“I heard someone calling out.”
			

			
				“Nothing to do with me.”
			

			
				“What do I need to do to get close to your master?”
			

			
				“How much is it worth in hard cash?”
			

			
				A bird shot out from the undergrowth with a loud squawk. Hogan and his companion turned to look in our direction. We pressed ourselves tight up against the back of the tree, our hearts in our mouths. We expected to hear them approaching, but there was only silence. When we’d gathered the courage to look again, they’d gone.
			

			
				“What did you make of that?” asked Ilse.
			

			
				“Sales king Hogan aiming to ingratiate himself with preacher and green-shirt king, Graham Williams.”
			

			
				Ilse said, “Charlie, we’ve got a problem. We’re lost, aren’t we?”
			

			
				To regain our bearings, I suggested we follow the slope back down to the lake, locate our boat on the shoreline, then follow our previous route into the trees. “But before that, Ilse, there’s something I have to do.” I reached round behind her, unclipped her bra and there, in the darkness and the silence, softly worked my way down her nakedness: her lips, her neck, her breasts, her stomach and her pubis.
			

			
				Returned to our camera setup, we anticipated our ground-level activities might be plagued by lumpy terrain and agreed to devote our session to positions standing upright.  Ilse said, “You’ll need all your strength for this first one. I wouldn’t be suggesting it if I didn’t know you were so strong.” She lay on her side on the groundsheet, resting her weight on her left hand. “Stand behind me, Charlie, and pick me up, left hand under my waist, right hand under my right thigh. Now straddle my left leg and penetrate me from behind.” As I lifted her, she gripped my arm with her right hand, her left arm fully stretched, supporting her weight against the ground. From her obvious enjoyment, the position was clearly a winner for Ilse. For me, less so, not because the taking of her in this position wasn’t extremely satisfying but because my fully-engaged hands weren’t free to explore her body.
			

			
				Afterwards, we lay on our backs on the groundsheet, side by side. So warm and content were we that we fell asleep. When we awoke, Ilse informed me for the next position we’d need the help of a tree. My role was to pick her up by her buttocks, myself leaning back against the tree trunk to obtain support for our combined weight. Ilse would spread her legs either side of me, pressing her feet against the tree, holding on to my head with her hands as I thrust inwards and outwards. Although this position suffered the disadvantage of the first, namely tying up my hands, I preferred it for bringing our lips in close proximity so that we could indulge in heavy wet kissing simultaneous to penetration.
			

			
				After a long period of blissful rest with our limbs intertwined, Ilse set about packing up the equipment. I asked, “What about position number three?”
			

			
				“Number three is just for us, Charlie. You’ll see.”
			

			
				The boat loaded, I dragged it down the shore until it floated free in the water. In the middle of the lake, Ilse cut the engine. She stripped and lay back, legs spread wide, her ankles hooked over the boat sides. “Charlie, I want to gaze at the starlight while you make love to me."
			

			
				Freed from the constraints of our book schedule, neither of us was in a hurry to climax, our gentle lovemaking a long slow simmer, suddenly boiling over at the end, Ilse calling out to the heavens. From the distant beach, we heard a crowd of people cheering and hollering in response. Could they see our boat in the dark or was the source of the sound a mystery to them, like a modern version of The Lorelei, the ghostly cries of a maiden in ecstasy luring sailors to their doom?
			

		


			
				42: Buzzed 
			

			
				 
			

			
				In the twentieth century a new style of salesmanship became ascendant amongst door-to-door salesmen selling life assurance or real estate. Known as “the hard sell”, the principal technique was summarised by the acronym, ABC: “Always Be Closing”. In other words, whatever your sales patter, constantly aim to close the sale, to move and pressurise the customer towards buying the product, to agreeing to sign on the dotted line.
			

			
				In the twenty–first century, the ABC technique came to be adapted by a certain brand of unsavoury politician. In their cynical grubby hands, “Always Be Closing” became “Always Be Campaigning”. The object of politics changed, from the pursuit of the power to do the things you believed to be right, into the pursuit of power for its own sake. Why would a politician be willing to discuss the issue and defend his position when all he need do was avoid the issue, peppering his rhetoric with catchy slogans continually bringing the public back to the fundamental point, i.e. which political tribe would you rather belong to?
			

			
				Initially caught out by this unashamed breaking of accepted norms of decent debate, the media belatedly caught up, with initiatives such as the Irish TV gameshow, “Answer the Feckin Question, Minister!”, popularly known as “Buzzed!” Each episode, a prominent guest politician faced off, live on national TV, against two teams of competitors. The teams would ask questions in turn and the politician would reply to justify his policies. Any fudging of the issue would be met by a competitor reaching for a loud buzzer to interrupt the answer. The interrupter then had to state their grounds for complaint. A scale of points covered “evasion”, “distraction”, “procrastination”, “repetition”, “irrelevance”, “denial”, “lies”, “winging it”, “electioneering”, “sloganeering”, “character assassination”, and other such political tricks. A panel of political journalists judged the interruption justified or not and awarded or deducted points accordingly. At the end of the show, the team with the most points shared a big money prize. Less fortunate the politicians, who’d leave the TV studio shaking with nervous exhaustion, sweating profusely from the strain of formulating a solid thirty minutes of honest answers, a skill for which many of them were seriously under-qualified.
			

			
				 In England, they adopted the format of the Irish show but with a twist, the competing teams being children of between twelve and fourteen years of age, representing and winning prize money for their school. The politicians who came off worst were the public-school types. Educated in the skill of sounding impressive without actually being impressive, they found themselves slaughtered by bright working-class kids well-coached in their “Media Manipulation Studies”, which had become an essential part of the modern curriculum, preparing youngsters for the charlatans, chancers and political wide-boys they would encounter in real life. As an Irish friend remarked to Charlie when they were watching the English show together, “Those kids are teaching your lower-class adults they don’t have to go on demeaning themselves by constantly doffing their caps to posh.”
			

			
				Inevitably, after Kilgarney’s declaration of independence from Ireland, the Gallagher cousins received a priority invitation to the Irish show. They declined. 
			

			
				Pat Walsh, of The Daily Lake, raised the matter at a meeting with his editors. “The Gallaghers are refusing to appear on ‘Buzzed!’” 
			

			
				The sports editor asked, “What’s their excuse?”
			

			
				“That they’ll be arrested as soon as they cross the border into Ireland.”
			

			
				“Couldn’t they do the show as an outside broadcast direct from Kilgarney?”
			

			
				The political editor chimed in, “They say not possible because Kilgarney’s new government hasn’t had time to draw up broadcasting regulations for the kingdom. They claim to be working on more important legislation than to be wasting time on trivialities.”
			

			
				Pat Walsh sneered. “Politicians boasting about reducing red tape and giving control back to ‘the people’ are always the ones quickest to hide behind bureaucracy when it suits them. Shows their true contempt for the people they claim to serve.”
			

		


			
				43: The Hunt for Hendriks 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Resulting from the bomb attack on Tess Brouwer’s life, Dutch police undertook an investigation of Lucas Meyers’ colleagues and friends. They hoped to identify a fourth conspirator in the case of the Kobus financial fraud. One name stuck out: Reuben Hendriks, Meyers’ former army buddy. Certainly, his special operative army training would have given him the skills necessary to construct the explosive device detonated at Tess Brouwer’s house. 
			

			
				To the alarm of the Irish police, they discovered Hendriks’ name on an aircraft passenger list to Dublin two weeks prior to Meyers’ arrival in Ireland. However, they could find no record of a return flight. Unless he’d smuggled himself back home by boat, he must still be in the country. 
			

			
				Suppose Hendriks were still in Ireland? As a matter of urgency, he needed to be apprehended. But Hendriks would not be easy to find. Trained by the army in the skills of survival in the wild, he’d prefer camping out to the risk of staying in conventional accommodation, and, as Kiely remarked to the investigating team, “There’s a hell of a lot of rough mountain terrain available to him in this area!”
			

			
				Charlie discussed the latest developments with Orla at his flat one evening. She asked, “If Hendriks is still here, then who set off the bomb at Tess Brouwer’s house?”
			

			
				Charlie replied, “I was thinking about that. But we don’t have to complicate matters by bringing in yet more people. As an improvised explosives expert, Hendriks could easily have constructed a mobile-phone triggered bomb. All he had to do was call the number from Ireland.”
			

			
				“How could he know for certain Tess had returned home from work?”
			

			
				“I suppose he planted a surveillance camera. In fact, I’m certain that’s how it was done, because it explains why the bomb didn’t go off as soon as Tess entered the house. The delay connecting the international call caused the explosion to occur after she’d gone out into the garden to collect her cat.”
			

			
				Orla wasn’t buying this explanation. “Charlie, what you’re saying makes no sense! You’re telling me Hendriks already decided, before he came to Ireland, that he needed to dispose of Tess Brouwer, so, before leaving Holland, he manages to conceal in her house a bomb and a spy camera, either of which risk discovery. Why didn’t he just explode his bomb while he was on the spot? Why wait till he was in Ireland?  And why wait months to do it?”
			

		


			
				44: With the Rain Pouring Down 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The problem being a computer systems engineer is you are constantly on call. The slightest glitch can bring down the network, costing thousands in lost revenue. Around five, the skies darkened, unleashing a furious electrical storm. A power surge brought down our entire system, consigning me the job of bringing it back up again piece by piece, a lonely task with the office and factory workers departed early, ordered home in case of flooded roads. 
			

			
				At eleven o’clock, with summer darkness already in, I ran the gauntlet of the deluge, dashing over from office block to factory to make a few confirmatory tests. On the second floor, I encountered Ilse. She said, “There’s only us on the premises. Let’s have sex here tonight. The danger of discovery will enhance our sensations.”
			

			
				We toured the building looking for a suitable location. In contrast to Ilse’s earlier cavalier attitude, faced with the reality of the wide-open factory floorspace she clearly had second thoughts for the consequences, should she, the boss, be discovered in flagrante delicto with a young subordinate.  We settled on a private storeroom, its only furniture a sturdy wooden table. In a corner we found an old portable radio, which Ilse switched on, tuning in to a throbbing twelve-bar blues, the words eerily prescient:
			

			
				Last night, baby
			

			
				With the rain pouring down
			

			
				Last night, baby
			

			
				With the rain pouring down
			

			
				You made me a man, baby
			

			
				When you got me going down
			

			
				She turned the volume to full-blast. “Bolt the door, Charlie! Welcome to my strip club!” She hitched herself up onto the table, swung her legs over, stood up in her high heels and proceeded to entertain me with a sexy dance, whooping and laughing as she swished her dress from side to side. 
			

			
				Loosening the dress, she bucked her hips to the insistent pulse of the music, the garment sliding step by step down her body. “Come on, Charlie! Clap in time. You’re supposed to be encouraging me!” I clapped along as commanded. Frankly, if anyone had come into the factory with this commotion going on, we’d have been sunk. 
			

			
				Her bra removed, Ilse twirled it round and round, launching it into orbit. She leaned forwards, jiggling her pendulous boobs just inches from my face. “Show me your money, Charlie! You’re supposed to tip me if you want to see more.”
			

			
				I produce a five euro note and offered it to her.
			

			
				“Not like that! Haven’t you seen these things in gangster movies? Put it inside my panties next to my hip! And five is an insult. I don’t come cheap!”
			

			
				I added a fifty to the fiver, parting the side of her panties from her skin, gently pushing in the notes, an action which felt to me invasive yet extraordinarily intimate.
			

			
				We switched off the radio and layered our clothes across the table to create a makeshift bed. Ilse pulled down her panties, the bank notes fluttering to the floor. On her schedule were the ‘tight fit’ positions, particularly recommended for less well-endowed guys (not my problem), in order that the lady can feel well and truly stuffed with (something I am too polite to mention).
			

			
				Ilse’s first position had me lying straight out on my back, legs together. She lay on top of me, similarly straight out. She’s a big girl and, with her full weight pressing down on my body, I had no room to manoeuvre. She compensated by sliding her body up and down my torso, to be in complete control of the penetration. With the ability to pace myself taken away, I could only submit helplessly to the urges building up inside my genitals and, for the first time, ejaculated prematurely before Ilse had time to climax. I thought she would be disappointed but the realisation of being one hundred percent in control massively turned her on and she orgasmed noisily before my penis had time to go flaccid.
			

			
				While we were preparing for position number two, Ilse asked, “Charlie have you seen my lipstick? It should be in my handbag.” We searched the immediate area but were unable to find it. Ilse said, “It doesn’t matter. Sidney’s not here insisting on perfect makeup.”
			

			
				The second position reversed the first, this time Ilse lying on her back, myself on top but, instead of the usual arrangement, the woman spreading her legs as an invitation to the man, Ilse pressed her legs together, telling me to penetrate her with my legs spread wide, another tight fit to maximise our mutual pleasure. 
			

			
				After we’d finished, I proposed we shower in the rain for fun. Grabbing a bar of soap from the washrooms, we scurried naked up the building’s old stone stairwell and pushed open the fire door to the flat factory roof. Ilse dashed out into the downpour, shrieking from the shock of the ice-cold water drenching her body. She threw over the soap and I squatted in front of her, working the lather with my hands all over her place most in need of cleaning up. Absorbed in this satisfying activity, too late did we become aware of a police siren and of a blue flashing reflecting off the falling rain. “We’ve set off an alarm!” exclaimed Ilse. “Must have been the fire door. I’ll go down the stairs on the other side. Be the decoy so I can rescue my clothes!”
			

			
				Halfway down, I met two guards coming up. I’d already decided on my story, that I’d been repairing the network, had felt overheated and had decided in a mad moment to take a shower “au naturel”, stupidly forgetting to deactivate the fire door alarm. My relief at their seeming to buy into my humble explanation, turned to fear when they asked me to show them where I’d put my clothes. Luckily, the storeroom table no longer vaunted Ilse’s apparel. One of the guards eyed me suspiciously, “Why did you take your clothes off so far from the roof?” Before I could think of a credible answer, the other guard stooped to pick up two banknotes. “Someone’s dropped fifty–five euro. Are these yours?”
			

			
				I pretended to search my trouser pockets. “Looks like they fell out. Thanks.” 
			

			
				With the over-confidence of a criminal who’s convinced he’s got away with a major felony, I added, “If you two gentlemen don’t mind, I’ll go and dry off in the gents, get dressed and lock up the building.” So saying, I swept my clothes from the table, dislodging Ilse’s lost lipstick, which rolled out from underneath and clattered to the floor. 
			

		


			
				45: Trouble 
			

			
				 
			

			
				A gang of children, on the streets later at night than parents should allow, started the trouble. Throwing stones, they smashed a window in Fintan Gallagher’s bar. The minor incident would have gone uncommented, had not American televangelist, Graham Williams, seized the moment to preach the evils of intolerance. He laid the blame fairly and squarely on “anti-alcohol fanatics”. Taking their cue, a phalanx of green shirts stomped across town at midnight to the surgery of the most prominent Muslim in town, Doctor Abadi, and trashed the place. Their bloodlust insufficiently satiated, they moved on to another easy target, Sean Murphy’s gay hairdressers, and burnt it to the ground. 
			

			
				In response to the outrage felt by most of the community, Williams appealed for calm, urging people to “respect the opinions of others”. In secret, he rewarded his rioters with promotion to a special elite force, The Liberty Troopers, distinguished by the wearing of black armbands.  
			

			
				Orla said to me, “I suppose you know Williams is rumoured to be a member of the Chicago chapter of ‘Semi-Automatic Rifles for The Lord’?”
			

			
				 I said, “I thought they went by the name ‘Gunning for God’?” 
			

			
				“They’re a breakaway chapter,” replied Orla, “or is it ‘Grenade Launchers for Jesus’? Anyway, I was reading an article about it.  The chapters hold marching rallies after church on Sundays. The cops are terrified of a confrontation leading to a bloodbath. Ammunition is banned, though it’s doubtful in practice they don’t come fully armed, and which cop dare challenge them? America is ruled by a culture of fear since the far right were allowed to take over. They’ve created a country that’s a mirror image of the religious extremist-controlled failed states they were once so keen to rid the world of. If a novelist had dreamt this up thirty years ago, people would have said it was a gross exaggeration.” 
			

			
				I said, “It’s not so surprising. If you look at the past hundred years of history, the Americans have a track record of supporting violence and repression in other countries when it suited their commercial and political interests. They’ve merely superimposed the same unconscionable approach on their own territory.”
			

			
				I decided to get myself registered on Dr Abadi’s list of patients, more as a show of support than anticipating needing his services any time soon. Temporary accommodation had been found for him at the rear of a town centre furniture shop, the very same where I had taken Lucas so he could upgrade the sleeping arrangements for his cottage. A sign on the door pointed to the surgery being down a side alleyway. A green-shirt with an insolent face guarded the entrance. Seeing my approach, he stuck out his foot to block my way. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
			

			
				I could have handled the situation better but I was on a short fuse after the recent vandalism directed against my friend, Sean Murphy. I replied, “No fucking concern of yours!”
			

			
				“Wrong!” said the green shirt. “I need to see some ID. It’s my job to check for troublemakers.”
			

			
				I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Troublemakers! You’re fucking kidding me! The only fucking troublemakers in Kilgarney are you fucking clowns in uniform.”
			

			
				The green shirt called across the street to another for help. “We’re taking you to headquarters for questioning and I’ll thank you to moderate your language.” 
			

			
				A small crowd gathered, anticipating a fight. I can’t say exactly what happened next but it’s like my school judo club experience kicked in. One moment I was being manhandled. Next instant, two roughs were downed on the asphalt, crying out in pain. The crowd cheered and applauded. Abadi treated me in his surgery for a small cut on my face. I rang Kiely and he agreed for the guards to keep an eye on the place and move along any green-shirt intent on obstruction and intimidation. 
			

			
				That altercation and my subsequent conversation with Abadi led to the formation of the Kilgarney Underground Resistance Movement. We decided to hold our first meeting at a safe distance from the green shirt patrols prowling the town. We chose Jimmy Murphy’s house as the venue, enjoying the advantage we could come and go incognito amongst the pilgrims to the shrine. Some thirty were present, selected from the Murphy family’s network of sympathetic contacts. In view of the referendum result, could you say our organization was anti-democratic? Winning an election does not give you carte-blanche to ride roughshod over those who didn’t cast their vote your way. Even more so when the margin is close enough to 50/50 that it can only be farcically labelled “the will of the people”, begging the question “Which people?” And winning certainly does not give permission to consolidate your grip on power by any means, fair or foul.
			

		


			
				46: The Lair 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The newly formed Kilgarney “National Unity Government” was already showing signs of paranoia. Civilian discontent, not yet expressed openly but as mutterings on the street, led the politicians to close all exit routes from the kingdom. Residents intending to take back control of their lives found their exodus barred by road or rail. With the resourcefulness of the Irish, the dissenters “borrowed” some donkeys from a local rescue sanctuary and ferried their belongings up and over the mountain tops. In response, Graham Williams ingratiated himself with the Kilgarney government. He offered the services of his green shirts to seal the land, establishing a ring of sentries along the entire perimeter of the self-declared border with the republic, each sentry armed with a heavy wooden club and given martial arts training in its use. The ring of containment started at the main road block at the eastern end of Kilgarney, from there following the line southwards of a public footpath between fields, giving way at higher elevations to indistinct tracks threading their way through the surrounding mountains, crossing the occasional minor road, and coming back downhill full-circle at the perimeter fence of the trading estate. The mountain sentries relieved the boredom of their lonely vigil by making regular patrols of their assigned zones. On one such sortie, near the summit of a high and isolated rockface, they came across a camouflaged tent. 
			

			
				Detective Kiely phoned to request I meet him in Cunninghams’ car park. As we drove up a minor road towards the hills, I asked, “Will they let us cross the border?”
			

			
				Turning off onto a bumpy farm track, he replied, “We’re not going that far. Are you fit? It’s a fierce climb.” He pulled up by a gate to a field of sheep. “There’s no other way to get there. No wonder Hendriks chose it for his hideout.”
			

			
				On the rock face above, I could see a cluster of uniformed gardaí. We trudged up a steep muddy track then scrambled across a scree of loose stones to a gap in the rocks, in the shelter of which had been erected a heavy-duty tent. Kiely pointed to a label sewn onto the canvas. “Irish-made. Our friend took good care to clean up any incriminating traces, but he missed something. We wouldn’t have known the occupant was Dutch but for this shop receipt. Can you tell us the listed items?”
			

			
				I recognised the flimsy mud-stained scrap of paper as being from a chain of chemist stores I knew from my time in The Netherlands. I translated: “Hair clippers, a hairbrush, tube of hair dye — it doesn’t say the colour, travelling mirror, shaving cream, battery-powered razor — expensive model. And a safety razor — similarly expensive.”
			

			
				Kiely added, “Receipt dated 5th April, the day before he flew to Ireland. Suggests the items were specifically important to the trip.”
			

			
				“You mean he went into hiding here as soon as he arrived and wanted to be able to show himself fully groomed when he started to make forays into town?”
			

			
				“For regular grooming, why didn’t he pack his regular stuff? Purchasing so many  items indicates a special purpose, like planning to effect a substantial disguise. Dutch police haven’t been able to locate any decent photos of Hendriks, other than that registered for his passport, which is due for renewal and therefore a little out of date. He wore his hair long and his beard wild, like a kind of rugged woodsman. We planned to publish his picture but there seems little point. Obviously, he’s trimmed himself down to avoid standing out. The beard may have gone altogether.”
			

			
				Kiely drew back the tent flap for me to look inside. “Forensics aren’t able to tell us when it was abandoned. We may have only just missed him. It’s probable he got spooked by the border patrols and sought a safer location. If so, we must assume his continued presence in the Kilgarney area represents an ongoing material threat.”
			

			
				I said, “One thing’s puzzling me. If he’s still hiding out in the area, why didn’t he take his tent with him?”
			

		


			
				47: Ladies Night
			

			
				 
			

			
				Maintaining a robot can be expensive. Essentially a computer with arms and legs, or arms and wheels in the case of Sidney, the intrinsic strains and vibrations of their mechanisms greatly increase the chance of system failure. And repairs don’t come cheap. Increasingly, robots are taking on the burden of child minding, playing multiple roles as nannies, entertainers, educators and cute pets. And, because of the potential risks involved in entrusting the care of children to poorly-maintained automatons, the EU has established an annual compulsory ROT (robot-operational-test) to ensure safety. Right now, Sidney needed some TLC but his guarantee only covered repairs if shipped back to Holland and Ilse was unwilling to part with him for that long.
			

			
				Sidney had been experiencing problems with his camera. The previous night’s sex pictures were only just usable. Although his vision system was functional for regular duties, we weren’t willing to risk further degradation of photographic quality. The want of a camera re-fit created a delay which Ilse hadn’t allowed for in her tight schedule to finish the photographs for her book. “We’ll need a photographer tonight, Charlie, a professional, or a friend we can trust. But, please, not a man.”
			

			
				I suggested we ask Orla. “She’s known about your book since I had to explain why I needed the services of her brother. She teases me about it all the time, what positions we’ve been getting ourselves into.”
			

			
				“You don’t mind her seeing you naked?”
			

			
				“She already has.”
			

			
				Ilse gave me a concerned look. I reassured her of the occasion, when I’d made my obligatory visit to Sean Murphy’s barbers’ shop. I added, “Anyway, her partner in the army is a woman. The question is more whether you mind exposing yourself, not me.”
			

			
				Orla said she’d be delighted to help and we agreed for her to arrive at seven. To avoid any self-conscious procrastination, Ilse and I stripped off well before Orla’s arrival. Accordingly, we sent Sidney to answer the door. We heard him ushering Orla inside. “My mistress and master are without clothes. I also, ze robot, am nude, but not rude.”
			

			
				Orla entered the bedroom carrying professional-grade camera equipment borrowed from Cunninghams’ marketing department. “I see you’re ready to go! Where do you want me to position the tripod? You won’t need me once I’ve got the camera in place. It has automatic tracking, so it’ll keep you in frame, however you move.” I guess she felt it necessary to exhibit extreme tact, suggesting she leave as soon as she had finished setting up. 
			

			
				We briefly discussed whether we could manage the camera on our own, but Ilse didn’t want to risk a screw-up over technicalities. She put Orla at ease by telling her to treat the task as the opposite of the situation at work — she, Orla, was the one in charge, whereas Ilse was merely the employee, the model.
			

			
				Although Orla had initially agreed to help, I sensed some residual indecisiveness on her part, confronted with the literal butt-naked reality of what was about to take place, the whole voyeuristic situation, culminating in the inevitable sight and sound of her boss vanquished by a no-holds-barred orgasm. Beyond surreal. Ilse’s unfazed business-like approach to the affair worked its magic, however, and soon Orla was fully engaged preparing the equipment, as if it were just another assignment at work. She asked, “Will the book be showing positions for women with female partners?”
			

			
				Ilse replied she didn’t know any such positions. Orla said she knew at least twelve.
			

			
				“Where could I find pictures?” asked Ilse, “Or would you like to show me?”
			

			
				Orla said she’d be willing to demonstrate, provided Ilse wouldn’t feel uncomfortable with their bodies making intimate contact. She unbuttoned her flimsy summer dress and let it fall to the floor. I’d already observed from protrusions in the fabric that she wore no bra. Orla read my mind. “How would you like to wear a bra in this heat?” She laughed. “Don’t answer that!”
			

			
				Switching to male gaze on auto-pilot, I compared the women’s breasts: Ilse’s large, pendulous, weighty; Orla’s round, pert, bigger than I’d would have given credit for, both women parading distended, intensely suckable nipples, betraying their state of mutual arousal. 
			

			
				What happened next astonished me. Ilse said, “Orla, if you want to make it more real by removing your pretty white panties, I’m sure Charlie won’t mind leaving us.”
			

			
				Orla replied, “Charlie can stay. I don’t want to spoil his fun.” She promptly pulled down her panties, showing herself fully shaven. This sudden unveiling of Orla’s most intimate area in all its beauty and enticement had an instant effect. Noticing my reaction, she laughed. “I can see you’re enjoying this!”
			

			
				For the next half hour, I was treated to the sight of two naked female bodies intertwined in every position conceivable, and some inconceivable, culminating in “the scissors”, each pressing their clitoris against the other. “Grind against me, Ilse,” said Orla, “so you can appreciate how it feels.”
			

			
				A familiar expression overcame Ilse’s face. “Charlie, leave us now! Get dressed and go for a walk round the square. We’ll phone when we’re done.”
			

			
				I must have circled the square at least a dozen times. How much longer? The suspense became overwhelming. I rang the doorbell.
			

			
				Sidney answered the door. “Les dames ont fini. I ‘ave opened a window to let out ze steam.”
			

			
				I heard the sound of the shower running and Ilse and Orla laughing and talking together. I tried the bathroom door but they’d taken the precaution of locking me out, so I waited in the bedroom. During the long wait, my imagination ran wild. With the continuing sound of running water, I fancied them lathering each other’s limbs. When the water stopped and I heard the shower’s sliding door slammed shut, I visualized each towelling the other dry. And, in the gaps of silence in their lively conversation, that they were engaged in intense mouth-to-mouth kissing, bodies tightly embraced. A relief to hear the bathroom door finally unlocked. 
			

			
				Ilse entered the bedroom wrapped in a bath towel and with a towel round her hair, her face exhibiting the “freshly satisfied” look I knew so well. She was followed by Orla, similarly wrapped and smiling.
			

			
				Ilse spoke first. “I’ve decided the focus of my book is too narrow. I need to have a few sessions with Orla. You don’t mind, do you?”
			

			
				 “Next time, we’re going to try four more girl-on-girl positions,” added Orla.
			

			
				Ilse said, “Charlie, I’m sorry about the change of plan. Orla and I will remove our towels now and put back on our underwear and our clothes, so you need to give us some privacy. We’ll see you at work, tomorrow.”
			

			
				I made my way back to my flat, thoroughly frustrated at my exclusion from this new situation of highly-charged female intimacy.
			

		


			
				48: “Friends With All Men” 
			

			
				 
			

			
				In the early days of social media, the ease with which it could be used to facilitate the spread of online hatred and misinformation became a severe problem. On the one hand, the social media companies, prioritising profit over principle, were far too slow to react. As Charlie’s college tutor once remarked, “These companies cultivate a young, cool, trend-setting image, but let’s not be fooled. What do we really see? Same-old, same-old, money-grabbing arseholes in suits.” On the other hand, the sheer size of their operations meant the companies could not be reasonably expected to police every item of content. Even when they did remove malevolent material, the damage was done, the posts out in the wild, forwarded to all and sundry on other platforms, independent of their origin.
			

			
				In the late 2020’s, governments world-wide stepped in with draconian new laws. Instead of material being allowed online and then removed after the fact, all content had to be vetted prior to online publication. Previously, the industry would have found this a logistical nightmare but, with the rapid growth of artificial intelligence, the work could now be carried out automatically, without the need for a prohibitive quantity of manpower. And artificial intelligence can learn. The more the political tricksters, the weirdos, the trolls, the perverts, the international bad actors, the conspiracy theorists, threw at it, the better it became at out-smarting them. And the use of artificial intelligence had one major advantage: it could better detect coordinated malicious content posted from nominally independent sources. 
			

			
				Of course, no algorithm is perfect, and legitimate material occasionally got blocked, but legitimate users (the ones who provided verifiable ID) could always appeal a bad decision or apply for “trusted source” status. The same technology at a stroke eliminated spam email, phishing and ransomware, saving the world tonnes of carbon emissions driven by selfishness and greed, and billions of hours of inconvenience wasted on garbage. The new laws had teeth. After the spectacular trial and life-imprisonment of a social media giant for “facilitating crimes against humanity”, no social media executive dare step out of line again. 
			

			
				As for governments, restricted by their own laws, they were obliged to fall back on more traditional methods of propaganda, such as increasingly seen in the newly independent kingdom of Kilgarney. One propaganda method was traditional in the extreme. Second week of August, a representative from the Gallaghers arrived at Cunninghams in a fleet of cars with sirens blaring. The VIP visitor, a Mr Forage, was escorted to Ilse Teuling’s office. “I’m from The Department of Community Contamination, Kilgarney’s new immigration department. We’ve heard your factory has a metal-stamping press.” 
			

			
				Ilse queried for what purpose the press was required. Forage explained, “We’re awarding all bona-fide citizens a free silver medal in the seven-sided shape of the old British fifty-pence coin. The inscription will be Friends With All Men. Wearing the medal in public will be compulsory, to show goodwill and so we can easily distinguish between genuine citizens and foreigners. 
			

			
				Ilse asked, “Your department — what else does it do?”
			

			
				Forage replied, “We’re responsible for bringing the community together, creating a real spirit of one-ness. People really need it now after the referendum, to heal the divisions.”
			

			
				Charlie Gibbs, who had been standing by in case Ilse needed his services, felt unable to remain silent. “There weren’t any divisions until your lot created them with your self-serving referendum.”
			

			
				Ilse said tactfully, “Charlie, go over to the works and question them on the availability of the metal press. Tell them I want a report on the logistics of using it and also an estimate of costings.”
			

			
				Charlie left the office as Forage continued his exposition of national renewal with enthusiasm. “Our latest initiative is a patriotic song for schoolchildren, to make them aware of the bounties provided by their great country and their great leaders. The high kings of Kilgarney have gifted a special one-day holiday for the debut performance. Imagine the spectacle! Ranks of uniformed schoolkids marching in formation through town, singing with all their hearts, everyone lining the streets, waving flags and cheering, then the taking of the salute as the children march past a gigantic blow-up portrait of King Fearghal and King Fintan wearing their famous golden crowns. Would you like to hear the song? I can sing it to you?”
			

			
				Ilse felt she had no choice but to say yes. Forage requested she stand to attention, because this was a patriotic song and therefore it would be wrong for her to remain seated. Even though he understood she was a foreigner, he would be grateful for due respect being shown. Ilse obliged. Less easy for her to maintain a straight face throughout the long ordeal of the bizarre rendition that followed, Forage bursting forth in stentorian tones, wildly out of tune, the whole of the administration department staring through the glass partition of Ilse’s office in amazement: 
			

			
				(Chorus)
			

			
				We are Kilgarney
			

			
				And we are like an army.
			

			
				For peace we strive
			

			
				Grateful to be alive
			

			
				In our great nation 
			

			
				With its railway station
			

			
				All together
			

			
				One and another
			

			
				United against the foe.
			

			
				(Shout) Ho! Ho! Ho!
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Verse 1)
			

			
				The storms of our mountains are nothing
			

			
				Compared to the fight for our freedom.
			

			
				The depths of our lake are nothing
			

			
				Compared to the depths in our hearts.
			

			
				The light in the sky is nothing
			

			
				Compared to the light of our youth
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Chorus)
			

			
				We are Kilgarney (etc) …. Ho! Ho! Ho!
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Verse 2)
			

			
				Our lakeland shores
			

			
				Have closed their doors
			

			
				To meddling from outside.
			

			
				No discord allowed
			

			
				Because we are proud
			

			
				To be allowed
			

			
				To go with the crowd
			

			
				And serve our country with pride.
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Chorus)
			

			
				We are Kilgarney (etc) …. Ho! Ho! Ho!
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Verse 3)
			

			
				Our opponents growl
			

			
				Our enemies scowl
			

			
				But, wise like the owl,
			

			
				Through fair or foul
			

			
				We never howl
			

			
				We only vow
			

			
				To never bow
			

			
				To the foreigner 
			

			
				And his thunder.
			

			
				We’ll drive their hordes asunder!
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Chorus)
			

			
				We are Kilgarney (etc) …. Ho! Ho! Ho!
			

			
				 
			

			
				(Outro)
			

			
				We will lead our nation
			

			
				We will lead the World
			

			
				We will lead the whole of creation
			

			
				Since The Big Bang
			

			
				Because we can!
			

			
				Strong Kilgarney
			

			
				Never-wrong Kilgarney
			

			
				Great Kilgarney
			

			
				It’s great! Great! Gre – a – a- t!
			

			
				 
			

			
				Charlie returned from his assigned task at the factory. Forage asked, “Where does that black guy in reception come from?”
			

			
				Charlie was thinking, “I’ve been translating for Ilse in a strong English accent. Ilse’s been talking with a strong Dutch accent. He’s shown no concern for where we come from.”
			

			
				Ilse replied “That’s Patrick. His parents came over from Angola before he was born, so he’s Irish.”
			

			
				Forage retorted, “The department will be the arbiter of that. The old rules no longer apply. Any previous agreement is automatically obsolete. We are the law now!” 
			

			
				Amazing, how quickly the self-styled “oppressed” become the new oppressors.
			

		


			
				49: A Trip to the Seaside 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse called me to her office, where I found her in conversation with Orla. She said, “I’ve agreed with Orla to have another session tonight.” Reading my mind, she added, “No, Charlie! We don’t need you to operate the camera. You can wait until the book is published to satisfy your male curiosity.”
			

			
				Back at my flat, I rang Tess at the Lake Hotel. No way was I going to I stay home alone all evening. Tess answered my call. “Charlie, I’m glad you phoned. I’m going crazy cooped up like this. Could you hire a car for tonight? Take me to the ocean! Sea and wide-open sky to relieve my chronic claustrophobia.”
			

			
				I collected her at six. She came out into the car park wearing blue jeans, a white top and a headscarf which, once inside the car, she removed, unpinning her hair, letting loose her red locks. “Your police annoy me, insisting I always cover up.”
			

			
				She produced from her handbag a tourist map and unfolded it, pointing to the location of a port which she said was the closest to Kilgarney. I warned her we were in for a long drive but she welcomed the prospect. I did too. I needed to create distance from the intense intimacy I knew would be playing out this very moment in the privacy of Ilse’s bedroom.
			

			
				After two hours solid driving, we stopped for a meal in one of those villages, not uncommon in Ireland, having a single long shopping street, being the main road passing through, on both sides quaint shops, pubs and eating places. In high summer, the best part of the tourist season, the place was buzzing, the restaurants fully patronised. One eatery promised us a table after a thirty–minute wait. Tess announced her desire to do some shopping and pulled me inside a small dress shop. She flicked though the racks until she had found a couple of dresses meeting her approval. The proprietress led her to a changing room at the back, while I passed time by staring out of the window, observing the lively street scene. A sudden fear overcame me. Had we been followed from Kilgarney? Might Hendriks have been on our tail at a discreet distance and might he, even now, be mingling with the tourists in this very street, waiting to pounce? 
			

			
				The voice of the shop woman interrupted my thoughts. “Your wife wants you to help her choose.” At first, I thought she was talking to someone else, but the place was empty of customers. The woman regarded me a little bemused and repeated her request. “Your wife. She can’t decide between two dresses. I’ll show you where the changing room is.”
			

			
				I followed her to the rear, where she drew back a curtain onto a tiny cubicle. Inside, scrutinising herself in a full-length mirror, stood Tess, wearing a short white dress showing off her legs. The curtain swished closed behind us. Tess said, “Help me decide; I think I like the other dress better. Will you undo me?” She presented her back so I could loosen the top buttons. I said, “I’ll wait outside till you’re ready,” and moved to leave, but she grabbed my arm, pulling me back. “You can’t do that! Whatever will the shop woman think? You’re supposed to be my husband!”
			

			
				“Why are you pretending we’re married?”
			

			
				Tess grinned. “It makes things simpler.” 
			

			
				Lifting the straps from her shoulders, she lowered the dress to the floor. I’d anticipated the pleasure of appraising Tess’s figure in her underwear. Even better, she wore a light green bikini. “You see I have come prepared for a swim at the beach, except I forgot to bring towels. We’ll buy them here. Will you come swimming with me later, in the dark? You won’t need bathing trunks. You can swim naked. I’d like that.” 
			

			
				Back at the restaurant, they gave us an outside table. I sat scrutinising the café patrons on the opposite side of the road.”
			

			
				Tess asked, “What are you staring at?”
			

			
				 “There’s a man sitting opposite who I’m sure was in The Lake car park when you came out to the car.”
			

			
				Tess said, “I think you’re right, Charlie. I saw him at The Lake also. Relax! Remember, Hendriks was a close friend of my boss. I met the man. That man is not him, not even in disguise.”
			

			
				 “You believe Hendriks is no longer in the country?”
			

			
				Tess replied with annoyance, “Of course he isn’t!  If, as both your Irish and our Dutch police suspect, he came here to kill Lucas, he had no reason to remain. Why wouldn’t he go home immediately afterwards?”
			

			
				I suggested, “Because you came here.”
			

			
				“But he wouldn’t have known back then, would he, that they’d be sending me over to check Cunninghams’ accounts? If Hendriks was planning to kill me, he’d have wanted to get home as soon as possible. Your police say he might have returned by boat. Hendriks trained as an army special operative. He’d think nothing of hiking cross-country to the nearest sea-port.” 
			

			
				 Tess proposed we reconnoitre our destination port, noting down the names of fishing vessels, private yachts, boats advertised for hire, anything capable of the long trip around the coast, across the Irish Sea and up the English Channel, but then she said, “I’ve got a better idea. You research the boats. I’ll chat up the local boatmen in the pubs.” 
			

			
				Arriving, we split up as agreed, arranging to meet back at the car after pub closing time. Had this been a leisure trip, I could have strolled nonchalantly up and down the quayside, enjoying the salty smell of the air, the sparkle of the shore lights reflected on the gently lapping waves, and the accompanying sound track of seagull squawks and jangling boat rigging. As it was, my consciousness of the underhand nature of my excursion created a certain furtiveness of movement. Somebody even called out a warning when I was about to step onto a private gangway between several expensive-looking yachts. Despite this setback, I compiled a list of six candidates for the suspected illicit ferrying of Hendriks. I even managed to locate, as Tess had predicted, an ocean-going boat available for hire on contract. 
			

			
				Back at the car, I found Tess waiting with a middle-aged sailing type: hairy tattooed arms, boating trousers and T-shirt. “This is Len. Tell my friend what you told me, Len.”
			

			
				Len spoke quietly. “A man with a foreign accent, very like your girlfriend’s, two or three weeks ago. Wanting a boat to the continent, no questions asked. Flashed a big wad of money. I said I couldn’t help but mentioned some people who could.”
			

			
				I asked, “Who were the people?”
			

			
				Len replied, “Sorry. That’s as much as I’m prepared to give. Could be nasty for me if anyone found out.”
			

			
				Tess said, “I gave Len a description of our good friend, Mr Hendriks. He says the man was definitely him.” Len nodded agreement.
			

			
				As we began our long drive back to Kilgarney, we talked over what Len had told us. I said, “A pity we couldn’t pin Len down on the exact date Hendriks left the country.”
			

			
				Tess replied, “Len did say it could have been three weeks. That would have given Hendriks enough time to get back home for the day my house was bombed”
			

			
				I reminded Tess of the alternative theory that Hendriks set off the bomb remotely by mobile phone. “Either way, Len’s story fits with Hendriks’ tent being abandoned on the side of the mountain. He had no further need for it after deciding to return home.”
			

			
				Tess said, “We must tell the guards, so they’ll remove this ridiculous stipulation I go about in disguise.”
			

			
				“They’ll want to interview Len.”
			

			
				Tess laughed. “I doubt he’ll talk.”
			

			
				“He was willing to give you information.”
			

			
				“Only because I hinted at sex. Must have been such a disappointment to find out I had a regular boyfriend!”
			

			
				We stopped at a sandy cove dimly illuminated by moonlight. Tess removed her dress, while I obliged her earlier request, stripping naked. I resisted the temptation to suggest she might also like to remove her bikini. Just as with Orla, I understood the fine line between easy uninhibited friendship and becoming disrespectful. We splashed about in the cool water, our play increasingly boisterous, ending in a chasing game, tearing down the length of the beach, culminating in a kind of mock mixed wrestling bout on the warm sand. Her close-up panting breath, her squeals and grunts, the quivering of her bosom as we rolled over and over and the feel of her firm wet bare thrusting limbs, made me rigid. Noticing I had succumbed to a full-strength event, Tess made a grab for it. I told her that was a foul under World Wrestling Foundation rules and she’d lose points.
			

			
				When we finally arrived back at The Lake car park, I asked, “Why did you tell Len I was your boyfriend, like you told the woman in the shop I was your husband?”
			

			
				Tess smiled. “Why not? It’s not such a fantastic idea, is it? Charlie, would you enjoy kissing me goodnight more if I were wearing my headscarf, or if I were not wearing it?” 
			

			
				“Why would the headscarf make a difference? You’ll still be Tess underneath.”
			

			
				She replied, “Let’s find out, shall we?” and we kissed. I moved to kiss her again, but she put an admonishing finger against my lips. “I haven’t fixed my hair yet!” She stared at me, her lips slightly parted while she painstakingly pinned up her hair before tying on her headscarf. Then we kissed a second time, a longer, deeper kiss, a kiss I didn’t want to stop.
			

		


			
				50: The Charms of Tess 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Next day found me in a state of high agitation at work, a mixture of frustration, due to Ilse announcing she and Orla were to enjoy a further session of lovemaking, and curiosity, as to the meaning behind Tess’s sexually-charged kiss when I’d dropped her back at the hotel the previous night. 
			

			
				Walking home that evening along the lakeside promenade, a devil sitting on my left shoulder engaged an angel on my right shoulder in a fierce dialectic. 
			

			
				Devil: “Ilse Teuling has dumped you.” 
			

			
				Angel: “She’ll never find sixty ways to do it with a woman. She needs you back to finish the book.” 
			

			
				Devil: “The book’s no longer important, now she’s discovered an alternative love.” 
			

			
				Angel: “Orla’s your friend. She’d never do anything to hurt you. Besides, she has a partner in the army.” 
			

			
				Devil: “Fuck this! I need a drink!”
			

			
				At the Lake Hotel, I passed through reception to the outdoor terrace. The barman apologised for the shortage of booze, which, by order of the Kilgarney government, could only be served to guests. He offered me an alcohol-free alternative. In this heat, anything cool was welcome. I sat at a table, admiring the view, until my attention was captured by the sight of a woman ordering a drink at the bar. Aged about thirty, long blonde hair, short white dress, shapely legs, sexy figure, she looked in my direction and smiled. “I’ve ordered the same as you. Is it good?”
			

			
				Tess came over to sit with me. 
			

			
				I said, “I didn’t recognise you in that wig.”
			

			
				 “You think I want to wear false hair in this heat!”
			

			
				“I thought you were meeting Kiely this afternoon?”
			

			
				“I’ve just got back. He’s promised to assign an undercover detective to the port but insists I continue to play safe until they can prove that Hendriks really did travel home by sea.”
			

			
				The subject dealt with, we turned to casual chat about the boats crossing the reservoir. Last time I’d sat with Tess by the lake was on her first trip to Ireland. Even in her state at the time, full of worry from the financial debacle at Kobus, the seductive qualities of the woman were all too apparent, leading me to suspect, incorrectly as it turned out, that she was Lucas Meyers’ mistress. Today, she was exuding so much allure, I felt embarrassed she might be aware of the effect she was having on me. To distract her attention, I asked if she’d like another drink from the bar. She declined. “This damn wig! So hot!  Let’s go to my room, then I can take it off. Perhaps I will take off other things also.”
			

			
				Unsure of what I was letting myself in for, I accompanied her upstairs to her bedroom. She removed her wig and sat staring into her dressing table mirror, brushing and rearranging her hair. Putting down the brush, she turned to face me. “What else shall I take off?”
			

			
				She loosened her wristwatch, dropping it into a drawer of the dresser. Her earrings received the same treatment, first one methodically unclipped and deposited in the drawer, then the other. 
			

			
				“And my ring!” She slid a sapphire ring from her finger, carefully placing it with the earrings. Slamming the drawer shut, she said, “There! That’s done!” 
			

			
				She’d been teasing me. I felt just a little disappointment.
			

			
				Tess said, “I’ve forgotten my sandals. Will you undo the straps for me?” 
			

			
				I knelt down before her and unfastened each in turn. My task completed, Tess shoved me away roughly with her leg, causing me to lose my balance and fall backwards onto the floor. Kicking off her sandals, she stood pinning me down, her bare foot pressed with some force on my stomach. I could have wriggled free had my eyes not been devouring the dominating sexuality of her pose. Tess unfastened the buttons of her dress and let it drop. Underneath, she wore only a flimsy excuse for bra and panties, the view from below greatly enhancing the power of her curves. I tried to move but she continued to press down hard with her foot. “Wait! I haven’t finished.” She took off her bra, dangling it high in the air, then letting it drop onto my face. She walked into the bathroom. “Sit by the door, Charlie, so we can talk.”
			

			
				Turning on the hot and cold taps, she slid off her panties and bent over to mix the water to the right temperature, though it would be naïve of me to believe that was the sole purpose of the adopted posture. Stepping into the bath, she said, “Why don’t you join me, Charlie? Come and wash my body.”
			

			
				At this stage of the proceedings, I was beyond refusing and threw off my clothes, lowering myself into the water. She gave me the flannel and soap, commanding that I attend to all her knots and points without exception. After I had completed my assigned task, Tess said, “Now it’s your turn!” I offered her the flannel, but she declined, saying she preferred to use her bare hands and, since I had been so impertinent as to start with her bosom, she felt justified in starting with my male equipment. Her prolonged fondling of my genitals brought on familiar and alarming sensations such that I felt the necessity to terminate proceedings before matters went too far. I stood up to step out of the bath but, before I could do so, Tess leaned forwards and engulfed my length with the moistness of her mouth.
			

		


			
				51: At Jimmy’s Place
			

			
				 
			

			
				My guilt over what I’d allowed Tess to do to me the previous evening was nothing to my guilt over what I’d done to her in grateful return. With that image fresh in my mind, I couldn’t face Ilse. I decided to take the day off work. Orla called round to my flat at breakfast to reassure me the continued girl-on-girl get-togethers were not the commencement of a love affair. Tonight’s session would be their last. My relief on hearing that welcome news was tempered by my concern for my developing relationship with Tess. Last night, after she had been intimate with me, then I with her, we lay with our bodies embraced, naked on her bed. I slept the half hour sleep of the sexually satisfied man, waking to find Tess had been into town and returned with takeaways. The shared meal was merely an interlude in the night’s sex, my nagging conscience over my relationship with Ilse losing out big time to the temptation of Tess’s insatiable demands. 
			

			
				I am not so conceited as to consider myself irresistible to women. Certainly, my résumé in that respect is not a long one. I put down my Kilgarney experience to coincidence of circumstance: Ilse, with her pressing schedule, saw in me the ready combination of qualities she needed for her book; Tess, in her enforced isolation, saw in me a release from frustration. I’m lucky also to have found a close friendship with Orla. Making friends with guys is difficult at the moment because for Ilse’s sake I don’t want to risk compromising the privacy of our current activities. After the book is finished, I expect that situation to change.
			

			
				It would be very wrong, after what happened the previous evening, to have simply abandoned Tess, to chuck her aside as if she meant nothing to me. I planned for us to spend the day together and called at the Lake Hotel just after nine o’clock. She came down to the lobby wearing her blonde wig and a plain white summer frock. I took her outside to where I’d parked two hired bicycles. A sudden doubt came into my mind. “I assume you can ride a bike?”
			

			
				Tess laughed. “That’s a really stupid thing to say to a Dutch person!”
			

			
				She’d not yet visited the cave of the shrine, nor had she seen Jimmy’s camera obscura, so that fixed our itinerary. Cycling the uphill road out of town, I continued to internally rationalise my attentions, that the woman must be going crazy, locked away like that, all alone in the hotel. I should have been feeling bad over the betrayal of my relationship with Ilse, but I wasn’t.
			

			
				As we struggled up the steep hill in low gear, I heard a car approaching at speed and dropped back to give it passing room on the narrow bendy road. Suddenly the terror happened: the screech of brakes as the car passed me, the sound of a skid, and the swerve towards Tess’s bike, missing by a hair’s breadth, the car reeling to an erratic stop fifty metres further up the road. A young guy leapt from the driver’s side and came sprinting downhill towards us. I pedalled furiously to interpose myself between Tess and her attacker. But then I noticed the Robot Driving School logo on the car roof. 
			

			
				“Is she OK?” the guy asked, surveying Tess sitting on the verge, recovering her breath. “My apologies. My first lesson. The robot told me I was going way too fast, so I braked, except I pressed the feckin pedal too hard and skidded on the bend.” 
			

			
				I asked Tess if she wanted to turn back but she assured me she felt fully recovered and suggested we push our bikes the remaining short distance to the road of the shrine. We remounted at the start of the track. All the way along we passed pilgrims walking uphill or coming back down. At least the recent political upheaval seemed not to have damaged this now essential boost to the town’s economic fortunes. I felt happy for Tess to blend in with the crowd, to be disguised as one of their number. 
			

			
				Opposite to Jimmy’s house, we joined the long wait for the cave, very slow moving due to the restriction of only ten allowed inside at a time. Eventually, the morning sunshine, combined with temptation of watching Bea serving refreshments, overcame our desire to visit the site of the holy visions and we abandoned the queue. We bought two ices and sat on a bench in Jimmy’s garden, enjoying the impressive view of the mountains against a deep blue sky. In the intense heat, part of Tess’s ice cream detached like a collapsing iceberg and ran down her chin. She caught it with her hand, putting her fingers in her mouth to suck off the sticky whiteness, saying, “I’m so addicted to having my mouth filled with cream, Charlie.” 
			

			
				Jimmy announced a camera obscura demonstration and we joined the show in his attic. Afterwards, he invited us to lunch. He asked, “Did you see last Sunday’s newspaper?”
			

			
				I replied, “Another King Gallagher outrage?”
			

			
				Jimmy fetched us the Daily Lake, which he opened at its centre pages to an article entitled “The Haunting of Kilgarney Mountain”, telling a story from the nineteenth century of a woman who fell down a mineshaft, knocking her head clean off on a jagged rock. Many people had reported seeing her headless ghost, dressed in green, arising from the bog. A lurid painting accompanied the article, showing the figure of a woman looming out of the mountain mist, cloaked and hooded, except that the hood was hollow; you could see right through to the other side. Jimmy said, “Pat Walsh the editor has been on local TV and radio with the story. Said he dug it up in a book of Kilgarney folk tales. He’s uploaded the interviews to the Internet. He’s a good lad!”
			

			
				Bea entered the room. “At this moment, the headless lady is haunting our basement. Jimmy’s been dying to show it off.”
			

			
				Placed at one end of the basement was a large rock. I couldn’t imagine how Jimmy had lugged it down his stairs. Telling us to stand as far away as we could, Jimmy switched off the lights. Immediately a strange green glow emanated from the rock and it became surrounded by an intense swirling mist, from the centre of which there grew upwards a black shadow, gradually forming itself into the profile of a woman dressed in a cloak and hood. When the figure had risen to full height, the hood slowly and silently turned towards us. With a chill running down my spine, I saw it to be headless.
			

			
				Jimmy switched on the lights and we all applauded. “Come over and have a look,” he said. He lifted the cloak to reveal a jointed retractable mechanism. “Driven by a motor in the base of this papier-mâché rock.” 
			

			
				He wafted aside the obscuring mist. “Dry ice mixed with water. A classic stage effect.” Pointing to the internal mechanism, he explained. “The fabric folds up neatly inside and opens out to take the form of the woman as it pushes upwards. I dyed the material with a fluorescent dye and added an ultra-violet light source. Worked by a remote-control unit, we have our ghost.”
			

			
				I asked, “Are you planning a ‘headless lady show’ to boost your takings?”
			

			
				Jimmy shook his head. “Something more serious. Putting the frighteners on Williams’ feckin green shirts. They’ve a stranglehold on the mountains, patrols and road blocks everywhere. People are desperate to get out. A few nights from now, I’m proposing the great escape. We’ve got the farmer on our side. He’s willing to take the contraption uphill with a cartful of sheep and place it on the ridge, hopefully without arousing suspicion. Come night, we’ll have our escapees ready to go over the top. When a sentry on patrol approaches the rock, we start up the lady.”
			

			
				I asked, “Are you sure it’ll work, Jimmy? You’re expecting the sentry to run off in terror? Mightn’t it just encourage him to investigate?”
			

			
				Bea said, “Either way, the idea is to create a distraction, so we can get our people across the cordon of green-shirts undetected.”
			

			
				I said, “They’ll know who did it.”
			

			
				Bea replied, “Jimmy will say he put it there for a joke, inspired by the article in the newspaper. If we do it right, they won’t even realise people have escaped.”
			

			
				Back on the ground floor, we sat having coffee in Jimmy’s living room. Tess plied him with questions about his business, betraying her accountant identity through her intense interest in the financial details. During the conversation, Kirwin appeared without warning and leapt onto Tess’s lap. She swept it off with her hand. “Little devil! Dirty cat paws and white frocks don’t mix!” She seemed unnaturally startled, until I remembered the last time she’d seen a cat at close quarters was when she’d very nearly been killed by the force of an explosion. I felt concern for her fragile emotional state, angry for having gone too far the previous evening, ashamed of my betrayal of Ilse, but, above all, concerned should Tess push for a continued sexual relationship, an emotional conundrum that might herald disaster.
			

		


			
				52: Blowflies 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The recent successful negotiations with English food distribution giant, Congo, represented a major propaganda coup for the Gallagher clan. The Irish government decided not to block the deal. They saw the establishment of a mega-warehouse as a future asset for Ireland, that is when the debacle of the Kilgarney revolution had inevitably burned itself out. They were pleased to waive customs controls at the border, firstly on the materials needed to build the warehouse complex, secondly on the procession of lorries delivering stock. Of course, the Gallagher cousins were quick to paint the Irish government’s position as capitulation, rather than compromise. Just one month on from the referendum, they could proudly boast, thanks to the miracle of pre-fabricated construction, the arrival of a major place of employment, bigger even than Cunninghams.
			

			
				Congo epitomised a new trend in business. When it came to menial labour, the latest thinking was people beat robots every time. Human limbs were more agile; their thinking more adaptable; in short, humans were more efficient. And wages had been driven so low by the accumulated power of multinationals that people had become cheaper to run, taking into account the limited lifetime before a robot’s technology became obsolete. Instead of using a few people to supervise multiple expensive robots, why shouldn’t a limited number of robots supervise multiple cheaply-paid people?
			

			
				Ever since Graham Williams’ born-again self-righteous Christian thugs had trashed Sean Murphy’s hairdresser's shop, Orla’s brother had found only temporary work. Then he got lucky, with an interview and job offer at Congo. He came up against their controversial employment agreement, non-disclosure of working conditions plus waiving his right to give notice until he had served a minimum of twelve months, but, desperate for financial security, he accepted their offer to work as a picker and packer on the warehouse floor.
			

			
				Orla broke into my work room. “Charlie, something terrible has happened! We’re smuggling Sean out of Kilgarney. Tonight, on granda’s headless-lady run. Congo have moved him to the night shift. Will you go in his place this evening? He’s not worked nights before, so the night staff don’t know him. You can wear his ID badge. He says nobody checks the photo. You’ll see for yourself. You won’t believe how bad it is!”
			

			
				In her highly agitated state, Orla could give no further explanation. I argued that as a founding member of Kilgarney’s underground resistance, it was vital I should take part in the evening’s planned “headless-lady” escape, our first big operation, but it soon became clear I would have to forgo the adventure. As Orla’s closest friend in Kilgarney, it was my duty to come to her aid without question.
			

			
				Ten o’clock that night, I waited to board the Congo bus outside the Lake Hotel. A long queue of listless people gradually formed behind me. I waved Sean’s ID card at the bus driver but he gave it only a cursory glance. The journey downhill past Cunninghams to Congo’s newly built complex was a short one. Dismounting, we were welcomed by a friendly HR girl. “Is anyone here new? There’s a training session just starting.”
			

			
				In the training room, I joined eleven other young people, bright and enthusiastic, without the strange listlessness of the people on the bus. We’d been provided with soft drinks and scrumptious cake. The friendly girl entered and launched into a slide show extolling the benefits of working for the company. Then she took us to a practice room, where we divided into teams, playing an amusing relay race to see which team could pick items off the shelves and load them onto trolleys the fastest. All great fun; I felt Congo had been unfairly maligned, the press spreading rumour without justification. In the circumstances, why weren’t the company more open about their working practices?
			

			
				We broke for an early “lunch” (the canteen first-class and free of charge, another plus-point for the company) before resuming the training session. Somebody asked the question I’d wanted to ask but had not the courage, wary of being exposed as an impersonator of Sean Murphy. “Will we have to wear a pendant that monitors our performance?” 
			

			
				HR girl replied, “Nothing like that. Any employee that works at capacity has nothing to fear. You definitely don’t need to wear anything. Our approach is more hands-off, monitoring your performance from a distance.” She smiled a broad smile. “Are you ready? Time to start working for Congo!”
			

			
				We were let into an enormous, brightly-lit, high-roofed warehouse with row upon row of shelving, and workers dashing about. Not a robot in sight. We were each given a personal trolley and handheld electronic display and we set about locating items in the efficiently-labelled floor plan. Speeding from one row to another, I passed my fellow trainees many times, laughing and smiling. HR girl told us we would inevitably fall below optimum performance but not to worry — initially our wages would not be penalised. 
			

			
				Above the echoing clatter of warehouse activity, I became conscious from time to time of a distant buzzing, like the sound of an insects’ nest. The sound seemed to be coming from the direction of the ceiling, though I could not see beyond the glare of the low-slung floodlighting illuminating the floorspace. Just as I was on the point of reporting my concern to management, I heard a loud shout of terror. A man came racing past me, crying out for help, pursued by a hideous outsized black fly making a fearsome high-pitched buzz like the sound of an angry wasp. The insect caught up, gluing itself to the side of his face, he furiously trying to tear it off, retching in disgust. I ran to help but a worker held me back. “Leave him!  The worst is over. He’ll be fine.”
			

			
				The insect detached and hovered for a few seconds before taking a direct vertical path towards the roof. Now, I saw it to be a miniature drone. A swollen blue-black bruise disfigured the man’s cheek, but he was smiling. “I feel great! Back to work!” And he raced off with his trolley.
			

			
				The worker who’d stopped me pulled me into the relative privacy of a shelving aisle. “You’re obviously a first-timer. That was a ‘blowfly’. All the workers have one, like a personal daemon. You have one, but you haven’t met it yet. That pleasure will inevitably come to you. They swarm above the lights where you can’t see them. But they can see you. They follow your every move with their hi-res camera. Slacken off and yours will zoom down to inject you with a performance-enhancing drug. Makes you feel great at work, that you can achieve any target they throw at you but you pay for it when you get home — you’re like a zombie till back here next day.”
			

			
				I asked, “Why hasn’t anyone blown a whistle on this?”
			

			
				The man laughed. “Did you read the non-disclosure agreement you were happy to sign, I mean, really read it. They’ve the power to sue you for everything you’ve got. Even if you make a good case, they’ll carry on overwhelming you with more and more fancy-pants lawyers, because they can. Intimidation by numbers is their best defence, the bastards.”
			

			
				Orla met me off the bus. “Now you know why Sean was desperate to break his contract. He’s safe, thank God. Granda’s headless-lady worked brilliantly. Fair-play to the green shirt guarding that section of the ridge. It didn’t scare him one bit. He radioed to the nearest sentry to come and look. That’s what we were banking on, the other guy leaving his section wide-open. We got thirty people out to freedom unobserved.”
			

			
				I said, “I can expose Congo to the Daily Lake. I’m not an employee. I’ve signed no agreement. They can’t sue me. Their injection drones are surely illegal in the EU.”
			

			
				Orla said, “Remember we’re not in the EU anymore. Do you think the Gallaghers give a fuck?”
			

			
				I said, “You’re right, of course. Like the recent history of my own country. When you’re desperate to boost a failing economy damaged by your own criminal recklessness, what do you do? Turn to insanity capitalism to bail you out. Ironic, isn’t it? Peddlers of glory, capable of achieving nothing higher than mediocrity, nevertheless managing to convince people to vote for perpetual enslavement to poverty.”
			

		


			
				53: Wrapped 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse usually dispatched Sidney to open her front door. Today, she opened it herself. In the background, I could hear an accordion playing. I asked, “Have you a visitor?”
			

			
				She laughed. “It’s Sidney.”
			

			
				“Don’t tell me he’s learnt to play the accordion!”
			

			
				 “Don’t be silly! One advantage of being a robot, you can generate your own musical accompaniment on your internal audio.”
			

			
				A tremulous gravelly voice could be heard coming from the kitchen. I looked at Ilse in bemusement. “Isn’t he singing Non, je ne regrette rien!”
			

			
				Ilse said, “We can leave him to it for the moment. Since his repair, he’s been in a mood about Orla and I using the office camera while he was indisposed. He’s taken a dim view of our photos. Personally, I think it’s sour grapes. Come into the bedroom.”
			

			
				She pulled off her dress, treating me to her ample figure gloriously enhanced by a black basque holding up black stockings. “We need to choose three positions where the woman wraps her legs around her lover. Fetch my Kama Sutra from the living room.”
			

			
				On the way to collect the book, I couldn’t resist opening the kitchen door a crack and taking a peek. Sidney, nimbly holding a dessert spoon in his ten-fingered hand, was busy bashing out musical triplets on the draining board to underline the dramatic drawn out crescendo of his singing. Quietly closing the door, I retrieved the Kama Sutra and returned to the bedroom, where I found Ilse had stripped down to stockings alone. She asked, “Do you want to have me with these on or off?”
			

			
				I replied, “I’d like to watch you peel them off. But, if you’re going to be wrapping your legs around me, you can hitch them up again. Also, put on your highest heels.”
			

			
				The noise from the kitchen became more lyrical as Sidney modulated his voice for the middle section of the song. Ilse slid her stockings down her legs at an agonisingly slow rate. I could have fucked her on the spot. Only the need for discipline in my role of book assistant put a brake on my urges. 
			

			
				The Kama Sutra spoiled us for choice. We decided we’d start with a position we’d intended to use at Furniture Warehouse before we were so rudely interrupted by the manager, Ilse leaning backwards sitting on a table, me standing and leaning into her, she wrapping her legs around my hips to draw me inside. For the second position, we’d move on to Ilse on the carpet, myself on all fours above her, she levering herself up to meet my penis by wrapping her legs around my bottom. Finally, for the third position, my favourite, I would be standing, lifting Ilse off the ground, each of us with our hands wrapped around the other’s back for support, and Ilse’s legs wrapped tightly round my waist. I looked forward to humping her, Tarzan-like, around the room, pile-driving Jane’s dripping wet quim with my giant ape-cock.
			

			
				Sidney’s singing had reached its grand climax, the last note long drawn out as the crashing chords of the accordion ground to a halt, followed by a pre-recorded sound effect of enraptured applause. As the noise died away, Ilse called out, “Sidney! No encore today. We need you. Now!”
			

		


			
				54: A Puzzle by the Lake 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse and I organised a midday Sunday excursion on the MV Kilgarney. We invited Orla and she brought along a friend, Clodagh, a former hairdresser colleague of her brother, Sean. Originally, we’d intended to go alone, but Kilgarney is a small town and we weren’t yet ready for the office discovering Ilse and I were now an item. 
			

			
				Some small unpleasantness marred the beginning of our trip. Landing at the far shore, we heard an irritating rasping coming from the direction of a belt of mixed woodland planted several decades ago as part of an early climate restoration scheme.
			

			
				Orla said, “I hope they’re not chopping down trees.”
			

			
				“That’s just what they are doing!” Garda Kiely approached us from behind. Removing a pair of binoculars hanging around his neck, he said to Orla, “Take a look through these.” 
			

			
				I said, “I didn’t see you on the boat.”
			

			
				Kiely indicated a woman playing ball on the beach with two small children. “I came over with my wife and kids on the eleven o’clock. Looks to me like there’s illegal logging going on.”
			

			
				“They must be getting desperate if they’re selling contraband wood to survive.”
			

			
				“Yes, Charlie, let’s hope it’s only a matter of time.”
			

			
				“I can’t understand why the guards don’t do anything.”
			

			
				“Our loyalty is to the government of Ireland. We’re under instruction not to antagonise. They don’t want a civil war on their hands. They’re betting on the whole feckin farce self-destructing.”
			

			
				Orla and Clodagh had moved further down the lake to get a better view through the binoculars. They called for us to come over. Orla pointed to a wooden hut erected in a recently deforested area.  “Look there! Talking to some green shirts; someone we know!”
			

			
				I exclaimed, “Stooge Hogan! So the rumours are true: Hogan seen about town hobnobbing with the Gallaghers and the other big-wigs. He’s kept it well-hidden at work. Now his secret is out, what should we do?”
			

			
				Orla considered for a moment. “Keep our mouths shut. The atmosphere could get poisonous if we start dividing colleagues into factions.” She and Clodagh joined Ilse further down the lake shore, leaving Kiely and I alone together.
			

			
				Kiely trained his binoculars on the mountains. “Hendriks could be up there at this moment, looking through the telescopic sight of a rifle. We’ve put Tess Brouwer under strict instruction to avoid any part of the lake shore which has a clear sightline to the hills.”
			

			
				 “You still think Hendriks is in the country?”
			

			
				Kiely took out his phone and flicked through some pages on the screen. “Until we can verify the statement of that Len character Tess Brouwer met at the port, we have to play it with due caution. According to this latest report from our undercover man, he’s not been traced. Our man spoke to the locals. Some of them noticed Ms Brouwer talking to Len in a pub but they said he wasn’t known to them, that he must have been an out-of-towner. Probably they’re covering for one of their mates. They don’t want to get him into trouble. Take a look at the report. You’ll see our detective has made a pretty thorough job of it.”
			

			
				While I thumbed the display to get the gist, Kiely said, “You realise, Tess Brouwer showing her face at the seaport has exposed her to increased risk?”
			

			
				“Surely the risk is zero, if Hendriks did in fact leave the country that way.”
			

			
				“He might have covered his exit by giving instructions to an accomplice to message him if anyone came snooping round. Unwise of Ms Brouwer not to have kept her red hair covered when touring those bars.”
			

			
				“A major chat-up advantage for hooking an informant!”
			

			
				“With the major disadvantage of publicising her identity to anyone in the know.” 
			

			
				“You’re suggesting, if Hendriks isn’t here already, he might risk a return visit?”
			

			
				“We’re taking no chances. As you know, she’s booked in at The Lake under a false name and she wears a headscarf or wig when she goes out.” 
			

			
				Our discussing Tess reminded me of my concern she might press for an ongoing sexual relationship. Since our “big night”, when I’d given way to temptation, half through wanting her, half through sympathy, we’d met only once, to sunbathe together on the beach. There’d been no more intimacy. Seems I had misjudged the situation, she was more manipulator than victim, probably setting me up for a one-night stand, seduced out of curiosity, a trophy conquest. I had ceased to feel either desire or pity.
			

			
				Kiely unbuckled his sandals and walked down to paddle at the water’s edge. He called back, “It’s warm. I recommend it.” 
			

			
				We splashed through the shallows like a pair of schoolboys.
			

			
				“Charlie, do you think we’re making fools of ourselves?”
			

			
				“In what way?”
			

			
				“A lone assassin hiding in the hills. Like a cheap novel. I’m starting not to believe it. Why was he even here?”
			

			
				I suggested, “Sellars was the one initially tasked with murdering Lucas but ultimately he didn’t have it in him to kill, so they brought in Hendriks as a trained professional.”
			

			
				Kiely sat down on a large rock at the water’s edge and thought for a moment. “I have two objections to that theory. Firstly, as you know, Meyers and Hendriks were close army buddies. In civilian life, they met frequently for fishing trips. If Anna and Sellars were indeed the principal conspirators, they’d be taking a risk, don’t you think, asking Hendriks to agree to murder his lifelong friend? Secondly, even should he agree, he wouldn’t need to hide out in the hills for so long to plan a simple hit-and-run.”
			

			
				 “He needed time to study Meyers’ daily routine, so as to pick the best moment.”
			

			
				Kiely frowned and shook his head. “Something’s wrong, Charlie. We’re putting too simple a spin on events. As I suggested to you once before, I can’t help thinking we’re been tricked into approaching this case precisely as the conspirators intend us to approach it.”
			

		


			
				PART 5: DISINTEGRATION
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				55: Burgled 
			

			
				 
			

			
				My phone rang just when I was on the point of leaving work — Ilse cancelling our evening appointment, explaining she’d arrived home to find the place trashed by a burglary and would be all night clearing up. 
			

			
				It’s an unavoidable fact that tourism attracts crime, usually of the petty variety:  pickpocketing, shoplifting, con artists, hotel thefts, drunken altercations. Outside of those expected irritations, Kilgarney suffered few serious misdemeanours, the Lucas Meyers affair the biggest thing in years. House burglary typically came and went in waves, coinciding with new criminal opportunists moving into the area to milk the prosperity of the residents. The isolated incident at Ilse Teuling’s townhouse puzzled the guards. Unusual for a criminal to so skilfully raid an apartment in broad daylight but leave their mark on no other residence in town or countryside, especially as in Ilse’s case it appeared nothing had been stolen and that the thief or thieves had left empty-handed.
			

			
				I said I’d go round immediately to help clean up but Ilse told me the guards were still collecting evidence and she would text me when they’d gone. While I waited for her summons, I marshalled reinforcements in the shape of Orla. Arriving at the apartment, we found it in an appalling state, cushions and pillows ripped open, bed mattresses scored across by a knife, the contents of cupboards, drawers and bookshelves scattered across the floor. Ilse had put Sidney on full-time underwear washing duty. She said she didn’t want anything touching her skin that might have been in contact with the burglar’s fingers.
			

			
				I asked, “Doesn’t Sidney have a Samurai Warrior Module for detecting intruders?” She replied the robot didn’t come fitted with that popular option, since his primary function was sex-assistance. When she left the house, she always put him in sleep mode to conserve power.  In the absence of someone shouting “Sidney”, he would not have woken. She said, “Why would they turn out the drawers like that? They even flung my books onto the floor, you’d think looking for hidden valuables, but they left behind the jewellery they did find.”
			

			
				I volunteered to start cleaning up the kitchen. I asked, “What do you want done with those tea and coffee jars and tinned soups piled up in the corner?” She said, “Put them in the cardboard box under the sink. I’ll sort them out later.”
			

			
				Orla called down from the upstairs office room, “Ilse, there’s a one–hundred-euro bank note on top of your desk.” 
			

			
				Ilse called back, “Leave it there. That’s practically the only item they didn’t disturb.”
			

			
				Orla came downstairs holding the note. “A bit weird, don’t you think? All your papers and pens and other stuff thrown on the floor, desk drawer contents spilled everywhere and this high-value banknote untouched. Suggests they were looking for something really valuable. You’re not concealing any famous Dutch old masters, by any chance?”
			

			
				Ilse laughed. “Only the reproduction print of the Amsterdam canal scene in the living room. It’s not mine; it came with the furnishings but I really loved it. The burglars ripped it to shreds, right down to its hardboard backing.”
			

			
				I said, “Their leaving behind the bank note and jewellery indicates what they were looking for was not of obvious monetary value. Whatever it was, either they found it or it’s still here, in this house.”
			

		


			
				56: The Professor
			

			
				 
			

			
				The evening after the burglary at Ilse Teuling’s home, Orla Murphy slept over at her grandfather’s house. She woke early, in order to have time before leaving for work to help set up the tea stall. Jimmy kept reserved for Orla a bedroom with a direct view across his wide front lawn to the cave of the shrine. On this particular morning, Orla noticed a darkly-dressed man standing at the cave entrance. By the time she and Jimmy and Bea finished breakfast and were setting up the tea stall in the garden, the man had gone. 
			

			
				The tea-stall preparations completed, Jimmy and Bea returned to the house while Orla closed the garden gate and set off down the track towards the main road car park.
			

			
				“Howdy!”
			

			
				The sudden greeting startled her. She turned to see the man she had seen from her bedroom window. He was standing outside the cave entrance. He hadn’t been there a moment ago when she passed. It was as if he had materialised on the spot. About sixty years of age, voluminous grey beard, distinguished looking, he wore dark striped trousers and a curious sort of morning coat, like you might see in early silent movies. He smiled pleasantly. Orla imagined the strange costume might be connected with some sort of tourist board plan for welcoming visitors. She asked, “Are you an actor?” 
			

			
				The man laughed. “A university professor.” He exhibited a strong mid-western American accent.
			

			
				“Are you here on official business?”
			

			
				“Unofficial. I have to go now.”
			

			
				Orla said, “Shall we walk down together? Or, maybe you’d prefer to take your time. I’m in a hurry to get to work.”
			

			
				“I’m not going your way,” the man replied.
			

			
				“Well, nice meeting you!” said Orla. A few steps further on, concerned her departure had been a little abrupt, she turned to wave goodbye. The professor, if that’s what he was, had vanished into thin air.
			

		


			
				57: Inquisitive Neighbours 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse was determined the burglary of her house should not delay her book schedule and proposed our next sex session be in her upstairs office, the only room so far to have been fully restored to normal. I had been seriously delayed at Cunninghams, sorting out a computer system failure, and darkness had fallen by the time Ilse and I got started. Sidney was incapable of negotiating the staircase, obliging the two of us to carry him upstairs to the first floor. He complained about the lighting, “La lumière est de la merde!”, so we collected assorted bedside and table lamps from the other rooms, arranging them until he was satisfied. 
			

			
				The session theme was sex with the woman on top. I sat on the floor, leaning back against the wall for support, my legs stretched out in front of me. Ilse adopted a squatting posture, straddling me, impaling herself on my erection. I particularly appreciated this position because it brought my mouth in line with her nipples, offering an intense bonus activity which Ilse augmented by supporting her breasts with her hands, pressing them forwards against my mouth as she jogged up and down on my rampant cock like she was riding a horse. 
			

			
				When we were done with each other, Ilse lay back, looking up at the ceiling. She said, “I wonder how long that’s been there.” Following the direction of her gaze, I saw a familiar silhouette parked on the skylight, peering down at us. Sidney extended his camera arm upwards on a mission of inspection. “Eet is an inferior four-legged organism with fur and claws, which you ‘umans call a cat, en Français: une chat, but which, we robots, we call eet a nuisance. Robots do not like cats. Always, they ‘ide behind furniture and leap out when we pass. Always, they chase us when we move. We would like to grab zem up and ‘url ze stupid animal out of ze window, mais par malchance, we are not programmed to do that.”
			

			
				I asked Ilse, “Isn’t that your next-door neighbour Siobhán’s cat?”
			

			
				“The only ginger one I’ve ever seen in our street,” she replied.
			

			
				Sidney continued to wave his camera arm aggressively in the animal’s direction until it took fright and scarpered.
			

			
				The following day, during my lunch break in town, I heard Siobhán calling my name. “You’re the man I want to see! There’s a problem with our home computer. The screen has gone black. Ilse told me you manage the computers at the factory. Could you come and look? I’ll give you a lift to work afterwards.”
			

			
				We drove back to her house. As I had anticipated, her husband was out at work. Siobhán took me on a guided tour. “Same as Ilse’s really, except a mirror image, so to speak: living room, bedroom, kitchen, bathroom, stairs not very soundproof — well, you know all about that, don’t you! That was a great squatting action Ilse was using on you last night.”
			

			
				I stared at her. “How on earth…!”
			

			
				 “Fizz, our cat. It has a webcam fitted to its collar, so we can find out where it goes on its rambles. The camera records onto flash memory. I uploaded last night’s video to the computer this morning …” she looked at me awkwardly. “…that is, I mean, before the computer went wrong. Fizz must have been looking through the skylight at you for ages.” She blushed. “Are you going to tell Ilse?”
			

			
				I said, “Not if you don’t want me to. Where is your computer?”
			

			
				“In the attic spare room. I’ll show you.”
			

			
				As a gentleman, mindful of her extremely short summer dress, I moved to precede her up the stairs, but she pushed in front. I guess she was too absorbed in her anxiety to get the computer fixed to realise how much she was tantalising me with a view from below of skimpy pink knickers pulled tight into the crack between prominent bare bum cheeks.
			

			
				Like Ilse’s, the spare room had been furnished as an office, with a computer screen and keyboard on top of a desk, and a processor unit below. Siobhán closed the door firmly behind us. “Keeps the cat out,” she explained. 
			

			
				She pointed up at the ceiling. “See! We have a skylight, just like Ilse’s. Fizz often sits on it, peering in, as a way of dropping a hint when he wants to be fed.  His camera captured all your action last night. You’re a good size, Charlie. Bigger than my husband. You give new meaning to the phrase, ‘flash memory’.”
			

			
				Pleased at being awarded the size-athon gold medal, I switched on the computer. The screen remained blank. I said, “I’d better check if the cable’s come loose on the processor unit.” 
			

			
				Siobhán replied, “I didn’t think of that. The cat’s always batting the wire with its paw.” 
			

			
				Crawling under the desk, I confirmed the problem. Plugging the cable back in, I asked, “Is the screen OK?” Siobhán said, “That’s great, Charlie! You can come out now.”
			

			
				I reversed out from under the desk. 
			

			
				Siobhán stood facing me, semi-naked, displaying luxuriant pubic hair and wearing only a scanty bra pushing up her pert tits, pointy nipples peeking over the top. 
			

			
				My instinct told me to get out immediately. I said, “Siobhán, you know I can’t stay here with you like that. I’ll walk back to work. You needn’t give me a lift.” 
			

			
				I moved to the door and tried the handle but it was locked.
			

			
				Siobhán said, “The key is tucked inside my bra. What are you going to do about it, Charlie? I’ll give you two alternatives. Either you can feel around my breasts to find the key, or you can show me how you touch a woman to get the reaction I’ve heard through the staircase wall. I need to know, so I can teach your technique to my husband.”
			

			
				Leaving Cunninghams that evening, my mind speculated on the story Siobhán would offer her husband when he got home from work. Would she say, “The computer went wrong and I got it fixed”? Possibly. Or would she say, “I met Ilse’s partner, Charlie, on the promenade. He’s a computer expert and he very kindly fixed it for me”?  Possibly also. Or would she say, “Actually, I pulled the cable out deliberately, pretending the cat did it, to give an excuse to trap Charlie upstairs”? Probably not. Or would she say, “I blackmailed him into touching me between my legs”? Again, probably not. And would she confess, “It felt so nice, I told him I didn’t want him to stop. I made him take me all the way with his hands”? Definitely not. Finally, would she say, “Afterwards, I rewarded Charlie by letting him watch me soap and rinse my body in the shower, then I gave him a towel and asked him to dry me, then he helped me dress, then I fed the cat, then I drove Charlie to work because I'd made him late”? Well, she might say the bit about the cat. Let’s hope it hadn’t been waiting expectantly for its feed, sitting on the skylight peering in.
			

		


			
				58: Hannigan Pays a Call 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Late afternoon, the rain subsides at the end of an untypically cold, grey and wretched summer day. A lone figure can be seen cycling the road of the shrine. Until recently this would have been an impossible feat; you’d have to dismount so many times there’d be no point taking a bike. Now, thanks to the efforts of the workmen, the track is passable all the way. Only once does this rider dismount, because for Father Hannigan, in his seventies, there’s a limit to the steepness of the slope he can manage. His exertions on this occasion are not out of religious obligation; he’s not visiting the shrine; he has a more important call to pay — to Jimmy Murphy. 
			

			
				Hannigan has chosen his moment with care. He’s met Jimmy’s new partner, Bea, a regular at Mass, and happens to know she’s attending a committee meeting at the church. Hannigan needs to talk with Jimmy alone.
			

			
				In the past, Jimmy would have spurned an ecclesiastical front door surprise, but nowadays he’s feeling generous. After all, religion has been brilliant for business. He greets the priest with enthusiasm. He shows Hannigan around his house, in itself a building of considerable architectural interest, then they go upstairs to the attic for a demo of the camera obscura. Finally, he serves tea and cake.
			

			
				“Do you have much land, Jimmy?” asks Hannigan. He moves to the window. “I don’t see fences. Those sheep. They’d be on public land?”
			

			
				Jimmy follows the gaze of the priest. “My land. I rent it to Nolan's.” 
			

			
				Hannigan asks for a tour of the boundary. Beyond the shrine the uphill rocky track once again becomes an obstacle course passable only on foot. They come to an area penned in by an electric fence. Warning notices are strung along at intervals. Jimmy explains the fence was installed by Nolan, the tenant farmer. 
			

			
				Hannigan asks, “These things run on battery, don’t they?”
			

			
				Jimmy replies, “Mostly. But this one has a direct transformer connection to the mains.”
			

			
				Hannigan stares at Jimmy. “That’s very interesting, because I came this way yesterday. I went up the hill for a bit of bird-watching with my binoculars. Through them I saw you, crouching down by the fence, like you were doing repair work. Then you walked up to those rocks, spooling out an electrical lead.” 
			

			
				Hannigan smiles. “Jimmy, when I see a man who’s a wizard with optics, making what looks like a connection to an electric fence, taking the cable in the direction of the old mine, a man known in his youth to have been an expert caver, furthermore a man who in the past has not been great friends with religion, I begin to put two and two together. It was you, wasn’t it? You were the visions.”
			

			
				Jimmy admits the truth. He tells how, on one of his caving expeditions, he discovered a tunnel ending in a crack in the rock looking down at the altar of the cave. The elevated aspect reminded him of a projection gallery in a cinema. It gave him the idea to assemble a religious slide show projected onto the wall behind the altar. He might make some money out of it, or, at the very least, he’d create publicity for his camera obscura. Jimmy remembered from his caving exploits that the rocks in this area were known to contain an exceptionally high granular content of a mineral called fluorspar, which glows under “black light”, an invisible ultra-violet light. To test it, he chose an evening of bad weather, when he judged the shrine would be empty of visitors. The projected image, a painting of the Virgin Mary by a lesser-known renaissance artist, glowed a ghostly blue under the ultra-violet light, seemingly embedded in the rock itself. Up in his projection gallery, Jimmy was unaware of Doctor McNally entering the cave down below. Had there not been at that moment a lightning strike taking out the entire local power grid, the doctor would have approached the wall behind the altar and realised he’d been looking at a man-made image. 
			

			
				On the second occasion, when Jimmy was again up above, focusing the very same test slide, he heard newspaper man Pat Walsh down below, shouting to friends to come and look. Jimmy immediately extinguished the projector lamp. After that, he fitted a CCTV camera to the front of his house, so he could monitor when people entered the cave. Only when the story of a holy vision broke in the papers did he realise the upheaval he’d caused. All of sudden, business boomed and he judged it to his advantage to keep quiet for the time being.
			

			
				Hannigan scrutinises Jimmy closely. “What I want to know is: why were you re-connecting the electrics yesterday? You’ve mischief in mind.”
			

			
				 “To teach that gobshite preacher a lesson. I heard Williams on local radio, mouthing off that the visions were a sign from God, preparing the way for his mission. I’ll not be John the feckin Baptist to Mister Jesus feckin hypocrite Christ. He’s another rally planned. During his big speech, I’ll fade up the slide, not too bright, just a hint of a miraculous image forming itself on the rock. As soon as the faithful gasp in awe and wonder, I’ll follow on with a slide of a glass of Guinness. We’ll see how Williams explains that!”
			

			
				Hannigan eyes Jimmy sympathetically. “I can’t say I too wouldn’t be sorely tempted, Jimmy, but you can’t do it. Think of those poor people, the invalids, the terminally ill, the faithful with sick family members, all earnestly praying for a cure; think of the cruelty of taking away from them their last resort of comfort and hope. I’m guessing Bea knows nothing of this. Have you thought how the exposure might damage your relationship? And consider this: you won’t win! Graham Williams is a professional, an accomplished manipulator. He’ll turn it back on you. He’ll accuse you of mounting a cheap hoax, imitating the genuine vision. Even allowing for that spectacular ‘headless lady’ stunt of yours, even after the doctor and the newspaper man publicly confirm that what they originally experienced precisely agrees with your projected slide, the damage will have been done. Williams will have set his tribe against you and no amount of sane evidence will persuade them to think otherwise. He’ll wreck your business and your reputation. More importantly, in this isolated house, you’re vulnerable. Don’t do it, Jimmy. Don’t put yourself at the mercy of Williams’ young thugs.”
			

		


			
				59: Shot 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse’s English had improved sufficiently to need me less and less as interpreter. It ought to have done. She insisted on using what she called “the man waiting-time” for her English lessons, so she’d notched up almost half as many one-on-one English tutorials as one-on-one positions for her book. For the first time since her arrival, I was able to leave her to fend for herself in English. My afternoon’s work took me to the factory floor, away from the confines of the office and I saw Ilse only once, when she passed by me in the machine shop, showing some visitors around. She gave me a friendly wave, calling over in Dutch, so nobody could jump to conclusions, “Vergeet zes uur niet”.
			

			
				Approaching Ilse’s, close to the time of our six o’clock appointment, the streets seemed eerily empty. Preacher Williams had persuaded Kilgarney’s new government to hire professional thugs from outside the kingdom to beef up his force of black-arm-banded Liberty Troopers. Their posting all over town had created an atmosphere pregnant with menace. Unsurprisingly, the inhabitants’ enthusiasm for leaving the safety and privacy of their homes had diminished. 
			

			
				I crossed the garden square towards Ilse’s place, the lack of any sign of life like a scene out of an apocalyptic movie — I could have been the last person alive on the planet. A relief when I pressed the doorbell to hear the welcome sound of Sidney trundling down the corridor. As he opened the door a shot rang out from across the street, simultaneous with a loud metallic ping. Instinctively, I dived inside, slamming the door behind me. “Ilse! Ring the guards! Those fucking fascists are shooting off guns now!” 
			

			
				Ilse appeared from the living room and screamed. “Charlie! Look at Sidney!” 
			

			
				The robot lurched towards us, mouth working furiously, no sound coming out, a gaping hole in the metalwork of his chest. I pushed Ilse into the safety of her back kitchen, took out my mobile and rang the guards.
			

			
				Within five minutes we heard sirens, then a loud hammering on the front door. They took us down to the Garda station to make statements. Ilse couldn’t stop crying with grief for Sidney, whom we’d been obliged to put into shutdown mode and leave behind, stone cold dead, in the hall corridor. The interviewing garda told us forensics would need to examine the bullet, in the hope of catching the person who fired the shot. He telephoned “Robot Hospital” to organise for Sidney to be opened up and the evidence extracted. 
			

			
				We arrived back home to see a white van parked outside, bearing an electric-blue cross with the slogan, “Your Robot Will Be Happy With Us”. A uniformed garda stood on solemn sentry duty. Two men in white coats emerged, carrying a stretcher with Sidney laid on his back, his mouth frozen in an expression of agony, his two arms folded over his body like a corpse lying in state. Ilse bent down to kiss his forehead, tears streaming down her face. “Will he be OK?” she asked one of the ambulance men. 
			

			
				“Sure!” the man replied breezily. “The bullet pierced the aspirator. The memory circuits haven’t been damaged. He’ll be like he always was when you get him back. We’ll patch up the hole in his metalwork and grind it smooth. You won’t even see the damage!” He examined the serial number plate stuck to the robot’s base. “Customised on the continent, I see. When I started in this job, artificial intelligence was all the rage. Now the big thing is artificial personality. They do it so well abroad. Probably because their language skills are so much better than ours.”
			

			
				We watched while they slid the stretcher into the back of the ambulance and drove off in the direction of The Mall. 
			

			
				Inside the house, we were greeted by a sombre Detective Kiely. “We’ve been checking up on the political crowd. They assure us none of their men were on patrol in this area at six; all weapons accounted for. Charlie, we have to look at the unpleasant prospect the bullet was intended for yourself. You and Ms Teuling are work colleagues, of course. Was your visit here connected with work?”
			

			
				Before I could answer, Ilse interjected, “He’s been giving me English lessons. He comes here most evenings around six or half past. For a Dutch person, I am ashamed to say my English is very bad.”
			

			
				Kiely laughed. “It’s a lot better than my Dutch! So, Charlie, your visits here have been regular? In that case, it’s no coincidence the shot being fired at that time. Someone has been observing your movements. Once they’d established your routine, they only had to lie in wait. For the bullet to have pierced the robot’s metal shell, I’d guess relatively short range, from amongst those bushes in the square.”
			

			
				That night, Ilse came to sleep with me at my flat. After the dual upset of the recent burglary and this latest more sinister event, she couldn’t bear to remain in her house alone. Next morning, we found Kiely had placed an armed guard outside my front door. The guard reassured us they were similarly guarding Ilse’s place, that she would be safe. 
			

			
				Later, I visited Kiely at his headquarters. We sat down together in a debriefing room to carry out a review of the situation. “This feckin case, Charlie! Every time we think we have it all sorted out, we get another death, or an attempted death, disarranging our carefully made conclusions. Let’s go back to the beginning, shall we? The hit and run.”
			

			
				“Which the guards thought was an accident.”
			

			
				“Not quite. We couldn’t figure out the skid marks. Wrong side of the road.”
			

			
				I suggested, “I suppose what clinched it being a deliberate hit was when Sellars returned the damaged hire car with his made-up story about colliding with a farm animal.”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “But at that point we didn’t know the returnee was Sellars. We only knew him as an anonymous friend of Meyers. Could still have been a tragic accident, with the friend too scared to own up, in case he incriminated himself.”
			

			
				“Then Tess Brouwer discovered the financial fraud at Kobus.”
			

			
				“Which increased our suspicion of a deliberate killing. A man who steals millions can easily become prey to a murderous gang.”
			

			
				“Then Sellars dies in a road accident and is identified as the man who returned the hire car. Not only that, the Dutch identify him as Meyers’ co-conspirator in the fraud.”
			

			
				“Facts which did make murder by Sellars a more likely explanation for Meyers’ death.”
			

			
				“Then you find a bank card in Anna Meyers’ name in Sellars possession, which more or less clinches they were in league with each other.”
			

			
				“Agreed. And when Anna is later discovered murdered, it no way disarranges our theory of a conspiracy between Anna and Sellars. We simply blame Anna’s death on Meyers’ mistress.”
			

			
				“Until the failed attack on Tess Brouwer, and now me.”
			

			
				Kiely opens up his laptop. “Leading us to a new theory implicating Meyers’ ex-army buddy, Reuben Hendriks, especially when we find Hendriks was in Ireland at the same time as Meyers. That’s all the neat stuff. Now let’s look at all the stuff that doesn’t fit, shall we? I’ve made a list.” 
			

			
				So saying, Kiely searched for a document on the laptop screen. “Point number one: Meyers’ mystery visitor.”
			

			
				“You mean the man who was talking with Lucas in the cottage garden when they were caught out by Orla Murphy? That was Sellars, surely. Orla heard Meyers shout at him in English to get back to his townhouse.”
			

			
				Kiely considers for a moment. “I suppose the incident wasn’t so strange. Meyers would obviously be nervous about a visual connection being made between himself and his partner-in-crime. Let’s cross it off the list. But there’s a second point concerning Sellars. Meyers gets venetian sun blinds fitted and also rents portable wi-fi, we assume so Sellars could work from the cottage. Why didn’t Sellars work from his own place during the day? We checked and discovered it had an inbuilt broadband connection far superior to that provided by Meyers’ temporary wi-fi gadget.”
			

			
				I said, “I was thinking about the need for venetian blinds. All I could come up with is that Sellars and Meyers confined their joint criminal activity to the weekends, for example to Sunday mornings, when any suspicious activity on Kobus’s system was less likely to be noticed.”
			

			
				Kiely laughed. “Which is what they were not doing! As you know, we checked with the wi-fi provider. Their data usage logs show the connection going dormant Friday evenings, only resuming again Monday mornings. You see, Charlie, we make these theories, then the facts conspire to prove us wrong! Which brings us to point number three: the second bed.”
			

			
				I said, “Sellars didn’t need the bed. He had his own accommodation. Either the bed was being reserved for Anna Meyers, just as she claimed to me, or Meyers anticipated a visit from Hendriks, but maybe my theory is contradicted by the facts.” 
			

			
				“The problem there is we don’t have any facts,” replied Kiely. “We know Hendriks to be an ex-army man, happy to rough it camping out, as you saw at the mountain location where his tent was found. Meyers would more likely put him up on a couch than bother to specially purchase an expensive bed. Regarding Anna, the idea of her husband anticipating a friendly reconciliation warranting a permanent second bed also seems unlikely.”
			

			
				I asked, “What else do you have on your list?”
			

			
				Kiely consulted his document. “Point number four: Hendriks. Hendriks arrives in Ireland two weeks before Meyers. We’ve confirmed it from flight records. He lives in a tent isolated from society. He has specially purchased many expensive personal grooming items. Both facts suggest he doesn’t want to be seen until he has changed his appearance so as to be unrecognisable. Point number five: We have no record of him returning home, other than the ill-advised amateur detective work carried out by Tess Brouwer which, I’m sorry to say, was in collusion with yourself. Point number six: if he did return home to bomb Ms Brouwer’s house, then how did he get back to Ireland to take the pot-shot at you, since we checked already and he’s not been on any incoming flights or ferries?”
			

			
				I asked, “You’re definitely assuming the person who tried to kill me was Reuben Hendriks?”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “We have no other suspects. It may depend on ballistics, the bullet type, the weapon fired from. A civilian hunting weapon would prove nothing; a military grade weapon would be highly suggestive. However, there’s a problem.”
			

			
				“That he missed?”
			

			
				“Correct! A trained soldier firing at close range would not miss.”
			

			
				“Perhaps I moved just as he pulled the trigger.”
			

			
				“But he didn’t miss by a centimetre or two. According to your statement, you were standing to one side of Ms Teuling’s front door when the robot opened it, so Hendriks missed by anything up to a metre.”
			

			
				“Could something have distracted him or he accidently pulled the trigger prematurely, or the sight on the rifle was faulty?”
			

			
				Kiely said, “Warm, isn’t it? Would you like some water from the cooler? I’ll go and get it. You’ll probably need it when you hear the theory I’m about to propose to you”, with which mysterious statement, he left the room. I heard him talking to one of his colleagues in the corridor and caught mention of Tess’s name and then my own. He returned with two cups of water.
			

			
				“Charlie, I believe I have a theory which fits the facts. It goes like this. There’s this young man, a foreigner; goes to work in Holland. He happens to be a whizz-kid at languages. In no time at all he’s learnt to speak Dutch like a native. Consequently, he enjoys a wider social life than a typical ex-pat; he gets invited to a ton of parties, and so on. One day he meets an extremely attractive woman with red hair. Let’s say her name is ‘Tess Brouwer’. Tess is a few years older than him but this young man has a bit of a thing going for older women and they soon begin an affair. Unknown to her young lover, Tess has been embezzling millions from her employers, right under the nose of her head accountant boss. She’s not planned to share her incriminating secret but then something happens to change her mind. Her boss announces he’s temporarily moving to Ireland. Tess seizes this as the moment to arrange for him to be murdered. Why would she want her boss dead? Because Tess is the hot favourite to be replacement head accountant, in which role she will be able to continue her clever fraud with impunity.”
			

			
				I interrupted. “I think I can see where this is going, but do continue.”
			

			
				Kiely said, “I intend to, but I don’t think you can see everything I’ve figured out. Tess recruits her lover, let’s say his name is ‘Charlie’, into killing her boss, let’s say his name is ‘Lucas Meyers’. A bit of a coincidence Charlie and Meyers turning up at Cunninghams’ reception on their very first day, at the very same moment, wouldn’t you say? Charlie has contrived the coincidence so he can get to know Meyers and thereby figure out how to bump him off. The deed done, the deadly duo plan to dispose of Max Sellars, the auditor, who has been acting as Tess Brouwer’s accomplice in the fraud. But, before they can do the second deed, he gets killed in an automobile accident.”
			

			
				I smiled and said, “I think you’re kidding me. I can see a lot of flaws in your theory. For instance, what about when Orla interrupted Meyers and Sellars at the cottage?”
			

			
				Kiely pointed a finger at me. “You were the person who suggested the man in the garden to be Sellars. How do we know the mystery visitor wasn’t yourself? Suppose you snuck away from work for a session of gay sex with Meyers. Remember, Orla Murphy described him as wearing nothing but a pair of highly provocative bathing trunks. Wouldn’t that more convincingly account for the sound of complete panic heard in his voice? She had inadvertently interrupted the two of you in a semi-naked tryst?”
			

			
				“That doesn’t account for Sellars. You don’t deny he was living in Kilgarney at the time?”
			

			
				“Doesn’t prove Lucas Meyers knew he was in town. Tess could have sent Sellars over to supervise Meyers’ murder. She probably didn’t trust you to do it on your own.” 
			

			
				Kiely met my expression of incredulity with a penetrating gaze. “Would it interest you to know we were sufficiently convinced of being on the right track that we had you followed around town?”
			

			
				I replied, “Your surveillance must be top-notch. I had no idea, except perhaps once — did you have a man follow Tess and me from the Lake Hotel to the seaside? We spotted him when we were having a meal in a restaurant.”
			

			
				Kiely admitted that he did. “A quandary when you arrived at the port and split up.  Which one of you to follow? Our detective chose yourself. We know at least one thing was true: the detective observed you meeting back at your car with Tess and the mysterious ‘Len’. Unfortunately, our man made the mistake of keeping doggedly on your tail as you drove off, when what he should have done was catch up with Len and find out who he was and where he was from.”
			

			
				I said, “I doubt whether he would have got any more out of him than we did.” 
			

			
				Kiely replied, “Unless Len is an accomplice of yours, which puts a whole new angle on your story, doesn’t it?” He continued, “We know also you made visits to Ms Brouwer at the Lake Hotel. You once spent a day touring round on hired bicycles. And we know you’ve spent almost every other evening after work at your boss’s house. Ms Teuling obviously thinks we’re stupid, to fall for her load of cod about ‘English lessons’. One occasion, you stayed overnight. Our plain-clothes detective strolled past the house early next morning. He said that as he passed the front door he could hear a lot of noise.”
			

			
				“What sort of a noise?”
			

			
				“The detective in question is a family man, so he prefers to put things delicately. He said it sounded like you were giving the lady a helping hand, though not by hoovering her carpets.”
			

			
				I thought back to when Ilse and I had sex on the stairs. “That was weeks’ ago, before the Dutch discovered Anna Meyers murdered.”
			

			
				Kiely stood and paced the room. “Early on, we had our suspicions: your enthusiasm for getting involved with the investigation; your happening to be a fluent Dutch speaker; the pertinent leads you gave us. In case you were playing us for fools, we thought we’d play you also.”  
			

			
				I objected, “So what? I’ve been having sex with my boss and I’ve tried to show friendship to Tess because of her lonely and difficult situation. Things got out of hand with her on one occasion, that’s all.” 
			

			
				Kiely grinned. “As regards your sex life, that’s none of our business. They’re both good-looking women; you know how to choose ‘em; so, fair play to ye! Here’s what I think. It’s all smokescreen. Anna Meyers’ elaborate story about the beds: a story made up by you, to distract us; Meyers purchased the second bed for the entirely innocent intention of accommodating friends from Holland. Tess Brouwer’s story of the special bank account that Meyers insisted on managing himself: Meyers didn’t know anything about it; Tess was the one operating the secret account. The explosion at Tess’s house: organised by Tess to have an excuse to get back to Ireland to be with her lover — namely you — and to make her appear to be victim rather than perpetrator. The shot fired at yourself? Similarly, to paint you as victim. It was Tess who fired the gun, which explains why the shooter missed at short range. She intended to miss.”
			

			
				I said, “If I had to pick one flaw in your argument, it’s this: having successfully organised embezzlement and murder, why did Tess subsequently report the financial fraud to Kobus?”
			

			
				“She had no choice. Against all expectation, Kobus announced they were giving the vacant head accountant job to a woman from another branch of the company. Tess could no longer keep the fraud hidden and was forced to blame it on Meyers. However, the real flaw, Charlie, is that we are mandated to carefully check our theories. We asked our Dutch fraud squad colleagues for further information on the bank account being used to launder the stolen money. They interviewed Kobus accounts personnel, one of whom confirmed Meyers to be the person operating the account. The interviewee had actually overheard Meyers instructing Tess to exclude it from her portfolio of activities. So that puts Tess out of the picture and yourself as supposed lover and collaborator. We dropped the surveillance on you the day before Hendriks took the pot-shot. Infuriating! We might have caught him red-handed.”
			

			
				 I asked, “Why are you telling me this?”
			

			
				Kiely opened his desk drawer and took out a printout of a flight booking with my name on it. “As an exercise in the imagination. Given any sequence of events, it’s possible to come to wildly differing conclusions, only one of which might be correct. Charlie, I want to put you under a witness protection scheme.” 
			

			
				I laughed. “You’re joking!”
			

			
				Kiely put his hand on my shoulder. “I care about you, Charlie. I don’t want to see you stone-cold on a mortuary slab like I saw your former boss. Please will you agree to fall in with our plan to send you abroad for a while?”
			

			
				I thought of the interruption to Ilse’s and my lovemaking, but I knew Kiely wouldn’t buy that excuse. Then, I remembered Tess. “I’m more concerned about Tess than myself.”
			

			
				Kiely replied, “You needn’t be. Hendriks obviously doesn’t know she was here, or he would have targeted her in town before now. His blatant attempt on your own life proves he’d be willing to take the risk. In any case, Ms Brouwer is already on a plane home. Dutch police will be whisking her off to a safe house as soon as she lands. As for you, we’re giving a statement to the press. We’ll say you’ve been sent back home to England for safety. However, as you can see from this flight booking, we’d like you to go elsewhere.”
			

		


			
				60: All the Apes in the Zoo
			

			
				 
			

			
				Orla Murphy is making a Sunday afternoon visit by herself to Kilgarney’s “mini-zoo”. She’s already missing her friend, Charlie Gibbs. She asked Detective Garda Kiely when Charlie would be returning to Ireland, but Kiely wasn’t to be drawn. He’d only say they needed full confidence in the security situation before Charlie could be allowed back.
			

			
				Orla chooses first to look at the zoo’s primate section. It has four enclosures, three of them occupied by various species of ape, the fourth empty. Orla catches sight of the man in fancy dress she met by the cave of the shrine, the man who claimed to be a professor. He’s wearing the same anachronistic dark coat and trousers as before. He’s staring into the empty enclosure. Noticing Orla, he calls out, “Howdy!”
			

			
				 She goes to join him. “Hello, Professor! I wonder what ape type this cage is reserved for.”
			

			
				Without looking at her, the professor replies, “This one is destined for us.”
			

			
				Orla’s thinking “Seriously weird!”
			

			
				The professor launches into a monologue, addressing nobody in particular. “In millennia to come, after the inevitable global nuclear conflict, the few remaining human survivors will evolve over millions of years into a new dominant species. We humans flatter ourselves with the name, ‘homo sapiens’, but we have no right to consider ourselves wise, since we possess only intellectual intelligence; we lack emotional intelligence. The new human species will not have this lack; they will be in full control of their emotions. Recognising homo sapiens as inferior, no more than a step in the great ape evolutionary lineage, they will confine us to cages in zoos, just as we feel similarly entitled to exhibit all ape species inferior to ourselves. The new humans will bring their children to the zoo, just as we bring our children. Watching our naked specimens fighting and arguing, the children will shriek with delight and say, ‘Look, Mummy and Daddy! Aren’t they funny!’ at which their parents will put on a grave face, draw their children aside, and quietly explain to them that, of all the animals in the zoo, this animal is by far and away the most dangerous. Why? Because, the other species fight merely for food and self-defence. Homo sapiens is the only species that fights and kills out of spite, out of pride, out of arrogance and out of a feeling of entitlement. In fact, so dangerous is this animal that it nearly caused the destruction of Planet Earth with all the species upon it. Never again must it be allowed out into the wild.”
			

			
				Orla says, “I think religion has a lot to do with the problems of mankind.”
			

			
				The professor says, “Agreed, but the problem is not religion itself, but the religious. Did they teach you about ‘idolatry’ at school?”
			

			
				“Ancient savages creating graven images of God, and all that stuff? Bit irrelevant nowadays, isn’t it?”
			

			
				“On the contrary, modern idolatry is far more insidious, because it is the idolatry of the mind. You are an abuser male, addicted to violence and cruelty. What is your mental image of God? A god who gives you permission to spread bloodthirsty mayhem, to murder, to kidnap, to rape, to torture, to possess and restrict women against their will. In other words, your image of God is a mental graven image of your own self. You are a narrow-minded person, lacking generosity and empathy. What is your mental image of God? Again, an image of your own self, a god who brooks no deviance from the straight and narrow. On those within your power, you will inflict any amount of emotional cruelty for the sake of your spiritual pride. And where does the idea come from that you have to declare a belief in a god or you will be punished forever? Again, that is no god but an image of men, devious creatures who reward sycophants and determinedly crush anyone who dare not praise them.” 
			

			
				Orla says, “We’ve known a few politicians to whom that last description would apply!”
			

			
				“Which proves my point about lack of emotional intelligence,” replies the professor, “People are so desperate for emotional reassurance they allow their emotions to override any consideration of the truth. They’ll throw in their lot with anything that offers the feel-good factor. They’d elect an oversized boil if it promised them the earth.” 
			

			
				Orla says, “I can think of two occasions where that’s happened already! Have you noticed how politicians like that are usually hyper-active sexually?”
			

			
				“Because of their shallow nature,” replies the professor. “Bullies and boasters, desperate to hide their inadequacy by spreading their seed around. Woe betide us if any of their offspring get it into their heads to form a dynasty. Like some nightmare Hollywood horror-movie franchise. First, we get ‘The Terror of the Oversized Boil’, then ‘Return of the Oversized Boil’ then ‘Son of Oversized Boil’, and finally, the ultimate horror, ‘Mistress of Oversized Boil’.”
			

			
				An ape in the adjacent enclosure starts banging its feet against the bars. Orla goes to look at it. When she turns back to talk to the professor, he’s vanished.
			

		


			
				61: Clarence
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse and I took advantage of my absence from Kilgarney to make a brief holiday trip to Amsterdam, the city of her upbringing and her permanent place of residence in an historic gable house facing the water. The weekend fun was scheduled to include further work on her book. We travelled separately, in obedience to the security considerations imposed upon us. Arriving at Amsterdam’s central railway station, I typed the location of Ilse’s house into my mobile. It led me on a “scenic” route, taking a shortcut via the famous red-light district and coming out at one of the canals.
			

			
				A familiar face answered Ilse’s door. I exclaimed, “Sidney! How did you get here?”
			

			
				The robot replied with an educated English accent, “I believe you to be under a misapprehension, sir. I am Clarence, Sidney’s twin.”
			

			
				I said, “My apologises, Clarence. You do look like Sidney.”
			

			
				“An understandable mistake, sir. My brother and I are of identical manufacture, apart from our illuminated nameplates. Would sir like me to take sir to madam?”
			

			
				I stepped into the impressive seventeenth century wood-panelled hallway. The high ceiling echoed back the robot’s solemn three knocks on one of the doors. Ilse’s voice called out to enter and I passed into the room. Clarence remained discreetly outside whilst Ilse and I hugged and kissed. 
			

			
				Ilse said, “So, you’ve met Clarence! He’s Sidney’s twin, on hire from the same shop.”
			

			
				“He doesn’t have a French accent.”
			

			
				“They’ve given him the personality of a first-class English butler. Did you notice the way he knocked on the door; not too fast, which could be considered impertinent; nor too loud, which could be considered self-important? Always, he strikes the perfectly judged note of deference. Isn’t that right Clarence?”
			

			
				The robot answered, “Indeed, madam. As madam knows, I have attended a butlering course at a most prestigious English academy.”
			

			
				Ilse and I continued to kiss. The robot put his ten-fingered hand to his mouth and coughed.
			

			
				“Yes, Clarence? What is it?”
			

			
				“Does madam wish to fuck with sir now, or shall I serve dinner first?”
			

			
				Ilse caught my eye. “We’ll go to the bedroom and call you when you need you.”
			

			
				The robot replied, “Very good, madam,” and withdrew backwards from the room at a dignified pace, closing the door behind him. 
			

			
				I said, “I’ve never heard a butler use that kind of language before!”
			

			
				Ilse said, “Don’t forget he’s still a sex assistant. He’s like a hybrid.” She led me to an adjacent bedroom and called for Clarence to be ready to take photographs. 
			

			
				After a fortnight’s abstinence, neither of us was in the mood to waste time on foreplay. Ilse requested we adopt a sex position more intimate than any we had tried so far, myself kneeling on the bed, she also kneeling, facing me, her legs embracing my hips, her arms around my neck, kissing me non-stop as I gently pivoted my erection up and down inside her until we came together. 
			

			
				Clarence emitted one of his discreet coughs.
			

			
				Ilse asked, “Did you have a question, Clarence?”
			

			
				“Do sir and madam intend to dress for dinner or shall I serve immediately?”
			

			
				“We’ll be ready in ten minutes, Clarence.”
			

			
				Saying, “Very good, madam,” the robot repeated his deferential party-trick, leaving the room backwards. Since he didn’t have eyes in the back of his head, I was curious from a professional point of view as to how this was achieved. Speaking technically, I guessed his software was keeping track of his x/y coordinates, so they could in effect be replayed in reverse. Ilse broke into my thoughts. “Come on Charlie, we mustn’t be late! It’s a Dutch shower. Big enough and powerful enough for two.” 
			

			
				Nine minutes later we sat in our dressing gowns at the dining table. 
			

			
				Dead on time, the robot entered the room, pushing a serving trolley stacked with hot dishes. He’d already laid the table with plates and cutlery and he set about serving the food. “Would madam care for fish?”
			

			
				Ilse smiled at me in amusement. “You may serve me everything, Clarence.”
			

			
				As he dispensed the fish onto Ilse’s plate, Clarence said, “I trust madam experienced orgasm to her full satisfaction?”
			

			
				Ilse said. “Thank you. Clarence. One of the best.”
			

			
				“I am gratified to hear it, madam.”
			

			
				The robot wheeled round to my seat. “And sir?”
			

			
				“Once of the best for me also, Clarence.”
			

			
				“Pardon me, sir. I was enquiring whether sir would care for some fish.”
			

			
				After deftly placing two slices of fish on my plate in parallel alignment, Clarence moved on to the vegetables. “I have taken the liberty of cutting the parsnips to a length of seven and three-quarter inches precisely.”
			

			
				Ilse burst out laughing. “Clarence, that’s very naughty of you. Misappropriation of confidential information!”
			

			
				“Have I overstepped my duty, madam?”
			

			
				“Not at all, Clarence. Do we have any low-fat spread for the potatoes?”
			

			
				“I regret not, madam. May I suggest, as an alternative, Dutch butter?” He removed the lid from a small silver dish. “I recommend it also as an effective personal lubricant.”
			

			
				Ilse grinned at me. “Thank you, Clarence. I’ll keep that in mind for when I’m next in a situation requiring lubrication.”
			

			
				“Would there be anything more, madam?
			

			
				“No, Clarence, you may leave us now.”
			

			
				The robot wheeled out of the room, closing the door gently behind him.
			

			
				I said, “Does he always talk about food and sex together? I can’t help thinking the manufacturers have got a few wires crossed with that one!”
			

			
				Our conversation moved to the subject of Ilse’s house. “My father made his fortune running tour boats,” she explained. “My mother abandoned us and ran off with another man when I was only nine. My father was left to manage the business alone. I started helping at age ten, collecting ticket money from the tourists. By age fifteen, I regularly piloted the boat. When the business expanded, I did all the accounts and managed the additional staff we employed. It was natural I should move into management after college.”
			

			
				She handed me a photo album full of pictures showing her and her father working together. I asked, “Do you still own the boat?”
			

			
				“My father sold the business to a friend on retirement,” she replied. “I occasionally help out some evenings when our friend is short of staff.” She looked at me in astonishment. “Charlie! That’s amazing! I’d totally forgotten! The day poor Lucas was run over — of course, we didn’t find out about it till the following morning— that previous evening I was helping our friend manage one of the boats. I was on deck when Anna Meyers came up the steps from the saloon bar below.”
			

			
				“Did she seem upset?”
			

			
				“No, but I don’t think she’d been told of Lucas’s death at that time; she certainly didn’t mention it. What was strange was, coming up the stairs, the moment she saw me, it was like I’d given her a tremendous shock. She turned and said to somebody behind her: ‘Ilse!’”
			

			
				“Who was the person?”
			

			
				“The sun was in my eyes. I only saw the outline of someone turning and going back down again. Whether male or female, I couldn’t say.”
			

			
				I thought for a moment. “That does sound suspicious. Obviously, a close acquaintance of yours and Anna’s, because she only used your first name.”
			

			
				Ilse said, “That’s what was wrong about it, Charlie. I’ve never been a member of Anna Meyers’ social set. I only met her twice, through Lucas. She must have been talking to somebody who knew me through working at Kobus. Why was she so scared of being seen with them?”
			

		


			
				62: Animals
			

			
				 
			

			
				This is the story as told by the young woman, Fiona O’Sullivan, to the female garda in the interview room:
			

			
				She left a friend’s house in West Kilgarney at midnight, to make the short walk home to her lodgings. As she turned into her road, she saw, coming down from the far end, two green-shirts behaving in a loud, drunken anti-social manner. In fear of a confrontation, she turned off into a side street, intending to making a wide detour back to the house where she lived. As fate would have it, two more green-shirts, worse for alcohol, were coming towards her down this street also. At this point she made her first fatal error. She should have taken a road leading to the promenade, to seek the safety of the late-night tourist crowds. Instead, confident of her knowledge of the back-streets, she continued on with her plan to make a convoluted route home. 
			

			
				Fiona dismissed the green-shirts as two unconnected pairs of drunks, but now it seemed from their shouts and their whistling that they had joined forces and were following her. Tragically, in her panic, she took a wrong turning, which gave out onto the lonely main road leading in the direction of the shrine. She determined to out-run her pursuers, convinced the handicap of their drunken state would cause them to abandon their chase on the steep uphill route. That was her second fatal error — the men were gaining ground. 
			

			
				Fiona’s third and final error was to turn off the main road onto the shrine track, with the intention of seeking protection in Jimmy Murphy’s house, the only nearby habitation. Getting no reply from frantically knocking on the front door — Jimmy and Bea had gone out for the evening — she sought sanctuary in the cave, confident Williams’ men would not dare attack her in such a holy place. They discovered her there, stripped her, forced her to kneel on all fours on the cold hard stone of altar, and, one by one, subjected her to the ordeal of gang-rape.
			

			
				Questioned by gardaí, Graham Williams leapt to the defence of his disciples. As “Soldiers of Christ” they would not do such a thing. Left-wing atheist forces, hell-bent on destroying his mission, had dressed up in uniform and committed this crime to discredit him. The guards were having none of it. They threatened to DNA-test the entire corps of green-shirts until they had found their men. Williams, always with an eye to converting bad publicity to good, promised to root out the perpetrators. Next morning, four young men, aged between eighteen and twenty–one, were arrested and charged with rape. Privately, Williams had reassured them the matter would be prosecuted under Kilgarney law and Williams’ work in support of the kingdom had bought him friends in high places.
			

		


			
				63: Cat and Mouse
			

			
				 
			

			
				Returning from her weekend in Amsterdam, Ilse Teuling has been summoned to Kilgarney garda station. A crucial piece of evidence has come to light in connection with the burglary of her house. She is shown into a meeting room and Garda Kiely enters carrying a laptop. “Ms Teuling, we believe we may have captured your burglar on camera. I have the video here on my screen.”
			

			
				Ilse peers at a dark indistinct image which looks like it has been filmed through a skylight looking down into a room below. A hatted figure is moving about. Whoever is holding the camera changes the angle of view and Ilse recognises her computer desk. She exclaims, “That’s my upstairs office! Who took the video?”
			

			
				Kiely laughs, “Would you believe your next-door neighbour’s cat!” He explains about Fizz and its videocam collar and its habit of peering through skylights in hope of food. He adds, “Pity the time of day wasn’t night. With the room lights on. we could have got a crystal-clear picture of your intruder.”
			

			
				Ilse experiences a sudden fear. That night she and Charlie made love upstairs and noticed Fizz looking in. Had it captured all the action? Had Siobhán and her husband enjoyed viewing the video in secret? She asks, with some trepidation, “I assume my neighbour discovered this clip. Did she give you any others?”
			

			
				Kiely replies, “Yes, she did. This one is dated the day of the burglary at a time when, from your previous interview with us, we know you were out at work. We asked your neighbour for all the clips from that day. I want you to look at one from half an hour earlier.”
			

			
				Ilse sees a view from across the square at cat height. The video follows close behind a person wearing heavy black wellington boots. The person walks in an ungainly fashion. Only the boots can be seen, although from the path taken it’s clear they are making a beeline for her front door. Reaching it, the boots pause for a brief moment, then disappear inside her house. The cat then veers off down the street.
			

			
				Kiely says, “The first thing we deduced from this clip was that the person in it was known to the cat. Unfortunately, the owners tell us the cat is of the fearless type automatically friendly to strangers. It’s always following people; so we had to discount that idea. The second thing we deduced was from the speed of entry. That person has, or had, a key to your house. No way could they have compromised your dock lock at that speed by any other method. Previously, we’d thought entry must have been by some clandestine method executed by a highly skilled professional. Now we see differently. Who, apart from yourself, has a key to your front door?”
			

			
				Ilse does not want to admit Charlie has a key. Too embarrassing to explain why. In any case, she knows for certain the burglar can’t have been Charlie. She tells Kiely she is the only keyholder apart from the letting agents. Kiely says he will check up with the agents, though he thinks it unlikely they would have granted anyone else possession. He adds, “The third thing we deduce from the clip is that the burglar had knowledge of your movements and therefore full confidence you were not at home and that they were in no danger of being interrupted. In other words, this was a carefully targeted burglary. So it’s all the more strange you have not found any object or valuables to be missing.”
			

		


			
				64: Guilty 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The sexual assault of Fiona O’Sullivan caused the immediate closure of Kilgarney’s cave of the shrine. Gardaí took possession of the crime scene, though nobody in the town seriously expected a re-opening after the guards had concluded their investigations. Who would want to visit or worship, knowing the horror inflicted in that place? Plans were already being drawn up for an excavating machine to pile boulders across the entrance, to block and disguise it, erasing the outrage from the town’s collective memory. Signposts referring to the shrine had been repainted to say “Camera Obscura”, but the consciousness of what had occurred so close to the house wiped out Jimmy and Bea’s enthusiasm to do business; they would be “closed until further notice.” 
			

			
				Four young men stood accused of rape in a hastily improvised Kilgarney courtroom. To the great relief of the victim, they confessed to the crime. Under instruction from Graham Williams, they offered the mitigating factor that should Ms O’Sullivan become pregnant, then whichever of them was proved in a DNA test to be the father, that young man would agree to marry the victim, thus enabling the baby to be brought up in the context of a Christian family unit. Prosecuting counsel objected there was no question of Ms O’Sullivan marrying her rapist, nor of giving birth. If pregnant, she would seek an abortion at the earliest opportunity, as she was entitled to do under law. He submitted that the suggestion she be shackled in marriage and childbirth to any of the pack of animals who selfishly and violently abused her, was an obscene one. The judge, a recent Williams convert and former greengrocer, replied this was a matter for the judiciary and reminded the prosecutor of Kilgarney’s independent nation status.  He gave an assurance that he would judge in the best interests of the people, who need no longer be burdened by the laws of Ireland or the EU.
			

			
				Sentencing was deferred to a later date, with the men released on bail provided by Williams. Back at green-shirt headquarters, Williams administered his own punishment, demoting the status of each man within his organisation, their crime: desecrating a holy shrine through the performance of sexual intercourse.
			

		


			
				65: Freedom Coal
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Gallagher cousins showed no shame when it came to any tactic, moral or immoral, for bolstering political support. To pacify a town increasingly disgruntled by the continuing alcohol shortage, and with winter on the horizon, they announced the reopening of the Kilgarney Coal Pit, not a mine in the conventional sense, more a quarry with exposed seams that could be worked with pickaxes. The move played well to their base in the working-class area of town, with houses having old-fashioned fireplaces that could easily burn coal instead of wood. And the black-stuff was being offered free of charge. 
			

			
				Orla Murphy is sitting with her friend, the professor, on a hill above town. Both are observing the scene below through binoculars. Orla says, “The Gallaghers are calling it ‘Freedom Coal’. They say people have had enough of the nanny state; they need freedom, not rules.”
			

			
				“Children! Kiddiwinks!” snorts the professor. “It’s just people like that who need nannies. Their clamour for freedom is all nonsense. In society, you can’t have freedom without also having responsibility. Why don’t they shout for the freedom to drive on the side of the road of their choosing? Left or right, they’re free to choose. Obviously that wouldn’t work. Car crashes all over the place. Everyone loses their freedom to drive in safety. And in the States, even the most ardent gun-rights activist will accept there are limitations. They will claim they need guns for defending their family; they never claim possession gives the right to shoot in anger; obviously not, because then everyone would lose the freedom to walk the streets in safety.” 
			

			
				Orla replies, “Graham Williams is using the family argument for the coal debate. He says people should pray for guidance for whether burning coal is right for them and their families.”
			

			
				The professor laughs. “My advising the religious how to pray would be a lost cause but I’d be highly sceptical of any form of prayer that’s all about ‘me, me, me’, conveniently and may I say ‘irreligiously’ discarding any wider responsibility to society.”
			

			
				Orla stares through her binoculars. “I wonder what those green shirts are doing.” 
			

			
				A patrol of green shirts is working its way down a street, knocking on doors. Some houses are granting admittance; others are turning them away. A green shirt with a pot of paint is daubing a black crucifix on the front door of any house refusing entry.
			

			
				“Haven’t you heard?” says the professor. “They’re conducting a house-to-house search for Fiona O’Sullivan, to take her into custody to prevent her seeking termination if she gets pregnant. Interesting, isn’t it, the biggest shouters for the glory of freedom can be so pro-actively repressive? Shows the selfishness and hypocrisy of their position. I can have anything I want, but you will do exactly as I say. But we’ve always known that about populism, haven’t we? A massive con-trick, pretending to be sympathetic to ‘decent ordinary working people’, though only to the extent the people’s naïve acquiescence allows power to be increasingly concentrated in the hands of a financially and politically advantaged elite.”
			

		


			
				66: Poulsen on the Case
			

			
				 
			

			
				Dutch conglomerate, Kobus Industrial, have on recommendation sought the assistance of an international detective agency, based in Germany, to root out the remaining perpetrators of the multi–million-euro fraud committed against their company. 
			

			
				There arrives at Leiden railway station a young man of medium height, dark-haired, reasonably good-looking. Lars Poulsen’s chief distinguishing features are his eccentricities — he always wears a pork pie hat, even indoors, and he speaks Dutch with a comical Norwegian accent. The latter is not a problem because the Dutch in general speak good English and Poulsen, as a Scandinavian, speaks first-class English. He displays the manner of a rookie private eye, an apparent weakness which his partners in the official police hope will catch his opponents off-guard. They know beneath the exterior of this somewhat unreal young man lies considerable power of intelligent observation. 
			

			
				Poulsen exits Leiden station concourse and follows the road to the city centre. He’s been told to aim for the canal, not difficult to do in Holland. The way narrows to a typical main street, lined with the shop-fronts of international chain stores such as one might find anywhere, then widens out again, with a broad square to one side hosting a bustling outdoor market. Now it bends left across the canal bridge and Poulsen sees his destination on the corner: the nondescript green door, inside which, up a flight of stairs, he will find the offices of the Dutch fraud squad.
			

		


			
				67: Living Dangerously
			

			
				Until safe for me to return to Ireland, Cunninghams hired a temporary replacement. I compensated for the employment loss by securing an interesting and lucrative short-term contract in mainland Europe, from where it was easy to join Ilse for weekends at her Amsterdam house, keeping alive the work on her book.
			

			
				“Today we live dangerously,” she announced on a Sunday morning. “I’m including a chapter on sex in public.”
			

			
				I reminded her of the time we’d had sex in the woods and afterwards on Kilgarney Lake. She replied, “Not the same thing. That was only outdoor sex. We need to add the risk of discovery.”
			

			
				I drew her attention to a second occasion, the midnight sex at Cunninghams’ factory, when she had run off in fear of being seen by the guards, to which she objected, “Obviously, we couldn’t have our colleagues finding out our secret. But here if we get caught it won’t matter. And of course, we will try new positions.” 
			

			
				I queried the photography. “Your mobile on a selfie stick again?”
			

			
				Ilse pointed through the window at a robot mini-bus parked outside her front door. She said, “I’ve hired it for the day. It has a loading ramp which Clarence can use to roll in and out. He will take the pictures and act as our lookout.”
			

			
				We piled into the back of the bus and Ilse issued instructions for our destination. The bus replied in English, “No sweat!” and immediately set itself into motion. For some reason, it had been given a New York accent. 
			

			
				A few kilometres down the road, Clarence announced he had been following the route on Internet Maps. “At the last crossroads we missed the opportunity for a shortcut.”
			

			
				Before Ilse could comment, the bus chimed in, “You think you know better? You drive! Otherwise, shut your mouth! OK?”
			

			
				Clarence responded, “There’s no need for that attitude, my man! And would you mind negotiating the corners a little slower? The centrifugal force puts a strain on my wheels.”
			

			
				The bus spoke again. “Lady, tell your stuck-up limey friend he’s all mouth and no trousers! He takes the orders. He doesn’t give them.”
			

			
				Ilse said, “Clarence, I think we can leave the bus to decide how to do the driving.”
			

			
				Clarence replied, “Whatever madam wishes.”
			

			
				“Jeez!” exclaimed the bus. “Back-seat robots!”
			

			
				A half hour drive brought us to a small village having signs to a railway station. We turned off onto a minor road, crossing flat fields and drainage ditches. The lone building ahead betrayed its purpose through its characteristic multiple rows of bicycle racks, which on this day were empty. Neither were there any cars in the station car park. 
			

			
				I was beginning to have cold feet about the venture. I said, “I hope you’re not expecting us to do it in public on the platform! What if a train goes past?”
			

			
				Ilse laughed, “Not on the platform. On the footbridge. Its sides are lined with wooden panels, so only our heads will be visible over the top. And there are no stopping trains on Sundays.”
			

			
				I said, “Doesn’t all that defeat the object of the exercise?” 
			

			
				Ilse smiled at me. “If you think we’re a hundred percent safe from discovery, let’s see how happy you are to strip naked in a public place.”
			

			
				We accessed the platform through a side gate. Hearing a train approaching, we waited to see what would happen. It flew past our platform at speed. Shortly after, another whizzed through on the far line in the opposite direction. “See!” said Ilse. “All non-stopping.”
			

			
				Reassured by the evidence, I clamped my arms round Clarence’s chest, heaving his weighty bulk step by step to the top of the footbridge. Ilse and I had come wearing a minimum of clothing, she in summer dress and panties without bra, myself in shorts and T-shirt without underpants, both of us in sandals which we would keep on. If disturbed, we needed the ability to cover up and escape at speed. We stripped, dropping our clothes into a carrier bag. Ilse said, “Charlie, this position isn’t complicated. I stand looking over the parapet, leaning on it for support and enjoying the view while you take me from behind. 
			

			
				I squatted down behind her, working my fingers into her folds until she was sufficiently wet and widened out for penetration. As usual, she showed her noisy appreciation of my attentions. Fortunate this was a country station, amidst fields, with no houses nearby. Penetrated, she became even louder, her groans and shouts drowned out only by an express thundering through, blaring on its horn as it passed under the bridge.
			

			
				Just as we were on the cusp of orgasm, another train came down the line, travelling much slower than the express, so slow, in fact, that it gave the impression of intending to stop. We realised too late it was a stopping train for the far platform. The doors opened to disgorge an absolute crowd of noisy young people, who raced immediately towards the footbridge. Within seconds, they’d be upon us. No chance to get dressed. Ilse shouted, “Clarence! Distract them!” 
			

			
				We sprinted down the near-side footbridge steps and out through the station’s side gate. Cowering down in the back of the mini-bus, putting back on our clothes, we heard laughter and the sound of Clarence in a rendition of “Rule Britannia!”  
			

			
				“Must have been an unscheduled excursion train,” said Ilse. 
			

			
				A few minutes later, Clarence came rolling along. “Two young Dutch gentlemen kindly lifted me down the stairs at my request.” He added pointedly, “Regrettably, it’s rare nowadays to encounter such helpfulness coupled with such politeness.” 
			

			
				“Jeez! Give me a break!” the bus responded.
			

			
				Ilse asked Clarence if he was satisfied with the sex photography. He confirmed that he was, so she suggested we drive off immediately. “You’ll have to keep it all held in till position number two, Charlie.”
			

			
				When Ilse told me the nature of the next venue — a department store in a nearby town — I couldn’t believe it, but she assured me she had done her research.  We entered the store with Clarence in tow. I could sense the shop assistants regarding us with curiosity. Although not at all unusual for people to take robots with them on shopping trips, these would typically be of the humanoid variety, with arms and legs capable of doing useful tasks like carrying your heavy shopping bags or keeping control of your children. We took the lift to the top floor showroom, empty of people at that moment, full of musty old second-hand furniture in tune with the nature of the cheap shoddy goods on offer in the rest of the store.
			

			
				At one end, a raised dais displayed a line of armchairs. Clarence kept watch while we stripped and positioned ourselves on the largest armchair. Ilse had packed in her carrier bag a king-size white bedsheet which we draped over ourselves to hide us from view.
			

			
				With Clarence’s camera fully engaged keeping a lookout, we knew we would have to recreate this sex position back at Ilse’s house for him to take photographs, but for now what we sought was the experience of making love at the risk of discovery. I sat in the armchair in the normal way while Ilse sat on top of me, facing away from me, creating another variation on penetration from behind. This time she showed impeccable self-control, letting out not a sound as I reached round her waist to play with her clitoris with both hands. 
			

			
				We heard the ring of the lift bell, the lift doors opening and people walking round the showroom, making comments about the furniture. I could feel Ilse on the edge of orgasm, as was I, and from the accelerating tremors overwhelming her body I seriously doubted her ability to keep quiet a moment longer. Luckily the customers took the lift back downstairs. We should have been safe to consummate our love, but fate intervened.
			

			
				Two young women came up a staircase and entered the room talking. 
			

			
				“Jan wants us to move those armchairs to the other end.” 
			

			
				“Why has that one got a sheet over it?”
			

			
				“My god! The sheet moved!”
			

			
				“Stop it! That’s not funny! What would you do if the sheet really did move, though?”
			

			
				“I wouldn’t be scared one bit!”
			

			
				“OK. I dare you! Lift up the sheet and see what’s underneath. It might be a serial killer!”
			

			
				“Watch me! problem is your liking for horror movies.”
			

			
				Drastic action was called for. I moved my hand forward to slowly distend the front of the sheet, at the same time saying in the creepiest serial killer voice I could muster, “Hello – o – o!”
			

			
				Two piercing screams were let out, sufficient to shatter a wine glass. The heels of the women clattered down the staircase to the lower floor while Ilse, Clarence and I rushed for the lift. 
			

			
				If you want to know how long in transit of lift floors it takes to go from unclothed to fully covered, I can tell you: three floors of uninterrupted descent. That evening a jokey TV news segment was to report a haunted furniture store and a tall white sheet-like ghost that had mysteriously manifested then vanished.
			

			
				Back at the mini-bus, Ilse said, “You must be at bursting point by now, Charlie. Relax! We won’t have any trouble being naked at the next venue. It’s a nudist resort.”
			

			
				The resort was situated inland in an area of pine forest and sandy dunes. Ilse, as a member, was allowed to bring a guest, and of course it was thought entirely normal we should want to remove all our clothes, which we did in the changing room adjacent to the reception desk. Ilse hoped that Clarence, not being classified as “human”, would not exceed her guest quota but the receptionist baulked at his big camera. Photographic devices were prohibited, to protect patrons from malicious voyeurism. Ilse said, “Clarence, wait for us in reception, not at the bus. We don’t want to come out and find you’ve got into an argument and done something awful like let its tyres down.” 
			

			
				In common with most nudist camps, sex was not allowed on the premises. This added for us the requisite element of danger. Despite the unseasonably warm weather, there were few patrons in evidence. We passed by a woman in her seventies swimming in the pool. She obviously knew Ilse by sight, because she called out, “How nice that you’ve brought your son with you this time!” I laughed. Ilse whispered to me, “It’s not funny, Charlie!”
			

			
				We toured the pine woods and identified an area screened by bushes where we could be forewarned of anyone walking nearby. Ilse lay face down, her legs fully stretched out, her head resting on her arms bent at the elbows. She gave out a sigh of pleasure at the feeling of the sun-warmed sand cradling her body. “Straddle my left leg Charlie and push yourself inside me that way. This one’s just for you. After two false starts you’re not going to last long enough for me to climax.”
			

			
				She was right. The moment I penetrated, I felt my semen begin to spurt copiously, filling her depths, going on and on, the ecstasy of sustained release building almost to the point of unbearable.
			

		


			
				68: The Sighting
			

			
				On arrival at the Dutch fraud squad offices, young Norwegian private-eye, Lars Poulsen, is greeted by the man in charge of the Kobus case. The bald head and muscular build of Detective Thomas Spaans belies his role as an investigator of white-collar crime — he’d not be out of place chasing a mobster’s heavy-men. Spaans is a great believer in what he calls “the atmosphere” of a crime and recommends to Poulsen they tour the crime scenes. 
			

			
				They start with the nearest, which happens to be the most dramatic: Tess Brouwer’s bombed-out house. They drive down a pleasant roadway of affluent terraced houses to a point where a great scar of rubble interrupts the line. Donning yellow hard-hats, the two men gingerly pick their way amongst the debris and pass into the former back garden. Surveying the extent of the damage, Poulsen is amazed nobody got hurt in the explosion. Spaans points out the old fuel bunker, behind which, by a coincidence of timing, Tess Brouwer bent down to retrieve her cat at the very moment the explosion occurred. Poulsen takes note of several vicious splinters of wood impaled in a nearby fence by the force of the blast.
			

			
				By comparison to the bomb site, the next two locations bore Poulsen with their mundanity. They visit the office of auditor, Max Sellars, and the flat Meyers rented in the city centre after he and his wife separated. More interesting, the long-distance drive through pleasant Dutch countryside to the rented house where Lucas consorted with his mistress and where the murdered body of his ex-wife was discovered under mysterious circumstances.  In the bedroom, Poulsen notices the clothes closet has been emptied. A few stray shop receipts indicate Meyers spared no expense on his young mistress. From the stated dress size, Poulsen guesses a slimmer figure than the wife. 
			

			
				Spaans says, “We’ve checked the receipt dates against their respective shops’ CCTV. The recordings reveal Meyers entering the stores and buying the goods just before Christmas. However, he was on his own; the woman wasn’t with him. She must have come in previously and told Meyers what to get. Seemed to have a liking for the colour yellow. Of course, we put a team on cross-referencing the CCTV, to try to single out a woman of the particular dress size who’d visited those shops prior to the purchase dates. But you know women! It seemed like half the population of The Netherlands had been going from shop to shop!” 
			

			
				Noticing the bare mattress, Poulsen asks, “Have you carried out forensic tests on the bedding?” 
			

			
				Spaans replies, “I wish we could but it was not ourselves who removed it.”
			

			
				“You mean whoever killed Anna Meyers removed the bedding?”
			

			
				“Not only that. It was they who removed the clothes from the closet. And the place had been expertly cleaned — not a fingerprint anywhere, which could suggest the perpetrator has a criminal record. Whatever the explanation, there’s no doubt of their intention. No way should we come to know the identity of the woman using that bed.” 
			

			
				Poulsen’s thinking this isn’t the first time an inordinate amount of effort has been expended to cover up the occupancy of a bed. In Ireland, the criminals demonstrated an obsession with Charlie Gibbs’ accidental discovery of Meyers’ purchase of a second California King. Could it be the user of that bed in Ireland was in fact Meyers’ mistress, that she had flown over from The Netherlands to be with him and that DNA analysis could have proved the presence of the woman in both locations? Spaans dismisses the suggestion. “In Ireland, as here, the mistress would share Meyers’ bed. Why would he want to buy a separate bed for her?”
			

			
				On their return to Leiden, a subordinate brings into Spaans’ office a report. Spaans passes it on to Poulsen. “This should interest you, Lars. We went on the big Dutch TV crime show, appealing for information as to the whereabouts of Reuben Hendriks. Naturally we didn’t say we suspected him of a crime. Instead, we dressed it up as a missing person appeal. A woman phoned in from Amsterdam to say Hendriks stayed with her for a couple of days the third week of July.”
			

			
				Poulsen asks, “His girlfriend?”
			

			
				Spaans replies, “That was our first thought, but apparently not. The lady hadn’t met him before. Hendriks mentioned to her the name of a mutual girlfriend who’d suggested that she — Eva Vos was her name — might put him up.”
			

			
				“No doubt about him being who he said he was?” 
			

			
				“We showed Eva Vos this photograph.” He throws over a grainy black and white enlargement. “She confirmed the man in the photo as being the man who stayed with her.”
			

			
				Poulsen studies the image. “Is this all you have? Hairy individual, isn’t he? Like an old-fashioned sea-dog. You’re aware the Irish police couldn’t trace Hendriks’ return flight to Holland and consider he might have travelled back by boat? He’s certainly got the look of a man capable of sailing single-handedly across the Irish Sea and up the English Channel!”
			

			
				Spaans apologises for the picture quality. “We found no photos of Hendriks in his home. Nor online. An extremely private individual. That’s the best we could get. The people living in the Vos woman’s apartment block identified him as being the man who stayed with her. They’d met him in the lift. Alarming, you might think, being stuck in a lift with someone of his appearance, but Vos’s neighbours remember him as extremely pleasant and chatty. That’s Hendriks all right!”
			

			
				Lars asks, “Do you know who it was recommended he stay with Eva Vos in Amsterdam?”
			

			
				Spaans replies, “The Amsterdam police followed up on the acquaintance. Her name is Merel Jansen. She admitted she knew Eva Vos, and also Hendriks, but the latter not as a friend, only as someone who used to call in occasionally to the office where she worked. When the Amsterdam boys asked her to confirm she’d given Hendriks Eva Vos’s address in July, she vehemently denied it. She said she’d not seen Hendriks for at least five years and she couldn’t imagine why she would ever have given him Eva’s address. She hardly knew the man. So, it seems Hendriks must have been telling lies, using Merel Jansen’s name to gain Eva Vos’s confidence. Of course, that still doesn’t explain how he found out Vos’s name and address in the first place.”
			

			
				An idea occurs to Poulsen. He asks, “Is it possible Eva Vos is the one telling lies, possible in fact she’s an accomplice of Hendriks?” 
			

			
				Spaans replies, “If she was, she’d hardly ring up the police to betray him, would she? And if she had wanted to betray him, wouldn’t she have called in the police while he was still living in her flat?”
			

			
				“She informed on him to throw you off the scent?”
			

			
				“Then I think her deceit would have been a little more elaborate, for example telling us that he was on the way to Germany, or Italy, anywhere that might divert our energies in the wrong direction. I don’t see what was to be gained by revealing the truth, backed up by witnesses, that he’d been in Amsterdam for a few days.”
			

			
				Poulsen apologises for his stupid suggestion. Spaans replies an apology is unnecessary — detective work is all about considering and evaluating possibilities, however improbable.
			

			
				Poulsen remarks, “Turning up at the house of a stranger to ask for temporary accommodation sounds suspicious, wouldn’t you say? Hendriks wasn’t known to be short of cash, was he? Couldn’t he have easily afforded a B&B, if not a hotel?”
			

			
				Spaans says. “But then he’d have to show his passport on registration. I agree with you. A good way to keep under the radar. His behaviour in Amsterdam only increases my conviction this is our man.” 
			

		


			
				69: The Pod 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The idea of “Women’s Law” was first mooted in the USA in the hippy era of the late 1960’s. The logic was simple. Since women were the ones who had to undergo the physical and emotional upheaval of pregnancy and childbirth, and since women were more involved than men in the bringing up of children, then only women should be allowed to vote on issues related to the role forced upon them by their genetic makeup. Men had no place in such decisions. Was there a chance, freed from the constraint of the male vote, that women would decide selfishly, without regard to their wider obligations to society? On the contrary, the fact that women were naturally more compassionate, more caring, more subtle than men, should improve the new decision-making.
			

			
				Beginning in the 2020’s, a revived political campaign for Women’s Law gathered momentum in the European Union. Historically, women had struggled for political rights. Now they struggled for bodily rights. Long avoided by political parties as spelling political suicide, a brave opposition party in central Europe made Women’s Law the central pillar of their proposed reforms and unexpectedly swept the board in national elections. Other parties in other countries followed their lead, with the result that the parties of the religious right fell like a house of cards, their vote decimated by the loss of up to fifty percent of their voters.
			

			
				With the establishment of Women’s Law, women moved quickly to secure their right to decide on one issue above all others: abortion. Only one country in the world, alarmed by what was happening elsewhere, moved in the opposite direction: the USA, ironic considering Women’s Law originated as an American idea. And now a second country had joined them. Under pressure from Graham Williams, Kilgarney’s government declared Women’s Law obsolete, to be replaced by laws aligned with “Christian values”.
			

			
				The ex-greengrocer judge at the trial of the four rapists gives his judgement. Should Ms O’Sullivan become pregnant from the assault, the man whom DNA analysis reveals, after the child is born, to be its father, must marry her. The mother has no rights in the matter. She brought the trouble on herself by her carelessness in leading the men to the shrine, thus being responsible for their desecration of a holy place. And because Ms O’Sullivan is in danger of escaping the kingdom to seek a termination, she must be taken care of until such time as pregnancy is disproved or the baby is born. 
			

			
				Had Fiona O’Sullivan chosen to attend the sentencing, she would have been bundled into custody, suffering green shirt violence for a second time. On hearing of the judgement, punishing the victim more than the criminals, she sought the assistance of friends in Kilgarney and disappeared into hiding. Her vanishing act made international news, especially in America, where some crackpot medic is proposing she be placed for the duration of her pregnancy in an induced coma inside “The Pod”, a life-support unit, until the child can be removed from the womb by Cesarean section, following which, mother can be reconciled with child and assigned husband as a “blessed family unit in the sight of God.”
			

		


			
				70: Carry on Sneering
			

			
				 
			

			
				The once harmonious town of Kilgarney increasingly descended into factional confrontation, reflected in the daily for-and-against protest marches. A march against independence — a march for independence. A march for freedom of movement — a march against freedom of movement. A march against conscription to a new Kilgarney army — a march for conscription to the army. The Gallaghers secretly welcomed the turmoil, the perfect opportunity to stir up their base, to stir up their tribe through the medium of protest. When emotions are foremost, reason takes a back seat. People either don’t notice or don’t want to notice the steady decline of their country, the steady erosion of its economic circumstance, the inexorable withdrawal of their freedoms.
			

			
				Orla Murphy has been taking part in a march for the environment, protesting the gradual clearance for profit of the Kilgarney woodland, and the reinstatement for political gain of the burning of coal. As usual, a quota of guards was assigned to police the march but, without permission from An Garda Síochána, the Gallaghers cynically assigned a column of Graham William’s black-armbanded green-shirts, supposedly “to keep order”, though obvious their real intention was intimidation.
			

			
				The march over, Orla slips into an East Kilgarney bar to see how the event has been covered on TV. Her friend the professor enters and joins her. He says, “I thought I’d find you in here.” Orla has no idea how he knew; this is a bar she hardly ever patronises; perhaps the professor has been following her.
			

			
				The professor sighs, “Does he not understand anything? Of course coal won’t hurt you! It’s what happens when you burn coal that causes all the harm. Honestly, how do dumbos that simple-minded ever get elected to high office? I can’t think of any area of life outside of politics where unsuitability for the job actually becomes an asset. How would people feel if they got on an aeroplane and the stewardess announced, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, we have a real treat for you today. Bozo The Clown is going to fly the plane. He hasn’t a clue; he’s too lazy to learn; he can’t be bothered with the details; but he knows you like the cut of his cloth.’ Then the Bozo himself comes over the intercom: ‘Fuck the details! I’m always winging it. Ha! Ha! Winging it — Get it? Wings – Aeroplane. I have such great entertainment value!’ People are ready to put their livelihoods, even their lives, even the fate of the planet, into the hands of sub-standard, narcissistic third-rate operators like that!”
			

			
				“What gets me,” says Orla, “is they never man up and do anything. They think their posturing amounts to being macho. In reality, they’re shit scared. They were frightened of tackling global warming, so they made up fairy tales about bad science; they won’t stick their neck out for women’s rights; they’re frightened of foreigners, they’re shit scared of everything. All they can do is sneer at any attempt to make the world a better place.”
			

			
				“And do you know who they’re really sneering at?” replies the professor. “They’re sneering at their own grandchildren, at their own descendants, stacking up a mega-load of problems for their future.”
			

		


			
				71: Fishing
			

			
				The electric car bumps and rattles down a tractor-rutted lane which passes between picturesque green fields of white-belted Dutch brown cattle. Detective Spaans has a single passenger: private detective Lars Poulsen. Facing them in the distance, Reuben Hendriks’ country house, small, modern and unassuming. A man appears in an adjacent field and waves for them to stop. Spaans pulls up. He confides to Poulsen, “The farmer. We should talk to this guy. With Hendriks’ house being on his land, he knows more about his comings and goings than anyone.”
			

			
				The farmer leans into the driver-side window. “He’s not returned home yet.”
			

			
				Spaans asks, “Visitors?”
			

			
				“The house has remained empty since I last spoke to your people.”
			

			
				“Any chance we can look round?”
			

			
				“Give me a lift and I’ll let you in.”
			

			
				As they drive down towards the house, Poulsen asks when was the last time Hendriks was seen there. He has to repeat the question because the farmer can’t understand his heavy accent. When Poulsen explains he’s from Norway, the man switches to English. “Haven’t seen Hendriks since late March but one of his friends was at the house from mid-May. Stayed quite a long time. Didn’t leave until sometime in July.”
			

			
				Spaans asks, “Male or female?”
			

			
				The farmer laughs. “A man. Reuben told me women were too much of a restriction on his lifestyle.”
			

			
				“Did you know the friend?”
			

			
				“Not by name. A regular. Reuben had several come down at various times of the year. Good business. I sell fishing rights to my lake — solely a cash transaction and a handshake, you understand — I don’t bother with documentation. This guy told me Reuben had gone off on an extended camping trip to Ireland.”
			

			
				Poulsen asks, “You never noticed anything dubious happening at or around Hendriks’ house, no suggestion he might be involved in criminal activity?”
			

			
				The man guffaws. “Reuben? Criminal? No way! The trouble with you guys is you’re far too suspicious!”
			

			
				On the drive back to Leiden, Spaans says to Poulsen, “We’re starting to see a timeline, wouldn’t you say? April, he camps in Ireland. Middle of May, he or Sellars murders Meyers, an unknown number of weeks after which he returns home, though not by air or ferry, possibly by private boat. July, he’s seen briefly in Amsterdam, taking advantage of the hospitality of Eva Vos, the friend of a friend. Then he moves on. Where is he now? Is someone hiding him? Could it be an accomplice, perhaps the person who suggested he stay at the Amsterdam flat of Eva Vos?”
			

		


			
				72: A Confined Space
			

			
				Another wild weekend in Amsterdam with Ilse. “Today,” she said, “we do positions for confined spaces, like in a boat cabin, or a railway sleeper compartment, or inside a workplace cupboard.”
			

			
				With the memory of our recent abortive experiment still raw, I said, “Ilse, I’m not going to do another sex-in-public! Or have you rented some unused office space for the cupboard sex?”
			

			
				Ilse explained she didn’t intend for us literally to have sex in those locations. She had chosen a single, fully private location with restricted space: the bunk bed cabin in her family’s runabout boat, moored alongside the quays close to her house.
			

			
				“How soundproof is it?” I asked.
			

			
				“Not at all,” she replied, “but we will go with it somewhere isolated in the countryside. Clarence will come to take photographs. He has made food, so we can enjoy a picnic after enjoying each other.”  
			

			
				I’d had in mind a kind of rich-persons’ glass-fibre-hulled motor-launch, like the shining white vessels I’d seen moored in Spanish harbours when on holiday. Ilse’s was more a small wooden fishing boat, the back half having a planked deck open to the air, the tiny front cabin having three portholes to one side, its floor level below deck providing insufficient headroom for standing upright. 
			

			
				The fall from the quayside to the boat was substantial, further than the two of us could manage to safely lift down Clarence. When I suggested we wait for high tide, Ilse explained the Amsterdam canal water level was regulated and therefore not tidal. We co-opted some hefty guys passing by at that moment, to help me ease Clarence down onto the boat. One gave me a knowing look, saying, “My girlfriend has a robot like this.” 
			

			
				Unfortunately, we discovered too late Clarence was unable to squeeze through the narrow cabin entrance, so we had to resign ourselves to a compromise, his flexible camera arm extending into the cabin from outside, to take photographs as best he could. 
			

			
				Our plan was to head for the area known as the Zaanse Schans, with its picturesque cottages and fine windmills. We quickly exited the network of small canals close to Ilse’s house and joined a wide straight waterway, busy with boats, all faster moving and considerably larger than our tiny vessel. Ilse maintained our course and speed with absolute surety, however. She had been piloting these waters since a teenager. 
			

			
				An hour and a half later, we saw ahead the three adjacent windmills that marked our destination, their sails turning rapidly. Ilse told me they weren’t just putting on a show for the tourists; they were actually working mills, grinding up spices, sawing wood, and so on. We passed by a village and followed the course of a wide channel running between fields of grazing cows. Ilse said, “Now you will see why it is good to have a small boat. We will go down here.” So saying, she aimed the prow at a clump of reeds, skilfully slicing through them to a narrow irrigation channel on the far side, where we could be completely hidden from any passing river traffic. 
			

			
				With the dual impediment of a central table bolted to the cabin floor and a two-tiered bunk-bed at one side, and with insufficient headroom to stand at full height, the tiny space certainly served its intended purpose of challenging our lovemaking ingenuity. First, we covered the table with a large bath towel, Ilse bending over and stretching out across it, me taking her from behind, bent over against her back because of the height restriction of the cabin ceiling. Afterwards, we took a break for a picnic in a field. A herd of inquisitive cows surrounded us in a great circle, staring silently as we munched our way through Clarence’s feast. Returning to the boat for position number two, I sat upright in the lower bunk with my feet stretched out before me along its length, while Ilse lay on her back, her head rested against my ankles, pushing her sex against me. Of all the positions we tried, this gave me the fullest view of her private area accepting insertion up to the hilt — my favourite for that reason. 
			

			
				We took another break, roaming hand in hand through the meadows and along the country lanes. Back at the boat for position number three, we improvised. Ilse knelt on the table, leaning downwards precariously, her hands pressing against the bottom bunk mattress to stop herself falling forwards. I also knelt on the table penetrating her from behind. Ilse said she loved the position for the feeling of being well and truly mastered. If anyone wants to try it, they’ll have to buy Ilse’s book; they won’t find it in any other textbook.
			

			
				On the way home, I queried Ilse on the proposed office cupboard sex, for which none of the day’s positions would have been suitable. She promised to ask a friend who worked in Amsterdam if she could provide a cupboard outside of office hours. I have to say my confidence in Ilse’s ability to guarantee “safe sex”, in the sense of “safe from discovery”, was not high. I fully expected us to be caught in the act by a night security guard and reported to the Dutch police for trespass. At least the felony wouldn’t be in my own country. I could see the tabloid headline: “Crazed Cougar CEO Coaxes Co-worker to Copulation Cupboard.”
			

		


			
				73: The Queendom of Kilgarney
			

			
				The president of the USA mounts the podium. The rapturous applause of the stadium crowd dies down as they wait expectantly for the words of their idol. What wonderfully crafted piece of international diplomacy, humanitarian munificence, financial wisdom, or even moral leadership, will he come out with?
			

			
				Referring to Irish rape victim, Fiona O’Sullivan and the nine–month pod confinement proposed by a medical crackpot, the president speaks slowly and deliberately. “Three words. Box – That – Bitch!”
			

			
				The stadium goes wild, chanting in unison, “Box That Bitch! Box That Bitch! Box That Bitch!”
			

			
				This president knows how to work a crowd. From Europe to the Middle East to Asia to the Americas, vehement hatred whipped up by power-hungry theocrats is always so much more compelling for the religious than the compassionate example of their founding prophet. Stir up a righteous mob and you’ll have them in the palm of your hand, guaranteed, every time.
			

			
				On the other side of the Atlantic, in Kilgarney, Rifleman Pat crashes into the recently renamed, Independence Bar. “Me wife’s taken up with a load of lezzos!”
			

			
				His fellow riflemen crowd around to hear his news. Today’s women’s protest march, against the proposed enforced full-term pregnancy of Fiona O’Sullivan, turned violent. Neither the Gallagher clan nor the Williams clan had taken the march seriously, as it was “only women”. Unluckily for them, almost the entire female population of the town attended. They smashed their way into shops and offices, turning the town centre into one giant women’s refuge. Barricades were erected and all movement of traffic in the central area stopped. Only the narrow tourist strip of shops, bars and nightclubs lining the promenade escaped being taken over. 
			

			
				Gardaí are in attendance to prevent further trouble. They say they have no intention of arresting the women, who are merely protesting their democratic right not to have Women’s Law arbitrarily cancelled without due process. As for Fiona O’Sullivan, she’s now under the women’s protection; she’s not going anywhere and any party who thinks she is can basically fuck off. And while they’re on that subject, the women have announced a sex strike. No more sex for their men until they “man up” and take back the town.
			

			
				Another rifleman brings news of the evolving situation. Some two hundred men have heeded the call of their womenfolk and formed a militia, patrolling from the base of The Mall along its entire length, effectively splitting the town in two. The owner of the Independence Bar turns on the radio. The local station has interrupted its schedule to provide 24-hour news coverage. They report the government of Kilgarney is now in emergency session. An hour later they announce the meeting having broken up without agreement. An altercation arose between King Fintan and King Fearghal, each accusing the other of lacking patriotism. And now King Fintan is making a statement. At midnight tonight, East Kilgarney will declare its independence from West Kilgarney. The border between the new nations will be The Mall, the road currently occupied by “enemy forces”. As for the town centre, being on the eastern side, it will be absorbed into East Kilgarney. Too bad the women have in the meantime made their own declaration of independence, “The Queendom of Kilgarney”, subsuming the former territory of “Global Kilgarney” between three newly-independent tiny nations: East, West and Central. And whoever takes notice of tiny nations?
			

		


			
				74: Kobus
			

			
				 
			

			
				The MD of Kobus Industrial, briefed by Detective Thomas Spaans, has circulated Poulsen’s photograph amongst his departmental managers. They’ve been told to grant full access to documents and staff. In the ongoing investigation, Poulsen will be a new face, which is hoped might unnerve the as-yet undiscovered co-conspirators in the murderous theft that has played out in Holland and Ireland. So far, Poulsen has made the acquaintance of one relevant Kobus employee, Tess Brouwer, although he will not be talking to her during his time in Holland. She has been removed by the Dutch police to a secret place of safety, far from the city of Leiden.
			

			
				There’s money behind this investigation. They’ve put Poulsen up in the best hotel, telling him to spare no expense. However, in line with his other eccentricities, Poulsen hires a bike instead of a car for his debut trip to Kobus. The cycle track runs alongside a wide canal and he’s grateful for the closely planted line of trees shading his progress from the sweltering early morning sun. Arriving at the impressive Kobus headquarters, all modern glass architecture, he is taken direct to the MD.
			

			
				Poulsen’s sweaty appearance and opening remarks do not inspire great confidence. “I’m trying to be a little bit Dutch. I cycled from my hotel.” But then he gets straight down to business. “Tell me the contact you and your staff had with Lucas Meyers after he was posted to Ireland.”
			

			
				Relieved at Poulsen’s brisk approach to the case, the MD replies, “The normal amount of office communication, mostly email and electronic document exchange.”
			

			
				“Nobody noticed anything strange going on, nothing in the content of messages that might suggest a problem, such as Meyers being under any kind of duress?”
			

			
				The MD shakes his head and shrugs his shoulders. Poulsen had hoped for a lead. He tries another angle. “What about communications outside of the office?”
			

			
				“It’s company policy to discourage employees from taking work home. Security is the main issue, of course.”
			

			
				Poulsen runs his eye over a written checklist he’d prepared earlier. “Did you call him on the phone.”
			

			
				“Not as often as when he worked in the office here.”
			

			
				“Any special reason?”
			

			
				“His direct line and his mobile always gave a message saying he was in a meeting or touring the factory. You understand the nature of the Irish work was hands-on management, in contrast to his regular desk-based accountancy job. I got in the habit of texting him. Usually, he’d call back straightaway.”
			

			
				“So, the only real difference was Meyers’ absence from meetings?”
			

			
				The MD laughs. “An absence we noticed! Lucas always entertained in meetings!”
			

			
				Poulsen asks, “The morning video calls were the only visual contact? I understand they occurred twice weekly, first thing in the morning. You noticed nothing exceptional at those times? No sign of worry or fear, for example?”
			

			
				“No. Same old Lucas.”
			

			
				“So, disregarding electronic messages, the occasional phone conversation and the morning video conferences, you had no other contact. Nobody went over to Ireland to visit?”
			

			
				“We couldn’t spare anyone.”
			

			
				“And you felt confident, leaving the management of Cunninghams, your new acquisition, solely in Meyers’ hands?”
			

			
				The MD sighs. “Fully confident. Lucas was an extremely capable employee. Too capable, as we have found out to our cost.”
			

		


			
				75: "The Right To A Life"
			

			
				 
			

			
				Orla Murphy has been walking the promenade amongst the tourist crowds, sharing their amazement at the scenes on the far side of the road: barricades on every street corner, women armed with axes and knives, in front of them a cordon of gardaí keeping at bay a menacing conglomeration of green shirts.
			

			
				“An interesting development!” 
			

			
				Orla turns to see her friend, the professor, wearing his same quaint garb. She says, “Do you think they’ll be able to hold out?”
			

			
				The professor replies, “As long as they have the protection of the Gardaí, I shouldn’t worry. I predict we’re in for a long stand-off.”
			

			
				Orla feels only despair. “But what can they do? What power do they have?”
			

			
				The professor says, “Maybe they should organise an ‘Exodus Week’”
			

			
				Orla says she doesn’t know of “Exodus Week”. The professor offers to buy her a drink and to tell her all about it. They sit at a table at one of the lakeside cafés. He hands her a fifty euro note, saying to buy whatever she fancies; he himself never drinks at this time of day. Orla returns with an iced orange juice, alcohol being off the menu for non-tourists. The professor explains:
			

			
				“Years ago, in a certain European country, a regional government voted to impose restrictions on abortion so draconian that effectively any woman who had been raped or subject to incest had no way of terminating her pregnancy. A woman being forced to give birth to a child in which she would see the grinning triumphant face of her rapist for the rest of her life was beyond cruel. Just like yourself at this moment, the women of the time felt despair at their lack of power and influence. But then they realised they possessed a tremendous unused power. They organised an event which became notorious as ‘Exodus Week’. They set up a combined employment, accommodation and travel agency with the aim of recruiting every single working woman out of the region and settling them to a new life in other, more liberal parts of the country.  To maximise the impact of their campaign, they targeted a period of seven days, when all the recruited women would resign their jobs en masse. Exodus Week seemed to start without support, but within three days the entire regional transport system, planes, rail, bus and road, was being overwhelmed by the volume of young women voting with their feet. The effect on the area was catastrophic: businesses were forced to close through lack of staff, the local government administration ground to a halt through the deficit of the many young women who had formerly served it, even hospitals had to turn away patients due to a shortage of medical staff. 
			

			
				Responding to the governor’s taunts that the women, especially the medics, were exhibiting a callous disregard for life, the women stated they had a right to a life also. In fact, the phrase, ‘The Right To A Life’, became their rallying cry. No longer would they tolerate legislators granting them zero respect beyond being baby-making machines.”
			

			
				Orla asks, “What happened to the governor?”
			

			
				The professor chortles. “Come next election, Pious Misogynist was voted out and the law reversed. His party never got back to power. They thought they were safe, that once the storm had died down the women would get homesick and return. They never did return, a case of ‘once bitten – twice shy’. They left behind a resentful generation of young men, the governor’s former powerhouse voters, never wanting to vote again for the party that had visited upon on them a life devoid of female companionship.”
			

		


			
				76: The Archivist
			

			
				 
			

			
				The managing director of Kobus Industrial has given permission for Norwegian private detective, Lars Poulsen, to have full access to their archives. Poulsen hopes information contained in company records might shed light on the Lucas Meyers case. He expresses a wish to visit the archives department immediately. The MD says, “No problem, but I have to warn you about Trudy, our archivist. You need to catch her at the right moment or she can be uncooperative. She’s OK, but you need tact.” He escorts Poulsen to the lift and presses the button for descent. As the doors close, the manager repeats his admonition. “Remember! Be tactful.”
			

			
				Landing with a sudden jolt at the basement, the lift opens to a corridor lit entirely by artificial light, with none of the brilliant daylight of the glass-panelled edifice up above. The archives evidently exist in a subterranean world, ruled, if the description is to believed, by a petulant female monarch. Poulsen passes through swing doors and finds himself in a storage area. Reversing out and trying the other direction, he comes to a door bearing the nameplate, “Trudy van der Linden”. He knocks, and a voice calls out, “Kom binnen!” He opens the door to see a woman, seated with her back to him, working at a far bench. Without turning to look, she says, “Mr Poulsen! Wait there. I need to finish this video edit. Don’t worry about your Dutch. We will speak English.”
			

			
				Poulsen’s reputation has preceded him. However, he doesn’t notice Trudy’s undisguised insult. His attention is elsewhere. The woman before him, in back view wearing a short summer skirt, is showing a fabulous pair of legs beautifully set off by expensive high heels. She carries on with her editing, ignoring Poulsen’s existence. Suddenly she turns and asks tetchily, “What do you want?” 
			

			
				Poulsen sees a woman in her mid-forties with an appealing face that belies her abrupt manner.  Remembering the MD’s advice, he says, “I was hoping, if you’re not too busy, we could schedule a time for searching the archives.”
			

			
				Trudy replies, “I’m going home now. I’ll be on the night-shift. Come back at midnight.” 
			

			
				Being stuck in the basement in the early hours with Trudy van der Linden is not an experience Poulsen anticipates with glee. Returning to his hotel late afternoon, he fortifies himself with a stiff drink in the bar, then rests in his room to steel himself for the ordeal ahead.
			

			
				In the quiet coolness of the night, the return cycle trip to Kobus alongside the canal is a swifter, more refreshing experience than in the heat of the day. Arriving, he finds reception locked. He bangs on the glass to attract the attention of three uniformed security guards. One breaks away from the group and unlocks the door. Poulsen translates clumsily from Norwegian to Dutch that he’s “come to spend the night with Trudy van der Linden”, at which the guard laughs out loud. Poulsen’s blank face shows he’s not cognizant of his language faux-pas. 
			

			
				From the far end of a long corridor, Trudy approaches. She leads Poulsen to the lift and they descend in silence to the doom of the archives. Desperately wanting to break the ice, Poulsen remarks the security men must find it insufferably boring, patrolling the empty building at nights. Trudy replies the job pays well and it has a special perk. She seems anxious to impress there are two teams of night guards, six men in total.
			

			
				Arriving at her room, Trudy suggests Poulsen remove his hat. Poulsen says he prefers to keep it on. Trudy regards his refusal with curiosity but says, “I’m glad you’ve come. I thought having to work the night shift might have put you off.” She gives him a brief tutorial on conducting data searches, says she’ll be pleased to assist with any problems, and that she’ll be in the storeroom if he needs her. Contrary to Poulsen’s daytime impression of a woman intensely serious and work-focussed, night-time Trudy seems happily laid-back. Is this really the woman he encountered this morning, now so pleasant and easy-going?
			

			
				Left to his own devices, Poulsen embarks on what he knows will be a laborious undertaking. An idea occurred to him when he was cycling along the canal towpath that there might be a hidden connection between Meyers and some other Kobus employee, not Tess Brouwer or Ilse Teuling, who are already accounted for, but some as yet unknown individual. By cross-referencing job applications, job references and CVs he may find a person who worked with Meyers in the past, perhaps from his army days.  Poulsen also has with him a digitised copy of Max Sellars’ employment record, on a Dutch mobile phone supplied courtesy of Thomas Spaans. Do Kobus currently have an employee who once worked alongside Sellars and could therefore be accomplice, go-between, or even organiser in Meyers’ nefarious scheme?
			

			
				Three hours later, Trudy returns with a tray of food from a vending machine. While they eat, she volunteers the information she lives by herself in a city-centre flat. She invites Poulsen to visit if ever he’s feeling lonesome. Poulsen wonders whether this new-found familiarity is an overture to a friendship. It could explain the lady’s upbeat mood. If so, he thinks he understands: her dull featureless life, alternating endlessly between isolated basement workroom and solo flat.
			

			
				Trudy suggests Poulsen may have missed some important detail, due to his unfamiliarity with the Kobus archives. She says she’d like to review the work he has done. They sit together on high stools in front of a console, checking each database query in turn. She’s sitting with her right leg crossed over her left, her short skirt delivering the promise of bountiful anatomy. Poulsen is troubled by an overwhelming urge to glance. Noticing his discomfort, Trudy asks, “Anything wrong?”
			

			
				Poulsen replies, “Your knee is very distracting.”
			

			
				Trudy expresses her surprise. “Oh? In what way? Do tell me!”
			

			
				Poulsen’s seriously regretting his honesty. For certain, she’s taken his remark as sexist. It was all going so well and now he’s shot himself in the foot, creating a bad atmosphere for the rest of the night. But to his surprise, against his anticipation, Trudy takes hold of his hand and presses it against the firmness of her flesh. She says, “It’s OK. I know you want to touch.” 
			

			
				Poulsen mentally cautions himself not to go too far. He runs his hand over the outline of her knee, feels down the shape of her leg, then back again. 
			

			
				Trudy gently lifts his hand away. “Thank you for being so restrained. That was sweet of you.” Slowly and deliberately, she uncrosses her legs, parting them slightly. She stares at him quizzically, as if challenging his next move. The implication is clear.
			

			
				As soon as he places his hand up her skirt, she squeezes it voraciously between her warm bare inner thighs. Relaxing her grip, she asks, “What are you going to do to me? Are you going to touch me where you shouldn’t?”
			

			
				Poulsen says, “I promise not to go that far.” He feels up her right leg, almost but not quite touching her panties, then down her left leg to her knee, crosses over to the right knee, and back up again in a continuous circular motion. Trudy closes her eyes and makes little moans of pleasure. Poulsen’s experiencing a great satisfaction in opening up this woman to the joy of intimacy. Would it be overstepping the mark to gently brush his fingers against her panties? He does so. Violently pushing his hand away, Trudy rushes to the door. Poulsen tries to apologise but Trudy interrupts. “I’m taking a shower. Get your clothes off. And please remember to remove that ridiculous hat! Then you can have me any way you want.” 
			

			
				Poulsen undresses in a daze. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. Events have moved much faster than he could have anticipated. But, trapped by his own initiative, how can he disappoint the lady now?
			

			
				The door opens behind him. Standing legs apart and with his hands on his hips, Poulsen swivels round to exhibit his manhood. Perhaps the sight of his pumped-up equipment readied for exploration of virgin territory will give her second-thoughts. 
			

			
				It’s not Trudy. It’s a guard. The man roars with laughter and leaves immediately. The interruption brings Poulsen to his senses. What the hell is he doing? He has a fiancé, for heaven’s sake! 
			

			
				Trudy returns from the shower wrapped in a bath towel. Poulsen relates his sorry tale of premature exposure. He says he really does want to have sex with her but is racked with guilt over his fiancé. Also, he’s worried for Trudy’s reputation should the guard return. He expects Trudy to be furious, but she calmly asks, “Were you wearing your hat when the guard discovered you alone with your big thing?” 
			

			
				Poulsen explains he only removed his hat after the guard left the room. This admission sends Trudy into paroxysms of hysterical laughter. Eventually she says, “I’m going back to the shower to collect my clothes. I’m sorry. I couldn’t have sex with you with that image in my head, even if you wanted it! If you change your mind, come to my flat midday Saturday and we’ll make love all afternoon. And don’t worry about the security guard. He and I have enjoyed each other in this room more times than I can count!” 
			

			
				She leaves the room and he hears her laughing all the way down the corridor. He’s been tricked, but his overwhelming emotion is self-rebuke, for his total lack of caution, his willingness to be drawn in by an apparent damsel-in-distress, a weakness which nearly got him into serious trouble once in the past. 
			

			
				By the time Poulsen has his clothes back on, Trudy returns. They try to settle down to work but every so often Trudy breaks into helpless laughter at her vivid mental image of naked hat-man flashing a security guard.
			

			
				Something has been niggling at the back of Poulsen’s brain. “Trudy? May I ask you an impertinent question? You admitted you’d had sex with the security guard, but, when he came in and caught me without any clothes on, you were in the shower, so how did you know which guard it was, with three men being on duty tonight?”
			

			
				Trudy laughs. “I didn’t need to know. Both teams take turns with me on the night shift. The unofficial perk of their job — and mine — the reason I like working late.”
			

		


			
				77: Shit Hits the Fan Club
			

			
				 
			

			
				The freak tornado heralded the deluge. It swept down from the mountain, passing Jimmy Murphy’s house within a hair’s breadth, uprooting his picket fence, flinging debris across his lawn. Travelling onwards, it careered across the lake, transforming itself into a towering water spout, striking terror into passengers on the train crossing the water at that moment. Smashing against the far shore, it finally petered out with a thunderclap, the heavens opening to deliver the start of Kilgarney’s week of downpour.
			

			
				The seven–day onslaught considerably dampened the revolutionary zeal of the Gallaghers’ respective fighting forces. They quickly lost ground to the increasingly emboldened band of husbands and partners defending their womenfolk making a stand in the women’s quarter. The men squeezed the Kilgarney nationalists from both sides, outwards from The Mall, inwards from the far extremities of the town. It was well-known that the Gallaghers’ troops carried rifles only for show. Their leaders at least had the sense to prohibit a supply of bullets. So, the few battles that took place consisted of hand-to-hand wrestling and the occasional bloody altercation with clubs and rifle butts. Nationalist resistance waned in the face of the furious resentment of the townsmen whose wives had gone on sex strike. Simultaneously, the morale of the green-shirts collapsed when Graham Williams, cutting his losses over the closure of the shrine, fled Kilgarney by privately chartered helicopter. 
			

			
				Defections inevitably increased as territory inevitably shrunk, until King Fearghal and King Fintan found themselves hemmed in, face to face, surrounded on all sides, defending their one remaining piece of de facto territory, the Lake Hotel.  
			

			
				Fearghal Gallagher and his team stride up to the reception area of The Lake. “We’re commandeering your hotel for the Kingdom of West Kilgarney.”
			

			
				Fintan Gallagher shouts out from behind. “Half of the hotel is in East Kilgarney. We commandeer our half. You can have the rest.”
			

			
				The manager, a little red-faced man, not to be bossed by anybody, says, “Nobody’s doing any commandeering. Do you want me to throw my guests out onto the street! We’ve no rooms free. You can share the executive suite. Half of it is in West Kilgarney, half in the East. Sort it out between you.”
			

			
				The two camps pile into the suite, pushing and shoving like cattle unloaded to a market pen. Apprehensive of trouble from this volatile group of rowdies, the manager tells them he’s going to lock the door. If they want anything they’ll need to phone reception. 
			

			
				The main room of the suite is a generous lounge with three windows overlooking the hotel forecourt, the central window having a writing table. On the left side wall, as you face the windows, is the door to bedroom number one and a door to a bathroom/toilet; on the right-hand wall, the door to bedroom number two and a door to a small kitchen. Fearghal Gallagher instructs his team to set up their office at the table in the window. They unpack laptop, box files and other office paraphernalia and spread them out. Fintan Gallagher, who has been huddled with his advisors in a whispered war conference, becomes aware of what’s going on. “Jesus! You can’t hog the table like that! What are we going to use?” He points out of the window at The Mall, whose centre line, dividing East and West Kilgarney, happens to line up with the centre line of the room. “Half the table belongs to ye, the other half to us. Move your stuff!” He sweeps the neatly arranged West Kilgarney government documents westwards, papers spilling chaotically onto the floor. His team stick a line of parcel tape down the centre of the table, to act as a kind of no-mans-land between East and West. 
			

			
				An argument ensues that one side is hogging more than their fifty percent of width. They avoid coming to blows by agreeing to measure the table. Nobody has a ruler but in a chest of drawers they find a complimentary hotel sewing kit with a miniature tape measure. The West Kilgarnians are short by half a centimetre. The parcel tape is duly readjusted.
			

			
				An aide suggests they parcel-tape the carpet, to avoid further territorial dispute. They run out of tape after two metres, so they phone down to reception. The manager arrives and unlocks the door. He’s carrying a half-used reel of tape. “What do you want this for?” Then he sees what they’ve done to his carpet. “You can’t do that! It’ll leave a permanent mark!” 
			

			
				When the Kilgarnians explain they need to demarcate the border, the manager tells them he can supply something better. He leaves, locking the door behind him. He returns with two porters lugging a heavy table tennis table. He orders them to place the table dead centre in the room, with the net lining up along the border between the two Kilgarneys. He hands the Gallaghers a ball and a bat each. “You can hold an international tournament, so!” Giving them a roll of twine for marking out the remaining border, he leaves, once again locking the door. The twine is duly tied between table tennis net and door handle. The improvised national border for denying entry to aliens is now complete 
			

			
				Rifleman Pat is experiencing the call of nature. Not a number one; feels like a very big number two. He’s having cause to regret the delicatessen dessert he ate earlier: “Scrummy Banana, Organic Fig and Chia Seed Surprise”. He lifts the demarcating string and passes under to use the toilet. Two West Kilgarnians push him back. “Border violation! Where do you think you’re going?”
			

			
				Pat says, “To use the bathroom.”
			

			
				“Use your own!”
			

			
				“We haven’t got one our side.”
			

			
				“Too bad!”
			

			
				Pat phones down to reception. “Could you send someone to unlock the door. I need to find a toilet.”
			

			
				The receptionist asks, “Is there something wrong with the one in the suite?”
			

			
				“It’s in West Kilgarney territory.”
			

			
				“We’ve got a fully booked hotel to look after! We can’t be running upstairs each time one of you needs to go! You’ll just have to share.”
			

			
				Pat approaches the border line again. “They say we have to share.”
			

			
				“You need a Kilgarney passport to cross the border.”
			

			
				“I left it at home. How about you give me a temporary visa?”
			

			
				“What is your purpose in visiting the kingdom?”
			

			
				“To have a crap.”
			

			
				“You have to offer a skill or otherwise be deemed useful to us. Immigrants who only want to crap in our country aren’t welcome.”
			

			
				 Pat can stand this torture no longer. Turning his back to his opponents, he bends over, pulls down his pants, sticks his bare bum through the dividing line and emits a rambunctious abundant defecation all over their side of the carpet, while loudly singing “Ode to Joy”. Amid general shouts of disgust, Fearghal Gallagher grabs a table-tennis bat and proceeds to flick the deposited turdy substances back the other side. Fintan Gallagher cries out, “So, it’s biological warfare now, is it!” He grabs the other bat and retaliates. More join in, using rolled-up place mats, document files, room service menus, anything that might serve as an effective implement. Credit must be given. Considerable skill and team spirit is being shown, though it’s unlikely this new sport will make the Olympics.
			

			
				Inevitably, escalation occurs, with several East and West Kilgarnians taking a dump on their opponents’ side of the line. Now the batted solids, including those of a looser more liquid and definitely more smelly quality, are starting to hit people in the face. The sound of a developing fist fight causes the hotel to ring emergency services. Doctor Abadi is the first to arrive, but the manager, fearing the fracas will spread into the corridor, refuses to unlock the executive suite door. Instead, the doctor can be seen climbing up an outdoor ladder, knocking on a window to gain admittance. He calls back down to his nurse they will need plenty of bandages and disinfectant. 
			

			
				A blare of sirens announces the arrival of An Garda Síochána, with several armoured tanks bringing up the rear. The Irish army have judged the moment right to invade the kingdom. With the demise of the green shirts and the effective collapse of the Gallagher regimes, sanity can be restored without bloodshed.
			

			
				Detective Garda Kiely surveys the hotel room with disgust. He’s heard to remark, “I’m tempted to say the people wanted a nationalist shit-hole and now they’ve well and truly got what they voted for.”
			

		


			
				78: Neighbours
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lars Poulsen’s night-shift with Trudy the archivist turned out to be infertile in more ways than one. Their thorough search of Kobus’s records produced not a single lead. Accordingly, Poulsen has decided on a new line of enquiry — Anna Meyers. 
			

			
				On discovery of Anna’s murdered body, Dutch police lost interest in her role in the financial fraud, concluding her to be a minor accessory, her involvement limited to helping Kobus auditor Max Sellars evade capture. Their attitude was at odds with the Irish police, who favour the theory Anna planned the whole thing, seducing Sellars and eventually double-crossing her husband. Poulsen has taken the side of the Irish, Therefore, he believes further investigation to be warranted.  He visits Anna’s place of work and talks to her boss and her colleagues. They all paint the same picture: a formerly vivacious woman emotionally damaged by separation from an unfaithful husband. They confirm what Poulsen has already been told, the sad tale, letting her appearance slip, visibly ageing, no longer the life and soul of the social scene. 
			

			
				Next, Poulsen travels to the street where Anna lived: on the one side, three-storey flats; on the other, a modern terrace of two-storey houses. Anna’s next-door neighbours in the terrace confirm the impression given at her workplace of a woman succumbing to reclusiveness, beaten down by the pain of her life. Poulsen is puzzled. He would have expected Anna, if she were involved in a high-reward fraud, to spend the money, to show some joie-de-vivre. Might she therefore be innocent of any involvement?
			

			
				A window opens in one of the flats opposite. An old lady calls for Poulsen to come over. “Could you help me find my cat? I’m in flat 2A.” Poulsen crosses the road, locates the entrance to the flats and ascends a staircase to the upper floor. The old lady invites him into her living room. A large tabby cat reclines on the sofa. It eyes Poulsen with suspicion. Poulsen is invited to sit next to it. The cat continues to stare him down. 
			

			
				The old lady says, “I didn’t want my neighbours to think I’m just an old gossip. I have something to tell you about Mrs Meyers. You’re a policeman, aren’t you?”
			

			
				Poulsen explains he’s a private investigator. 
			

			
				The old lady continues, “That woman was leading a double life. My neighbours won’t have seen it but I saw it. I suffer from insomnia. It was the weekend after she threw her husband out, about one or two in the morning I saw her leave her house, dressed and made up for a party. She drove off and I didn’t see her again until the Sunday night. She came back after midnight, all dolled-up. Next morning, she was off to work as usual, looking so plain you wouldn’t have known it was the same woman.”
			

			
				The old lady tells how curiosity got the better of her insomnia and she would deliberately stay awake most Friday and Sunday nights waiting for Anna’s departure and return. She says the routine went on for years. “Mrs Meyers stopped going away the Spring of the year her husband died but as soon as they’d held his funeral in Ireland, she was back to dressing up for the weekend.”
			

			
				Poulsen asks is she sure about the dates? The old lady says she is certain because she remembers thinking how insensitive for Anna to continue enjoying herself so soon after the death. “The last time I saw her leave on a Friday, she didn’t return. Later, the police came round asking everyone questions, wanting to know where she’d gone.”
			

			
				Poulsen thanks the old lady for her help. To demonstrate his appreciation, he strokes her cat, rapidly withdrawing his hand when the animal lets out a warning hiss.
			

			
				The information from the old lady confirms his suspicions of a conspiracy between Anna Meyers and auditor Max Sellars. Knowing the fraud will eventually be discovered, Anna goes to great lengths to hide the fact she has been enjoying a long-term affair, in case the police find out about it and get inquisitive as to her lover’s identity. 
			

			
				Poulsen now experiences what all the other detectives connected with the case have experienced: events do not so obligingly fit theories. The month after Meyers’ funeral, Sellars was known to be lodging in Ireland. But, if the old lady is correct and Anna Meyers at that time dressed up as usual for her weekend rendezvous, the co-conspirator lover could not have been Sellars. If not Sellars, then who?
			

		


			
				79: Control At Any Cost
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Get in! I need you!” A tuxedoed Hogan grabs Orla’s arm.
			

			
				Orla struggles. “I’m not going anywhere with you!” 
			

			
				Hogan drags her to his Aston Martin. “I’m on your side, girl! They’re going to blow up the dam! I’m the only one who can stop them.”
			

			
				“You’re tricking me!”
			

			
				Hogan releases her arm. “I’m working for the Irish government. Look, I can prove it!” He presses a button on a console fitted between the driver and passenger seats. Two grey-steel arms, like gull wings, spring upwards and outwards from the front of the bodywork.
			

			
				“What are those?”
			

			
				“Fascist catchers. We need them at the dam.” He presses the button again and the arms retract.
			

			
				Orla’s beginning to see the light. She jumps into the passenger seat. “What can I do?” 
			

			
				Hogan revs up the Aston Martin and they roar down the hill towards Kilgarney. “They’ve turned off the number four turbine and placed a bundle of dynamite with a delay timer in its outflow. If the explosion ruptures the dam, it’ll cause a human and environmental catastrophe.”
			

			
				Orla asks, “How do you know all this?”
			

			
				“I’m a spy.”
			

			
				“Why would they want to destroy the dam? They’d be destroying the fortunes of Kilgarney as well.”
			

			
				“It’s all to do with their fantasy of taking control. If they can’t have control, nobody can have it. They’re willing to preside over the systematic destruction of their own country for the sake of their pathetic delusional pride.”
			

			
				Orla asks, “How long have we got?”
			

			
				Hogan checks his chronometer. “Nineteen minutes. You realise you could die. If you want out, say so, and I’ll go on my own.”
			

			
				Orla ignores the suggestion. She asks, “Why are you doing this?” 
			

			
				 “Isn’t it every man’s secret desire to be James Bond?”
			

			
				Orla’s thinking to herself, “Well, no, probably not,” but she smiles and nods agreement. Her estimate of Hogan has gone up an order of magnitude.
			

			
				Hogan glances at her skirt. “Can’t you make it shorter? Cross one leg over the other. Loosen your top. Show plenty of girly goods. You need to look like my Bond girl, my sexy date, not my determined accomplice.”
			

			
				The Aston Martin thunders into the dam forecourt. Hogan slams his foot on the brakes, throwing the steering wheel into a lock, executing an elaborate one-hundred-and-eighty-degree skid, precisely aligning the car’s rear onto the dam roadway. A gang of hard-core black-arm-banded Independence Troopers cheer his arrival. But then he does something nobody expects. He revs up, driving backwards at speed along the dam. 
			

			
				Orla screams, “We’ll hit the edge and go over!”
			

			
				Hogan shouts back, “Trust me! I trained in this at spy school!” Orla’s thinking she can discount his last statement as a joke in bad taste.
			

			
				The car screeches to a stop at the control centre. Back along the roadway, a sprinting mob of Independence Troopers are gaining ground.
			

			
				Hogan activates the cow-catchers, turns on full headlights and revs up menacingly. “I’ll sweep them over the edge, no problem. Go girl! Remember, it’s the number four wheel. Start the flow and please God it’ll wash the dynamite clear of the dam. I promise I’ll be here waiting for you.”
			

			
				Orla enters the control centre. She can’t believe she’s doing this, her alone in this cavernous space. It feels bizarre, unreal, like she’s the star character in a video game. She clatters down the steep staircase to the brightly lit control room. The place is deserted. There’s the number four wheel at the far end. Orla runs towards it faster than she’s ever run in her life, trips, and sprains her ankle. Now she’s forced to limp the remaining distance. What if she lacks the strength needed to turn the wheel? Nightmare! the wheel won’t budge! Or should she be turning it clockwise? Counter-intuitive, but it’s moving. She hears a growing rumble of water. She could get out now and save her life. But the flow might not be fast enough. No choice but to turn the wheel all the way. It seems to turn forever, the rush of water louder and louder. At last, the wheel hits maximum. Will the dynamite be dislodged and taken downstream?  If not, the dam and all who are on it are about to be swept to destruction.
			

			
				The next minute passes for Orla as an hour in slow-motion as she hobbles in agony the length of the generator room, hauling herself up the staircase and tumbling into the waiting Aston Martin. Hogan engages maximum acceleration and they make it back to the safety of dry land.
			

			
				Orla asks, “What happened to the green-shirts?”
			

			
				Hogan replies, “Faced with certain death, they did the sensible thing and took a swim in the lake.” 
			

			
				A huge explosion is heard from down the valley. Hogan smiles at Orla. “Well done, girl! We did it! I’m proud of you!”
			

			
				An armoured tank rumbles into the forecourt. A uniformed officer climbs out from the turret and salutes. “Commander Hogan! Very glad to see you, sir!” 
			

			
				Orla’s thinking, if this was a Bond film, she’d be ready and willing to have Hogan’s babies.
			

		


			
				80: A Day Off
			

			
				 
			

			
				Poulsen’s beginning to wonder whether he’s cut out for detective work. He’d imagined trailing shady characters down dark alleyways; occasionally being “done over” by the bad man’s heavy mob; finding solace in bed with a succession of dubious sexy molls. The stuff of crime novels. In reality, all you get to do is ask questions, questions which get you nowhere, questions for which you already know the answers.
			

			
				His only new lead is the information from Anna Meyers’ observant elderly neighbour, suggesting not only Lucas Meyers, but Anna Meyers herself had been carrying on a long-term clandestine weekend love affair. The obvious suspect would be Sellars, were it not for the neighbour’s observation Anna had resumed her dolled-up trips away from home immediately following her husband’s funeral, a time when Sellars was known to be living in hiding in Ireland. Was it possible Anna’s secret lover might be Hendriks? Passion might give Hendriks sufficient motive to murder Lucas Meyers but it is not yet proven Hendriks returned home so soon after the killing. On the contrary, evidence obtained in Ireland suggests Hendriks camped out in the mountains until July before sailing home in a chartered yacht. But if not Hendriks, who else? No other men are under suspicion of being connected with the case. Could Anna’s secret lover therefore have been a woman and, more significantly, a woman who worked at Kobus? Or is Poulsen over-complicating the issue? It’s still possible Anna’s lover was totally unconnected with the case. But then why would Anna wish to disguise any suggestion of an affair, dressing up only for the weekends, deliberately dressing badly during the week? 
			

			
				Lucas Meyers hired a car in Ireland with malicious intent. That was clear. The Irish police interviewed the hire company and concluded Meyers planned to crash the car. Why else would he have asked so many questions about a potential insurance investigation? Whose idea was the hit-and-run? We can assume Meyers intended Sellars to be the victim. Instead, Meyers is the one who dies. Too much of a coincidence for both men to have been simultaneously plotting the exact same method of doing away with each other. A third person must have been involved: Anna Meyers. She double-crosses her husband, making him the victim. The initially successful scheme comes to an abrupt end when Sellars dies in a genuine car accident. 
			

			
				The subsequent murder of Anna Meyers? The mistress did that one. Case closed — until the attempts on the lives of Tess Brouwer and Charlie Gibbs. 
			

			
				Forensics found traces of military-grade explosive in the ruins of Tess Brouwer’s house. However, no Kobus employee has a relevant military background. If not someone from Kobus, could it be a former army colleague of Meyers? Reuben Hendriks has become the principal name of interest.
			

			
				 Poulsen feels he’s wasting time asking questions in Leiden. As a matter of form, his employers expect him to go through the motions but he’s achieved no more than uncovering the obvious. Everything about Lucas Meyers has appeared to those who knew him as normal. Of course, it would be so. A successful fraudster, a cool customer who has siphoned off millions of company money, he would be well capable of maintaining a business-as-usual facade. 
			

			
				Forget Meyers. Hendriks should be the focus of Poulsen’s enquiries, but how to locate him? Poulsen needs a change of scene, he needs to clear his head before he starts over. He decides to give himself a day off. A Dutch lady he once met told him of an interesting tourist attraction in the east of the country. A former royal palace, the gardens are replanted each year to mimic the horticultural practice of the palace’s heyday several centuries ago. Poulsen likes historical reconstructions. He’ll go there.
			

			
				A two-hour train journey to the town of Apeldoorn and a short bus ride later, Poulsen pays his money at the admissions hut by the entrance gate. Ahead is a wooden signpost with arms pointing left and right. As he approaches and reads the Dutch, the words hit him like a thunderbolt. One arm says: “De Tuin”; the other: “Het Huis”
			

		


			
				81: The Last Word
			

			
				 
			

			
				In recognition of her bravery saving Kilgarney’s dam from destruction, Orla Murphy has been awarded leave of absence on full pay. Doctor Abadi has advised her to take things easy, in case of delayed shock. Orla adopts a stress-free daily routine, spending the mornings boating on the lake and the afternoons sunbathing and taking tea at the Lake Hotel’s outdoor terrace café-bar. On this occasion she has company — her professor friend.
			

			
				“You never told me what sort of professor you are.”
			

			
				 “A professor of philosophy.” 
			

			
				“We need a bit of philosophy to tell us what went wrong here. Why did people put up with it for so long? It was obvious from the start their stupid independence scheme was headed for disaster.”
			

			
				The professor smiles. “Let me tell you a story. When I was a young man, out in the mid-west of the USA, I joined a kind of mystical religious group. Not one of those sinister cults that’s a cover for stealing people’s money, or sexual deviation, or imprisoning people in guarded compounds. A good crowd. Genuinely idealistic. Positive-thinking people. We thought we could set an example for changing the world. But, as the years went on, our movement wasn’t getting converts, nor was it making any difference to society. So, I started to campaign for change. Get rid of the stuff that wasn’t working; keep the good but bring in new ideas.”
			

			
				Orla interjects, “Don’t tell me! You got resistance from the old guard.”
			

			
				The professor nods in agreement. “I expected the inevitable reaction from the people in authority, the people afraid of losing status, but what I hadn’t expected was the apathy of the majority. Not opposition to my ideas specifically, just to any kind of push to do things differently. They wanted a quiet life, a comfortable life; they didn’t want to be disturbed. I came to see that, far from being an example for world change, our movement was merely a microcosm, reflecting the way the world worked, the default human condition to want to be left at peace, not to be troubled by anything worrisome.”
			

			
				Orla suggests, “Like global warming.”
			

			
				“Precisely. That’s why we’re in the mess we’re in now. There were opportunities to fix this thing early, when it would have been ten times easier, but people didn’t want to know. ‘The weather’s OK, isn’t it? Same as it’s always been. It’s all a worry about nothing.’ Same with a pandemic. At the start you can scare people into co-operation, but then the old apathy creeps back in. ‘We personally haven’t had a problem with it, so we can exercise ‘common-sense’ and return to normal.’”
			

			
				“Basically, you’re saying people can’t be bothered.” 
			

			
				“Much easier for the ordinary man and woman to wash their hands of the affair, get on with their lives and expect the politicians to magically sort it out. It takes a very big shock to awaken people from their reverie and the problem with big shocks is they usually happen far too late.”
			

			
				Orla says, “My English friend, Charlie, says people are too easily fooled by strongmen who like to pretend the only reason things don’t get done is lack of willpower and decisiveness, strongmen who make a promise there’ll be no cost to their actions, only advantages.”
			

			
				The professor replies, “There’s always a cost – the question is who bears the cost? It’s not something to be ignored just because it doesn’t affect you or your favoured grouping. And what I’d say to people who think they’ve done something clever by voting in a tough guy is ‘Watch out! You could be next! Do you think the tough guy gives a damn about you and your personal welfare? That’s just for show; to get your vote. They’ll squash your rights as readily as they’ll squash the rights of anyone else who gets in their way.’”
			

			
				“You think it will all end in tears?”
			

			
				The professor pauses to think for a moment. “Regarding the fate of tough guys, I’m an optimist. I believe in the parable of lions and cats. The lion is the unchallenged king of the jungle, a fearsome animal. Cats, on the other hand, specialised from the outset in being cute. The end result? Billions of cats. Very few lions.”
			

			
				The lake ferry emits a loud blast of its horn as it approaches the hotel landing stage. Orla turns to look. When she turns back, the professor has vanished. She asks a passing waiter, “That man who was talking to me; is he one of your guests?”
			

			
				The waiter replies, “Sorry, he must have left the terrace before I came on my shift. I’ve only been here the last ten minutes and you were on your own all that time.”
			

			
				Back home, Orla searches for the professor on the internet. His face comes up on the web site of a famous mid-western university. That’s the man, in the same mode of dress. Underneath the picture, Orla reads the inscription: “Professor of Philosophy from 1900 until 1920 (his death).”
			

		


			
				82: A New Theory
			

			
				 
			

			
				Poulsen has developed a new theory, one that diminishes the role of Englishman, Sellars, and puts Dutchman, Hendriks, centre stage. A new piece of evidence, obtained in the visit to an historic garden on Poulsen’s day off, supports it. 
			

			
				Hendriks is known to have flown to Ireland. Then he vanished. Hotels and accommodation addresses were checked, all without result. Eventually they discovered his abandoned lair in the mountains. Further evidence strongly suggests he hired a boat to take him incognito to the continent. The pot shot taken at Charlie Gibbs might seem to contradict Hendriks having returned home, but that action could be attributed to the green shirts, revenge for a street fight which resulted in two of their gang publicly humiliated.
			

			
				Poulsen needs information, anything from Hendriks’ past life that might help. He phones Detective Spaans to tell him of his latest theory. Spaans is sufficiently impressed to organise for Poulsen to visit Hendriks’ old army barracks near the town of Enschede. He suggests Poulsen go there directly. “I won’t be able to get you an interview until after the weekend but I don’t think you’ll have any problem amusing yourself till then. It’s the date of their annual craft beer festival.”
			

			
				One thing about the Dutch, their brilliantly reliable railway system. Within the hour, Poulsen arrives at Enschede. Finding accommodation at festival time is a more difficult affair, however. Foot-slogging around town, he comes up against hotel after cheap hotel booked out. Old habits die hard; Poulsen realises he has no need to budget; this is a work trip — he can stay at the most expensive place in town and reclaim the cost on expenses.
			

			
				Having sorted out a hotel, Poulsen visits a number of bars. He discovers an unexpected bonus to his habit of always wearing a hat indoors: it’s a magnet for slightly inebriated party chicks who can’t resist asking him why he never takes it off. A six-foot beauty in her mid to late twenties, called Birgit, seems to have taken a liking to him. They tour the town together, arm in arm. Turns out Birgit’s in the army, stationed at the barracks Poulsen’s due to visit Monday. She asks him his profession. When he tells her he’s a private detective currently investigating a financial fraud in Leiden, she astonishes him by saying, “Then you must know Tess!”
			

			
				Birgit says she guessed which case Poulsen was working on, because the bomb attack on Tess Brouwer’s house has been all over the Dutch news. Tess used to be Birgit’s boss in the army accounts department. 
			

			
				Poulsen feels the beginnings of a clue. Until now he’d only known of Tess as an employee of Kobus. The revelation she was once an army employee, in the very same barracks as Hendriks, opens up a whole new avenue of enquiry. He assumes Tess Brouwer does not remember any pertinent information about Reuben Hendriks, or she would have passed it on to the police. Hendriks, on the other hand, remembers an interaction he’s had with Tess, maybe something written in army records that would serve to compromise his plans. Because of what she might know about his past, she must be disposed of.
			

		


			
				83: Interviews at the Barracks
			

			
				 
			

			
				Monday morning in the Dutch town of Enschede. Poulsen is seeking in-depth information on the army careers of buddies Lucas Meyers and Reuben Hendriks. On arrival at the local barracks, Poulsen is taken straight to the company commander. The man happens to be a former contemporary of the two friends. Poulsen asks for his impressions.
			

			
				The commander replies, “Not at all surprised Meyers snagged a top accountancy job. When he retired from active soldiering, he moved to a desk role in the barracks’ accounts department. An all-round capable guy.”
			

			
				Poulsen says, “I met one of your soldiers last night and she told me Tess Brouwer was stationed here.”
			

			
				“That’s right. Meyers’ assistant. She left the army to go work with him in his first civilian job.”
			

			
				Poulsen’s wondering if Tess has ever been Meyers’ mistress. “Did she follow him from the army for purely professional reasons or maybe a romantic attachment?”
			

			
				The man laughs. “Tess was a lesbian. You’ve heard the expression ‘coming out’. Tess was well out! We’ve two fabulous looking women in accounts, Merel and Anouk. Merel’s a former girlfriend of Tess. I’ll take you to meet them later.”
			

			
				Poulsen keeps to himself his surprise at the commander’s description of Tess as an apparent out and out lesbian — an impression quite contrary to the one Poulsen had previously been given. He moves on. “Can you tell me the date of Meyers leaving the army?”
			

			
				“Officially, no. Service personnel records are classified. But it was the month before a young graduate joined the department in a civilian role. Eva Vos was her name. Brilliant girl. Very good chess-player. Only nineteen years old. Caused quite a bit of upset amongst the alternatively-inclined women in accounts. Anyway, that’s not really relevant, is it? I only mention her because she was a civilian, so I’m allowed to tell you when she started and you can work back a month for the answer to your question regarding Lucas. Hendriks left the army at that time also.”
			

			
				The commander turns to his computer to look up the information and writes on a sheet of paper “Eva Vos, Civilian, Enschede Barracks, Commencement of Employment.” Underneath he scrawls a date. He hands the paper to Poulsen.
			

			
				Poulsen remembers the name, Eva Vos, as the name of the woman who responded to the television crime show appeal, the woman who reported Hendriks turning up at her Amsterdam flat claiming to know a friend of hers. Wasn’t the friend’s name Merel somebody? Could it be the “Merel” the commander mentioned as currently employed in their accounts department?  He asks, “Tess Brouwer’s former girlfriend in accounts? What’s her full name?”
			

			
				The commander replies, “Merel Jansen.”
			

			
				Poulsen confirms the name in his notebook. He asks, “I understand Meyers and Hendriks were buddies. Were they similar personalities?”
			

			
				The commander considers the question for a moment. “I’d have to say quite different. For instance, Hendriks could never have ended up in a desk job. An action-man. Liked the outdoor life. A brilliant special operative, but he could be reckless. One weekend he was supposed to be on fire station duty and he bunked off to Amsterdam. I remember him saying, ‘What are the chances of a fire?’ Meyers would not have done anything irresponsible like that, although, to his credit, he saved his friend’s skin. My predecessor would have found out the misdemeanour if Meyers hadn’t risked disciplinary action by telling a lie to cover for Hendriks’ absence.”
			

			
				“Can I get access to Hendriks’ army records?”
			

			
				“Official police could get them after a lot of red tape. For a private investigator like yourself, never.”
			

			
				“Could Tess Brouwer have seen information about Hendriks?”
			

			
				“Only information related to accounts and administration. Operational records, no.”
			

			
				By the close of the interview, Poulsen feels he’s built up a pretty good profile of the two former army men, though nothing that will help him track down Hendriks. On the contrary, it seems the ex-soldier, a highly trained and valued special operative, would be well able to keep himself under cover. It’s all coming down to what Tess Brouwer knows about Hendriks, what compromising piece of information she possesses that could bring him down. Poulsen hopes the current accounts’ personnel may be able to help.
			

			
				Anouk Nordstrand and Merel Jansen turn out to be attractive dark-haired women in their late thirties. They tell Poulsen they lost touch with Tess when she moved to Leiden but they’re pleased to reminisce about their time together in the army. However, at the mention of the name of Eva Vos, the women look at each other awkwardly. Poulsen senses embarrassment and changes the subject. “Did either of you know Reuben Hendriks?”
			

			
				Merel replies, “Reuben was a close friend of our poor colleague, Lucas. He’d often drop in to the office to talk to him.”
			

			
				“Did either of you, or Tess, have any dealings with him?”
			

			
				Anouk replies, “We’d say hello. That was all. If he had an accounting issue, like the wrong tax deducted from his wages, he would have gone straight to his friend to sort it out.”
			

			
				Poulsen turns to Merel, “I know from police reports you’ve been asked this already but I’d like you to comment again. Apparently, Hendriks turned up at Eva Vos’s Amsterdam flat in July, saying you’d suggested he might stay there for a few days.”
			

			
				Merel looks suitably astonished. “As Anouk said, we’d say hello to Reuben; we might exchange a joke or a few pleasantries, not at a level of familiarity sufficient to feel OK passing on Eva’s address. Another acquaintance of Eva’s must have given it and he’d confused the woman’s name with mine.”
			

			
				Poulsen feels this conversation is leading nowhere. He thanks the women for their time. He asks to see the room where Meyers worked. They take him down the corridor to a small office, empty at the moment, having a desk and a few other pieces of office furniture. A transparent glass door separates the room from an adjoining office of similar size. Poulsen asks, “Who worked in there when Lucas was here?” Merel tells him it’s the assistant’s office, so in Lucas’s time it was the office used by Tess. Poulsen asks if he could see inside. There’s a guy working there but he has no objection to a detective looking around, though he regards Poulsen with apprehension when Merel is asked to return to the adjacent office, shut the door and recite to Anouk the Dutch nursery rhyme “Als heel de wereld eens van stokvis was” (If all the world were dried fish). 
			

			
				Poulsen has achieved his aim. A conversation between Meyers and Hendriks could have been overheard by Tess. And Hendriks would have been aware she’d overheard it, as he could have seen her through the glass door separating the two offices. So, it all comes down to Tess. Something locked inside her mind is the key to discovering Hendriks. 
			

		


			
				84: Curaçao
			

			
				 
			

			
				Anouk Nordstrand, Merel Jansen and Tess Brouwer are taking a fortnight’s holiday together in Curaçao. The Caribbean island is beloved by the Dutch for its weather, and for its principal language: it used to be a Dutch colony. Anouk has separated from the other two; they’ve gone to the beach; she’s wandering around Willemstad, the capital, full of quaint Dutch architecture, familiar Dutch products in the shops and — Dutch people. 
			

			
				It’s a strange thing but when you go abroad on holiday there’s nothing more annoying than encountering a crowd of your own nationality. Anouk once knew a French girl, who complained she went on an Irish walking holiday and most of the people she encountered in the hills were French, walkers on holiday like herself. Is it because the presence of fellow nationals spoils the illusion of having got away from it all, or is it because, seen in a foreign context, they show up the more annoying of their national characteristics, like British or Americans who speak extra loudly to native shop assistants on the assumption that they ought to be able to understand English and there’s something defective with their brain if they can’t?
			

			
				Having purchased a few souvenirs, Anouk joins her companions sunbathing. The three women sit in their bikinis on Mambo Beach, sipping rum and lime cocktails. Anouk shifts uncomfortably on her towel. They’d agreed to go on this holiday as friends but she is becoming increasingly annoyed at the thinly disguised flirting between Merel and Tess. On top of that, the sun’s rays are scorching her skin. She announces she’s going to retrieve a top from her room.
			

			
				In the hotel lobby, a row of tables has been set up and a number of guys, members of a chess convention, are challenging hotel guests. The table at the end, surrounded by people, attracts Anouk’s curiosity. The reason for the crowd soon becomes obvious: an older guy playing chess against a pretty little nineteen–year-old. Anouk assumes she’s a tourist but, as she continues to win game after game, it becomes clear she’s one of the chess team.
			

			
				The crowd surrounding the table disperse, leaving Anouk alone with the girl, who is engaged resetting the pieces. “Can I play?” asks Anouk. The girl looks up. “Of course! Take a seat. Would you like black or white?”
			

			
				Anouk sits down at the table. “I’ll take white, though it’ll give me no advantage. You’re very good, aren’t you?”
			

			
				The girl smiles. “My name’s Eva Vos.”
			

			
				“Anouk Nordstrand. You live in Curaçao?”
			

			
				“I wish! I live in Amsterdam. And you?”
			

			
				“Enschede. I work for the army as an accountant.”
			

			
				The two women settle into the chess. Predictably, Eva quickly moves to a winning position. Anouk finds her somewhat unsettling. She feels she’s being stared at, sized up. She says, “You should do this for money.”
			

			
				Eva replies, “I never play for money. We could play for sex, if you like.”
			

			
				Now Anouk understands the reason she’s been under scrutiny — Eva was figuring out her orientation. She asks, “What’s the deal?”
			

			
				Eva replies, “If I win, we go to your room and you have to have sex with me. If you win, then no room and no sex.”
			

			
				Since it’s obvious Eva can’t fail to win, Anouk readily agrees. Strangely, from this point on, Eva’s game starts to go downhill. Has anticipation of sex in the bedroom disturbed her gameplay? Anouk’s puzzled. Then, Eva makes a move so clumsy it’s obvious the girl has been deliberately playing to lose, that, having sussed out Anouk was a lesbian, she thought it would be amusing to play a trick on her.
			

			
				Anouk stands. “I think you should concede. It’s not very nice of you to make fun of me like that.”
			

			
				Eva says, “Relax! Why don’t you take that piece I’ve gifted you and see what happens?”
			

			
				Anouk takes the piece. “You know very well that brings me one move away from checkmate!”
			

			
				Eva smiles. She moves her bishop on a diagonal from one side of the board to the other. “Correct! Checkmate! I win! Shall we go to your room?”
			

		


			
				85: Complications
			

			
				 
			

			
				For his final evening in Enschede, Poulsen decides to console himself on his lack of progress. He chooses to dine at an expensive restaurant. Waiting for his order to be taken, he spots Merel Jansen and Anouk Nordstrand, dressed to the nines. He observes in this situation, outside of the formality of work, their obvious romantic chemistry. He hesitates to interrupt but the pull of the investigation overcomes his scruples. He approaches their table and asks if he might join them.  Poulsen is happy to talk for a while about his career as a private detective but soon succeeds in steering the conversation back to the subject of interest. 
			

			
				Merel says, “You asked about Eva Vos. We couldn’t talk about her in the office, for personal reasons. We met her on holiday in Curaçao.”
			

			
				Sensing Poulsen has never heard of the place, Anouk adds, “It’s a Dutch-speaking island in the Caribbean. That’s where Merel, Tess and I first encountered Eva. All three of us fell for her instantly.”
			

			
				Merel adds, “She was the worst kind of emotional predator, playing each off against the other. Anouk met her first, at a chess convention in our hotel.”
			

			
				Anouk says, “I kept Eva to myself for a couple of days then I introduced her to Merel and Tess. Next thing I knew, she’d invited the two of them back to her hotel room for a threesome!”
			

			
				Poulsen says, “So, she was just somebody you met on holiday.”
			

			
				The women laugh. Merel exclaims, “If only! After we returned home, we found Eva had taken a job as a civilian in our department. She was with us about a year. Then she moved on to Amsterdam. A relief. Very nearly ruined all our friendships.”
			

			
				Poulsen asks, “Have either of you seen Eva Vos since she moved away from Enschede?”
			

			
				Anouk replies, “Social visits whenever we go to Amsterdam. She has a small flat near the centre. Either Merel will visit, or myself. We never go together, because of past love triangles. It’s complicated. Merel and I have tried to think who might have given Eva’s address to Reuben. All we can tell you is it definitely wasn’t either of us.”
			

			
				Poulsen walks back to his hotel in a state of despondency. Whichever way he looks, whoever he talks to, he’s going round in circles. He’s gleaned no information to help him locate Hendriks and furthermore, the most vital clue, something Tess Brouwer has seen or heard, is likely lost from her memory forever.
			

			
				The hotel provides all the luxuries five-star customers have come to expect, including a dedicated room-valet robot, and, the latest craze: a life-sized 3D-holographic theatre, piping in plays and concert performances from around the world. Particularly celebrated are live relays from the Shakespeare Globe Theatre in London. Tonight, they’re performing Henry IV. Poulsen takes his seat towards the end of Act Two. Suddenly, he sees the situation playing out in front of him not as old England, but as Cunninghams in Ireland. Meyers and Hendriks. Prince Harry and Falstaff. Case solved!
			

		


			
				86: A Matter of Timekeeping
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tuesday morning, Poulsen enthusiastically expounds to Thomas Spaans his newly formed idea about the key partnering of Lucas Meyers with Reuben Hendriks. The detective is less than impressed. He points out a fatal weakness in Poulsen’s theory and advises an interview with the Kobus company archivist to double-check the details. However, he agrees the discovered army barracks connection between Reuben Hendriks and Tess Brouwer, one which could explain the attempt on her life, is a lead well worth following up. 
			

			
				By the end of the day, Poulsen feels firmly back at square one. He has returned to Kobus as advised, visited Trudy van der Linden in her basement realm, and with her help examined records and comprehensively interviewed witnesses. Reluctantly, he has to accept his mistake. What he thought happened in Ireland was simply an impossibility. Tomorrow, he’s due to report to Spaans at nine o’clock. He takes out his mobile, sets the alarm for eight, gets into bed and falls asleep, still turning over the events of the day. Woken by the alarm, he showers, quickly dresses, grabs a cup of coffee in the hotel breakfast room (which seems strangely empty this morning) and leaves promptly on his bicycle — Spaans is not the sort of man who likes to be kept waiting.
			

			
				At police headquarters, a stony-faced subordinate informs Poulsen Detective Spaans could wait no longer and has already departed the building to fulfil more important engagements. According to Poulsen’s mobile phone, the time is only just two minutes past nine. Unreasonably precipitant of Spaans not to wait. But then Poulsen notices the clock on the wall — two minutes past ten. 
			

			
				Poulsen makes an urgent call to Trudy. A little detail he didn’t think to ask about yesterday. She jokingly asks what the information is worth to him. A short while later she texts back, precisely confirming his suspicions. The impossible has become possible. So that’s how it was done! Now the case is really solved!
			

		


			
				PART 6: CLIMAX
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				87: The Tapped Phone
			

			
				 
			

			
				Young Norwegian private detective, Lars Poulsen, has solved the Lucas Meyers hit-and-run case through three circumstantial clues.  The first, a two-way signpost; the second, a performance of Shakespeare; the third, a clock out of time by precisely one hour. 
			

			
				Detective Thomas Spaans has news for Poulsen. The Irish police have been tapping Ilse Teuling’s phone. They held a particular interest in her incoming calls. The man they need to interview has made his first serious mistake — phoning Ilse. 
			

			
				Spaans plays back the recording. A man and a woman are speaking to each other in Dutch.
			

			
				“I’ve been waiting for your call.” The voice is unmistakeably Ilse’s.
			

			
				On the other end of the line, the unfamiliar voice of a Dutchman. “You found the numbers?”
			

			
				“Of course.”
			

			
				“What have you done with them?”
			

			
				“You can have them, provided I get my share.”
			

			
				“How much?”
			

			
				“Fifty percent.”
			

			
				“You’re joking!”
			

			
				“Fair’s fair. You have half the access codes; I have the other half. Half each or nothing.”
			

			
				“You understand I can never go back to Ireland?”
			

			
				“Back home, then?”
			

			
				There is a long pause, before the man says, “I’ll decide the address.”
			

			
				Ilse replies, “For my own safety it has to be somewhere public: a café with wi-fi. Bring your laptop. You set up an express transfer from the offshore account to my bank account and enter your security codes. Then, hand the laptop over to me so I can enter mine. When I see my fifty percent arriving in my account, only then will I give you my codes. After that, we need never meet again.”
			

			
				The voice of the man concludes, “A café it is. I’ll let you know where. I look forward to our final meeting.”
			

			
				Spaans stops the playback. “As far as we can guess, the conspirators didn’t fully trust each other. The offshore account where they’d been depositing the fraud proceeds had a dual security-code system, with two sets of codes needed to make a withdrawal. Hendriks possessed one set, Sellars the other. We assume they intended a final rendezvous where they would pool the codes in order to distribute the proceeds before they went their separate ways. But Sellars dies prematurely. An instant nightmare for the remaining conspirators. Ilse Teuling becomes the tenant of Sellars’ townhouse and eventually discovers where he’d hidden his codes.”
			

			
				Poulsen asks, “What do we do now?”
			

			
				Spaans slings over a document. “Our action plan for a stakeout. A delicate situation. The slightest suggestion of anything out of the ordinary and we’ll find our birds flown. Worse, we’ll have little preparation time, a day if we’re lucky. Once Teuling gets the call, she could be on a plane home within hours.”
			

		


			
				88: Ilse Packs Her Bags
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse Teuling’s restored her furnished letting to the state it was in the day she and Charlie were shown around by the agent, all signs of her tenancy now removed. Her packing didn’t take long; she always knew her stay would be temporary; she’d brought very little over. Sidney packed the smaller items, including the lingerie, his speciality. And now he too has been packed, mute and immobile inside a wooden crate, marked:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Take Care!
			

			
				Contents: Sidney ROBOT
			

			
				Fragile!
			

			
				 
			

			
				The house seems empty and desolate without Sidney’s constant whirr, moving around, discharging his duties, singing to himself, making comments. Ilse will be with Charlie, and Sidney’s coming too. Between the three of them, they need to finish the book. When it’s done, and if the all-important rendezvous at the café is as successful as Ilse hopes (surely, nothing can go wrong), she knows she’ll be starting a new life under a new name. Ilse Teuling will be no more.
			

		


			
				89: The Trap Laid
			

			
				 
			

			
				Leaving the railway station, Poulsen feels a mounting excitement as he follows the signs to the town centre. An attractive little place, with many examples of fine old Dutch architecture, though today he doesn’t have the luxury of sight-seeing; he has one aim only, to be present at the investigation’s climax. Maybe he shouldn’t be feeling so privileged; maybe he should be feeling more a sense of entitlement — without his input they could not have got this far. Or maybe he’s been brought along as an insurance policy, for his ability to see what others do not see.
			

			
				With Poulsen’s help, the Dutch police now fully understand the ground plan behind the mysterious death of Lucas Meyers. The fraud at Kobus and the theft attributed to Meyers of millions were never in question. Nor was it ever in question that auditor, Max Sellars, was the principal accomplice. But, beyond that, much had been obscure: why Meyers had to die; the role of Meyers' ex-wife, Anna; the dealings with his old army friend, Reuben Hendriks; finally, the reason Tess Brouwer and Charlie Gibbs came within a hairs-breadth of losing their lives. Even after Poulsen has gifted police with the solution to the case, there remain mysteries, which they hope will be resolved today if they are successful with their plan to catch the culprits.
			

			
				There it is, bang in the centre of the main street, “De Zwarte Kat Café” (The Black Cat Café). Poulsen enters. The room is small, no more than half a dozen tables, but bright and clean, with walls recently painted a light blue, chequered table cloths and each table enlivened with a vase of bright yellow flowers.  A popular place, since most of the tables are taken: an elderly couple at one, a young couple at another, a group of four women on a shopping trip, a pair of suited businessmen discussing folders of reports. One seat is free, next to an old lady sitting at a table in one of the two window spaces by the door. She smiles at Poulsen as he sits down. Directly opposite, the table in the other window has been labelled “Reserved”. The trap is laid but will the bait be taken? Dutch police know for sure one person will appear. Will they be lucky and get a second?
			

			
				The door of the kitchen opens and a pretty waitress passes through with a tray of coffees and pastries. She delivers it to the businessmen’s table before coming over to take Poulsen’s order. She giggles at his preposterous Norwegian accent, but tells him kindly, “Je Nederlands is heel goed!” Poulsen’s eyes follow her return to the kitchen — a slim, sexy figure — he guesses no older than mid-twenties. As she passes back through the separating door, he glimpses a familiar face, Tess Brouwer, loading drinks and food onto trays to be taken out to customers. No way can it be coincidence. The Dutch police must have brought her along as an additional witness.
			

			
				The café’s front door bell announces the arrival of Ilse Teuling. She glances briefly in Poulsen’s direction but quickly averts her gaze, suppressing a smirk — Poulsen’s eccentric appearance, his stubbly beard under his pork-pie hat, often has that effect on people. The waitress directs Ilse to the reserved table and asks what she would like to order. Ilse replies she’s expecting a companion and will wait. 
			

			
				A man opens the café door, looks in briefly, sees the café is full, then passes down the street. That was a bona-fide customer, surely, not the man the police are expecting? Poulsen has only a vague idea of what he will look like. He’s relying on Ilse Teuling’s reaction and she showed no flicker of recognition just now when that man looked in.
			

			
				Now he sees a reaction! Ilse stirs nervously in her seat. The time has come.
			

			
				The door opens and there enters the man whose name Poulsen has heard many times but has never actually met in person. He’s substantially bearded and carrying a laptop. He sits down opposite Ilse. The waitress takes their order. 
			

			
				The man opens his laptop, spends some time at the keyboard, then turns the screen to face Ilse. She’s a picture of concentration, typing in a long sequence of numbers. 
			

			
				The waitress delivers their order. 
			

			
				Ilse ignores her coffee. She’s looking hard at the screen, as if waiting for confirmation of a money transfer. She and the man start to talk in subdued voices. Poulsen tries to listen in above the chatter of background conversation and the hum of a dishwashing machine emanating from the kitchen. Difficult enough, but then the old lady at his table decides to strike up a one-sided conversation. She’s going on and on about how good it is they opened this “little black cat café” only last week and how gratifying to see it so busy. 
			

			
				Poulsen’s no longer listening. Something the old lady just said has triggered a memory, an image of a little black cat spurned, and another, of a woman crouching down to pick up her cat.
			

			
				The man drinks from his cup. Ilse raises her cup to her lips. Poulsen knows it’s now or never. He leaps over and knocks the cup from Ilse’s hand. Immediately, the young couple from the adjacent table interpose themselves between Ilse and her companion. The man grabs the laptop and makes for the door but his exit is blocked by the businessmen in suits. As Poulsen races to the kitchen to fetch out Tess, he hears one of the businessmen say, in the jargon of the Dutch police, “Lucas Meyers! You have been arrested!”
			

		


			
				PART 7: FULL EXPOSURE
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				90: Meeting at the Lake
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lake Hotel staff have been busy since dawn, setting up their conference room for a champagne breakfast. Cunninghams’ employees arrive bemused. First, the company gets sold-off, with all the concomitant uncertainty, then their newly installed Dutch boss dies, followed by the attempt on the life of their young colleague, Charlie Gibbs, and now Pleasure has been recalled to Holland with not a word heard since. Are they closing down? If so, why the contrived atmosphere of celebration?
			

			
				The deputy manager enters with Detective Garda Kiely and the imposing figure of Dutch detective, Thomas Spaans. He requests everyone sit down. “Apologies for the short notice but we have good news and the company thought a champagne breakfast the best way to reveal it. We have special guests from the Dutch and Irish police. This man, you won’t know. He’s Detective Thomas Spaans of the Dutch police fraud squad but some of you have been interviewed by this man, Detective Garda Kiely. He’s going to bring you up to date.”
			

			
				Kiely adjusts the microphone while the other two take their seats on the stage. He begins to talk with the attention to detail that had so impressed Charlie Gibbs.
			

			
				“You’ve seen the news reports of financial fraud at Kobus Industrial, and the speculation regarding their chief accountant, your former boss, Lucas Meyers. And, of course you are familiar with Meyers’ death in a hit-and-run, and the gun attack on the life of your colleague, Charlie Gibbs. Last week, our Dutch colleagues arrested a man on multiple counts of fraud, murder and attempted murder. Together with a female accomplice, he weaved a web of deception so cunning he almost got away with it. We’ve brought you here to tell you how we caught him and to reveal secrets we’ve been forced keep hidden because of the threat to people’s lives.”
			

			
				Kiely continues, “From the guards’ point of view, it all started when we were called to what seemed like a straightforward hit-and-run at a well-known accident black spot, the sharp bend adjacent to Jimmy Murphy’s cottage, which was being rented out at the time to your boss, Lucas Meyers. The open front door of the cottage suggested the occupant had that moment come outside, when a car travelling at great speed lost control, mounted the pavement and ran him over. One fact we kept from the newspapers at the time: the skid marks were on the wrong side of the road. Centrifugal force would have carried a speeding car across to the far side, where skids would have been evident, but we found skids only on the near side. Already we had to consider the possibility the car had been deliberately steered towards its victim.”
			

			
				Kiely pauses to allow this information to be absorbed.
			

			
				“All our efforts were focussed on finding the car, which we eventually traced to a Drogheda hire company. Then we hit a puzzle: the man who hired the car was Lucas Meyers himself!”
			

			
				Hogan asks, “Are you sure Meyers hired the car? It doesn’t make sense!”
			

			
				Kiely replies, “No sense at all, sir. But the passport and driver numbers and signature on the hire form all showed the hirer to be Meyers. A man claiming to be a friend of Meyers returned the car to the hire company. We weren’t able to trace this man and our investigations came to a dead-end. Then, Dutch police informed us of the discovery of the Kobus fraud, the theft of millions of euros, with Meyers as the major player. The information they gave cemented our suspicion his death was a criminal act.”
			

			
				Kiely takes a sip of water. He knows how to pause for dramatic effect. 
			

			
				He continues, “Kobus sent Lucas Meyers’ accounting assistant, Tess Brouwer, to Ireland to double-check whether a similar fraud had been perpetrated on Cunninghams during the short time Meyers was here. You may recall seeing her around your premises, a striking looking woman with flaming red hair.”
			

			
				Hogan asks, “Didn’t she come over a second time, for a holiday? I met this attractive blonde in a bar once. The woman was Tess, wearing a wig. She told me she was on vacation.” 
			

			
				Kiely replies, “That’s partly correct, although she couldn’t disclose the real reason for her second visit. We had to get her out of Holland for her own protection. We advised her to disguise her distinctive hair colour so she couldn’t be so easily recognised, hence the blonde wig. We’re getting a bit ahead of ourselves though.” 
			

			
				Kiely continues. “The next development in the case came from The Netherlands. We received an international arrest warrant for Kobus’s auditor, an Englishman named Max Sellars. When we examined the photo on the warrant, we were struck by the similarity to witness descriptions of the man who returned the hit-and-run car. We took Sellars’ photograph to the hire company and they positively identified him as being that man. We finally located Sellars when he got himself involved in a car accident near Dublin. He died in the crash, which of course put a stop to our plan to interview him, but then Charlie Gibbs gave us an extremely valuable lead. He told us of an occasion where your colleague, Orla Murphy, heard Meyers shouting at another person in the back garden of his cottage. Is Orla here? Would you tell us what happened that day?”
			

			
				Orla comes to the front and takes the microphone. “Engineering sent me over to the cottage to deliver a message. Lucas was off sick and wasn’t answering his phone. I couldn’t get an answer at the front door, so I let myself in at the back gate. The apple orchard blocked my view but I heard Lucas shouting something about a ‘townhouse’. As I came out from under the trees, I saw him relaxing on a sun lounger. At the same time, I saw, inside the cottage, a stranger moving across one of the rooms. After work, I told Charlie about it. The whole thing seemed a bit mad.”
			

			
				Kiely interjects, “When Charlie Gibbs told us what Orla Murphy had seen, we thought the second man might be Sellars. We checked the townhouse lead and found out Sellars actually owned a townhouse here in Kilgarney. So, the facts fitted together. Meyers heard Orla approaching through the orchard and shouted at Sellars to go back to his townhouse, because as partners in crime it was risky to be seen associating with each other. At least, that’s what we thought at the time. Months later, we found out the real reason for Meyers shouting at his visitor was a set of circumstances we wouldn’t have considered possible, not even in our wildest speculations.”
			

		


			
				91: Detective Thomas Spaans
			

			
				 
			

			
				Thomas Spaans takes the microphone and introduces himself in a thick but intelligible accent. “I will describe the financial fraud to you from the point of view of the Dutch police. After Meyers’ death, Kobus appointed his personal assistant, Tess Brouwer, to temporarily take over his work. Ms Brouwer uncovered evidence suggesting Meyers had been stealing millions of euro over a five-year period. Kobus called in the Leiden police, who assigned the case to ourselves in the fraud department.” 
			

			
				“With financial crime, it’s important to discover is how it escaped detection. In a big company like Kobus, the accounts are checked by external audit. That pointed to an accomplice in the auditors. The chief auditor of Kobus was the Englishman, Max Sellars, who had lived in The Netherlands for many years. He became a person of interest when we found his name coming up on a missing persons’ list. He’d not returned to work after taking a holiday. We were convinced Sellars had deliberately gone into hiding and we put out a European warrant for his arrest. Our Irish colleagues traced Sellars, now dead, and confirmed he had been associating with Meyers in Kilgarney. We thought we had it all tied up, until an attempt was made on Tess Brouwer’s life.”
			

			
				“After her first journey to Ireland, Ms Brouwer returned to her duties at Kobus head office. Around that time, she got herself a new pet, a cat. The cat is important because it saved her life. One evening when she came home from work, she went into her garden to call the cat for its feed. She told us she found it hiding behind an old concrete fuel bunker. As she bent down to grab the animal, a terrifying explosion destroyed her house. If she hadn’t been protected by the cover of the bunker, she would have been killed by flying debris. And, of course, if she hadn’t come out into the garden to find her pet, the explosion inside the house would have killed her instantly. Forensic analysis revealed something sinister: a professionally constructed bomb. The killer must have been watching the house and had activated his bomb soon after Tess entered through her front door.”
			

			
				 “We sent Ms Brouwer to Ireland to remove her beyond the scope of the person threatening her life. And we made a review of Meyers’ and Sellars’ acquaintances, in the hope of identifying an additional member of the gang. One name stuck out: Reuben Hendriks, Meyers’ ex-army friend, an explosives expert. He could certainly have constructed the powerful device that destroyed Tess Brouwer’s house.”
			

			
				Kiely takes the mic again. “The Dutch police asked us to check whether Hendriks had ever been to Ireland. We discovered from flight records he’d flown over a fortnight before Meyers arrived at Cunninghams. However, we were puzzled by no trace of him having returned home. Had he chartered a private boat? Or was he still in the country? If still here, how could he have set off his Dutch bomb? Did he trigger it remotely by mobile phone?”
			

			
				“The attempt on Tess’s life in Leiden was closely followed by the attempt on Charlie’s life in Kilgarney, the gun attack that missed, hitting Ilse Teuling’s robot instead. We assumed Tess and Charlie had seen or heard something which would compromise the criminals but as yet had not realised the true significance of the information they possessed. Charlie acted as Tess’s local guide when she came over to inspect Cunninghams’ accounts. Was it something they discussed at that time? If so, how did the criminals find out about it? For their safety, we moved both Tess and Charlie to secret locations in the Netherlands. The only person who knew where we were hiding Charlie was his wife, the lady who up till now has been known to all of you as Ilse Teuling. The couple arrived back in Ireland yesterday from their honeymoon. They are joining us now, so I suggest we break for champagne.”
			

		


			
				92: Reincarnation
			

			
				 
			

			
				After the assembled company have overcome their astonishment at the reappearance of Charlie and Ilse as man and wife, and after the downing of champagne, Kiely asks everyone to resume their seats. Charlie and Ilse join him on the stage. 
			

			
				Kiely again takes the microphone. “When we sent Charlie to Holland, we in the guards pressed for him to be unofficially co-opted to the investigation. He had already given us several promising leads and his bilingual abilities meant he might spot a detail that would otherwise be missed. Unfortunately, the Dutch are stricter about protocol than we Irish. Thomas was unable to persuade his superiors to agree to accepting Charlie’s help. So, Thomas and I dreamed up a little unofficial scheme. Charlie had freelanced once as a database analyst for a German detective agency. We contacted the agency and they agreed to put him on their payroll as one of their staff, to carry out a private investigation on behalf of Kobus Industrial. Of course, we couldn’t send him into the fray as “Charlie Gibbs”, so we got some theatrical types to train him to act out a new personality, together with simple tricks of disguise: changed clothes, changed hairstyle, growing a stubbly chin, always wearing a hat, and so on. Best of all, Charlie was able to draw on his past contracting experience in Norway. I’m told he does a brilliant impersonation of an eccentric Norwegian speaking Dutch with an appalling accent. He became private detective, ‘Lars Poulsen’.”
			

		


			
				93: Poulsen Reports
			

			
				 
			

			
				Charlie takes the stand. He describes how the detective agency in Germany gave him a crash course in private eye skills.  From there he attended classes at a theatre school in Amsterdam. Readied for his new role as Norwegian private detective, Lars Poulsen, he went on to Leiden, to be met by Thomas Spaans. Charlie had the advantage of being an outsider to the police work but an insider to the case itself. The hope was his unique situation might give him an overture into the more puzzling aspects currently beyond the grasp of the police. 
			

			
				Charlie says, “I was supposedly investigating a fraud but, to tell the truth, I felt like a fraud myself. I met witnesses and asked questions but, if I hadn’t been distracting people with my ‘eccentric Norwegian’ act, I’m sure they would have seen through me. In the end, my lack of progress began to get me down. I needed time off the case. In May, when I drove Anna Meyers from Dublin to Kilgarney to collect her husband’s belongings, we’d talked a lot about The Netherlands and about a famous palace and gardens outside the town of Apeldoorn, which she recommended I should visit. A day off was just what I needed, so I took a train there. Arriving at the palace, I paid my fee at the admissions hut and walked down a pathway to the entrance.  A signpost pointed two ways. Left, it said ‘De Tuin’. Right, it said ‘Het Huis’. I felt like a thunderbolt had hit me. Seeing the Dutch words in sequence like that, ‘Tuin’ and ‘Huis’, made me realise we’d been seeking the wrong man. Without knowing it, Orla Murphy held a vital clue to entire case. Coming through Jimmy Murphy’s apple orchard, she heard, filtered through the background noise of a windy day, two Dutch words, ‘Tuin’ and ‘Huis’. Orla heard the words correctly, but she heard them in the wrong language. To an untrained ear, they sound like English. ‘Huis’ does mean the same in Dutch— a house, but ‘tuin’ has a different meaning, not a town, as in English, but a garden. A panicked Meyers wasn’t shouting for his visitor in English to go back to his townhouse; he was shouting at him in Dutch that there was an intruder in the garden (tuin) and that he should get into the cover of the house (huis).” 
			

			
				“We assumed Meyers’ mystery visitor to be the Englishman, Sellars, whereas if Meyers in a panic shouted something in Dutch, more likely his visitor was a fellow Dutchman. Which Dutchman? Reuben Hendriks, of course. Now I understood why, when I helped Lucas Meyers find a furniture shop on his first day in Kilgarney, he had purchased two beds. He didn’t need the second bed for Sellars, who owned a townhouse in Kilgarney; he needed it for Hendriks, his secret guest. Why secret? Wouldn’t it have been far easier for Lucas to have been open about his visitor? He could have said, ‘I’ve my old friend from Holland staying with me.’ Why would anyone think the situation to be suspicious? The answer to this puzzle would reveal the fiendish simplicity of their plot.”
			

		


			
				94: A Question of Identity
			

			
				 
			

			
				Charlie continues his story of his exploits in Holland under the alias of Norwegian detective Lars Poulsen. “Encouraged by my discovery of the identity of the man in the second bed at Meyers’ cottage, I made a trip to the town of Enschede, the location of Reuben Hendriks’ former army barracks. I needed to stay several nights but a local beer festival had caused all the B&Bs to be booked out, so I splashed out on an expensive five-star hotel. The hotel’s facilities included a 3D hologram theatre, which on the final evening of my stay was showing a broadcast of Shakespeare’s Henry IV from The Globe theatre in London. I’m not a great fan of Shakespeare but I’ve never been to the Globe and I liked the idea of watching a play projected in life-size 3D as if I were really in the theatre.” 
			

			
				“I came in at the point where the capable Prince Harry is acting out with his dim-witted sidekick, Falstaff, an imagined forthcoming meeting with the prince’s father, the king. Falstaff makes a bad job of the playacting, so they swap roles, but, whichever way they play it, the sharper-witted prince gets the better of Falstaff. Why did this situation seem familiar? Was it because I knew from my school English Literature lessons that Falstaff told tall stories, somewhat reminiscent of Meyers’ army stories?” 
			

			
				“It suddenly hit me. I had it the wrong way round. Meyers is Prince Harry; Hendriks is Falstaff. Friends of Hendriks had described him as faithful but not particularly bright, whereas Meyers clearly possessed the intelligence to be able to pull off a major fraud. Suppose, like in the stage play, we had been looking at a role-swap charade? Meyers becomes Hendriks; Hendriks becomes Meyers. Suppose the man whom we knew as Lucas Meyers was, in reality, Reuben Hendriks? Suddenly a whole lot of stuff made sense. The boss, who seemed so inconsequential in the office, coming back after lunch or next day with well-judged answers to the questions of his employees — of course he had been able to pass those questions on to the real Lucas Meyers. The purchase of two beds for the cottage — not an expensive extra for an occasional visitor, but an essential item of comfort for a permanent resident. Garda checks confirmed a mystery person was logging on over the internet from Lucas’s cottage to Kobus headquarters. Now, I understood the significance. The back room of the cottage is the real office, where the real Meyers sits and does his daily work, while the fake Meyers sits in the manager’s office at Cunninghams, only pretending to work.” 
			

			
				“If you’ve committed a major fraud, how do you ensure the police will never track you down? Answer: Make them think you’re dead. How do you do that? Persuade a friend into agreeing to impersonate you in a foreign country where nobody has seen you before. Once people get comfortable with your imposter’s existence, dispose of him in an ‘accident’. Finally, escape to sunnier climes and live out your life on your stolen millions, free from fear the police are trying to catch up with you.”
			

			
				“There’s one flaw in the scheme. When the hit-and-run hits the news, when the fraud is discovered, acquaintances will see photographs in the papers, or on the Internet, or on TV, and say “That’s not the Lucas Meyers I knew” and the police will be back on track. However, if the men are close in the two essentials height and build, then all other differences: clothes, shoes, glasses, hair style, hair colour, can be changed. Middle-age male balding pattern can’t but Hendriks is the man with more hair; he only has to cut and shave; he doesn’t have to magically grow any back.” 
			

			
				“Of course, no such disguise could fool anyone personally acquainted with the men, but it doesn’t have to. Meyers knows Kobus are far too busy to spare staff other than himself to fly over to Cunninghams. Nobody problematic will meet either man face-to-face because, by the time the fraud is discovered, Meyers will be assumed dead and his imposter will have been murdered, disposed of in Meyers’ cremated coffin. It’s only necessary for pictures of Meyers appearing in the Dutch and Irish news, genuine and fake respectively, to look sufficiently alike that any differences can be put down to age or image quality. We’ve all had passport snaps taken, haven’t we, where friends and family have said, “That’s a dreadful photo; it’s nothing like you!”
			

			
				“So, when Orla Murphy spooks two men sitting on sun loungers in their garden, this is no ordinary situation of Meyers having a guest whom he could pass off as an old friend from Holland. What Orla must on no circumstances be allowed to see is the sight of her boss and his clone sitting side-by-side. The one piece of information they don’t want freely talked about is there are two men living together in the cottage who look like identical twins.”
			

			
				“Hendriks may be the slower-witted of the two, but, as an army-trained survival expert, he has finely-tuned senses. He hears Orla’s light-footed approach in the orchard as he would hear the stealthy approach of an enemy assassin. In panic he shouts at Meyers in Dutch that there’s someone in the garden, and that he should get into the cover of the house. It’s a windy day; there’s noise of stuff blowing around; Orla hears only two words, which sound identical to the English “town house”. So begins the idea of a mysterious Englishman staying in a townhouse somewhere local. Later when it’s found out Sellars owns a Kilgarney townhouse, all attention deflects to this being the man.”
			

			
				Thomas Spaans indicates he would like to comment. Charlie hands him the microphone.
			

			
				“I have to tell you that when Charlie came to us in Leiden and told us his conclusions, we told him he was wrong. An ingenious theory but not possible. Multiple witnesses to the regular video calls between Meyers at Cunninghams and Kobus head office in Leiden confirmed the man they talked with live on screen to be Meyers. No way could it have been an impersonator. I have to admire Charlie. He held on to his theory. He suggested Meyers could have video-called Kobus from the cottage simultaneous to Hendriks faking a video conversation at Cunninghams. I asked Charlie if he had attended any of the video calls. He said no, because Meyers always locked his door. We accepted that was suspicious, but not conclusive. If Charlie hadn’t been able to view the calls, had he heard what they were talking about? Charlie said yes, particularly when Meyers got onto the subject of Reuben Hendriks’ army antics. I modified my question: had he heard what the other people on the call were talking about? Charlie said he remembered an occasion when he listened in with Orla Murphy from the corridor and translated one of Meyers’ more raunchy army stories for her amusement. Charlie heard an attendee reminding Meyers that Tess Brouwer was present and that Meyers should ‘not talk like that in front of a lady’, because ‘it might corrupt her’. That remark caused a lot of laughter on the other end of the line. I instructed Charlie to go back to Kobus, to request access to their video-conferencing archives. If the man on that particular video recording was the man Charlie had known as Meyers, his theory would be proved wrong. On the other hand, if the man on the video was a stranger to Charlie, his theory of a fake Meyers faking a non-existent video call at Cunninghams, with the real call being Meyers at the cottage, would be proved correct.”
			

			
				Charlie takes back the microphone. “In my Lars Poulsen disguise, I returned to Kobus head office. They didn’t keep video recordings of meetings, but they did keep written transcriptions. I assumed that banter, joking and small-talk would be edited out but the archivist told me the documents were literal transcriptions, produced automatically by a speech-to-text app. She found the meeting and printed it out for me. The transcript confounded my theory. The conversation was more or less as I remembered, not only the story I heard Meyers tell from his office at Cunninghams but, more importantly, the person on the Kobus end of the line who made the joke at Tess Brouwer’s expense. I sought out and interviewed the man. Yes, it was he who made the joke, a good-natured joke; even Tess Brouwer herself laughed at it, and, yes, the person they were seeing on the call was Lucas Meyers, no doubt about it.”
			

			
				“So, I was wrong. I’d been far too clever. Meyers was Meyers. The other man at the cottage may have been Hendriks, may have been somebody else, but there was no identity swap.”
			

			
				“I made an appointment to meet Thomas at nine next morning to report my findings. My mobile woke me at eight. Up till now I hadn’t used my Irish mobile abroad. I’d been using a special Dutch mobile preloaded with data and contacts relevant to the case. However, that particular night, without thinking, I set the wakeup call on my Irish phone out of habit. Next morning, I left at quarter to nine to cycle the two kilometres to the police station. When I arrived, they told me Thomas had gone out, as he hadn’t been able to wait for me any longer. The clock on their wall was saying ten. For a moment, I couldn’t understand what was going on, then realisation flooded in. My Irish mobile was set to manual time zone and accordingly on Irish time, waking me an hour later than Dutch time. I immediately rang the archivist at Kobus. Could she look up the time of the morning video calls? She came back with the answer, ‘Nine o’clock, Dutch time.’” 
			

			
				“Now I saw how the identity swap had been managed. The real Meyers holds the half-hour video conferences from the cottage at nine Dutch time, eight Irish time. He records the call’s video then uses an app to make a speech-to-text transcription, giving Hendriks a memory stick containing both video and transcript. Hendriks, as the fake Meyers, arrives at Cunninghams shortly before nine o’clock, Irish time, goes to his office, locks the door, plugs the memory stick into his computer and replays the recording while following the transcript. Every time Meyers speaks, Hendriks turns down the volume and talks along according to the transcript. He talks loudly to disguise the fainter sound of Meyers’ voice on the recording. When the other participants speak, Hendriks turns up the volume. You remember how our boss always used to lock his door when on video? The police at one time thought that was because he didn’t want anyone to see what was on the screen. We now know his purpose was to disguise not the video, but the audio. Heard from outside the office, as when Orla and I listened in, it all sounds natural and genuine. And, Orla, you remember we went to those two shops to find out why Lucas bought window blinds for your grandad’s cottage? The man at the first shop complained Lucas abused his superior selection. The reason was the blinds were too fancy. The real Meyers, making the video call to Kobus from the cottage, needed a backdrop of bog-standard boring office blinds to add to the impression given to his colleagues in Holland that he was making the call from the MD’s office at Cunninghams.” 
			

			
				Charlie continues, “Orla showed me round the cottage once. I found the experience unsettling but couldn’t put my finger on what was bothering me. Now I realised. The room where Meyers made his video conference calls had a digital alarm clock set to the wrong time, Dutch time. I imagine Meyers used it as a backup it to remind him of the upcoming conference calls, vital for his plan that he should never be late.” 
			

			
				“So, all those Reuben Hendriks anecdotes we listened to down at the pub were told by the man himself. No wonder he told them with such vividness and enthusiasm! Now the case is turned on its head. Lucas Meyers is no longer the victim of a conspiracy, but the lead architect of that conspiracy, and the key question becomes, ‘Where is Lucas Meyers?’”
			

		


			
				95: Ilse's Story
			

			
				 
			

			
				Spaans comments, “As soon as we realised Meyers was alive and had returned to The Netherlands, we examined CCTV footage for Schiphol airport for the day of his supposed death. It showed Meyers in Arrivals and then on the airport railway station platform, about to board a train. We lost him after that. Then the Irish police rang to say they’d had a lucky break. Ms Teuling will tell you about it.”
			

			
				Ilse takes the microphone. “Some of you may have heard me talking about the burglary at my house. No money was taken, nothing of any value stolen but the burglars left the place in a terrible state, soft furnishings slashed with a knife and the contents of drawers and cupboards tipped out over the floor. Several days I spend cleaning up the mess, the last item a box of food and drink belonging to the previous resident, who, unknown to me at the time, was Max Sellars. I empty a jar of stale coffee into the waste bin. At the bottom of the jar, I find a slip of paper which had written on it two numbers: the first like a safe combination number, the second like a Dutch mobile number.”
			

			
				“With the help of my robot, Sidney, I search the house. On the wall is an empty hardboard-backed frame, all that remains of my favourite painting, which had been ripped to shreds in the burglary. Sidney prods the frame and it slides sideways to reveal a hidden safe. Inside we find a single sheet of paper listing bank account numbers and their access codes. I pass the paper on to the guards, who pass it to the Dutch police. They tell me they think Sellars hid the codes in the safe as a backup, in case he lost the codes he took away with him. When he gets killed in an accident, the other criminals are stuck with millions of Euros they can’t access because they don’t know where he has hidden the codes, which of course is why they burgle my house.” 
			

			
				“The police request my help to set a trap. They ask me to ring the Dutch mobile number found in the coffee jar, say I have the bank access codes, say I want money, and hang up. Next day I get a return call. Of course, I know Lucas Meyers and am frightened to hear the voice of a ghost, the man I thought had died. The police instructed me to propose a rendezvous in Holland at a café. Lucas agrees and calls back two weeks later, telling me to meet him at ‘The Black Cat Café’, situated in a town in the south of The Netherlands. Charlie can tell you what happened next.”
			

			
				Charlie takes the microphone again. “Thomas Spaans asked me to be a witness in my Lars Poulsen disguise to the meeting between Meyers and Ilse. I arrive at the café to find it full, with only one seat remaining, at a table for two, the other seat being occupied by an old lady. I’ve already been warned four of the customers are plain-clothes members of the Dutch police force. Two guys are dressed as business colleagues and a male and a female detective are posing as a young couple. As the waitress goes through to the kitchen at the back of the café, I catch a glimpse of Tess Brouwer, putting coffees onto trays. She obviously doesn’t intend to be seen, because she moves sideways out of my field of view. I assume the police have invited her as a second witness.” 
			

			
				“Eventually, Ilse arrives and takes a reserved table. A man, whom I have never seen before, but guess to be Meyers, enters and sits with her. The waitress takes their order and returns to the kitchen. Now something serendipitous happens. I’m listening in to Ilse and Meyers’ discussion, when the old lady on my table picks the moment to get chatty. She’s talking about how the café only opened the previous week and is a great asset for the town. She describes it as ‘the little black cat café’. Of course, she’s using the word ‘little’ to apply to the size of the café, but I hear the phrase as ‘little black cat’. An image enters my head of a visit Tess and I made to Jimmy Murphy. His tiny cat, Kirwin, startled Tess by leaping onto her lap. Almost like a reflex reaction, she brushed it off onto the floor. Suddenly I realise what should have been obvious to me before: Tess Brouwer hates cats. That time she bent down behind a fuel bunker in the garden of her house in Leiden to pick up a supposedly beloved pet was not for the cat’s sake, but for her own sake. She came home, grabbed the cat, which she had locked indoors for the day, took it out to the garden and sheltered with it behind the fuel bunker from the explosion she knew was about to happen, because she herself set it off with her own mobile phone. The pet provided an alibi against the suspicious coincidence of Tess being protected by the bunker at the precise moment the explosion occurred.”
			

			
				“Now my mind’s working at lightning speed. If Tess is one of the conspirators, why didn’t she warn Meyers to stay away, when the police let her into the secret of the trap being laid? There’s only one explanation. Tess is not here as a police witness. She’s here as the owner of a café business specifically formed by the criminals to provide a controlled venue for Meyers to meet Ilse. The police must have judged it better not to warn the café of the undercover operation. This means Tess is unaware of it. For the same reason, the police are unaware she’s the proprietress. And I can think of only one reason why she would risk providing her own café — so she could poison Ilse’s drink.”
			

			
				Spaans takes the microphone from Charlie. “Our plain-clothes officers in the café were listening in to what Meyers was saying to Ms Teuling, when Charlie leapt over and upset her coffee onto the floor. We arrested Meyers and took him to the local police station for questioning. He made a full confession. He admitted Tess Brouwer was his secret mistress in Leiden, though he tried to shift the blame for the fraud and the murders onto her, claiming she planned the crime.”
			

			
				Hogan asks, “What does Tess Brouwer have to say for herself? I suppose she denies everything.” 
			

			
				His question causes Spaans some embarrassment. “We haven’t been able to ask her. While we were arresting Meyers, Charlie went to the kitchens to prevent Tess escaping. He found the place empty. Tess Brouwer had vanished along with the waitress. We don’t know the identity of the waitress and have been comparing her description against missing persons’ lists. From her lack of any foreign accent, Charlie and the other witnesses in the café believe her to have been a Dutch native. We’re very concerned for her safety. You will understand why in a moment.”
			

			
				“At the end of interrogating Meyers, we charged him with the Kobus fraud. We planned to confront him with more charges but, when we arrived next morning, we found him dead in his cell. Forensic examination confirmed the coffee he drank in the café to have been poisoned, whereas that served to Ilse Teuling had not. It seems the waitress must have carelessly given the wrong cup to the wrong person.”
			

			
				“We’re expecting to find a further dead body, that of the waitress. Whether we will also be able to find Tess Brouwer, we can’t say. As the architect of such an elaborate crime, it’s more than likely she has included an effective plan for disappearing without trace.”
			

		


			
				96: Anna and the Mistress
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse and Charlie have invited Hogan, Orla Murphy and the two detectives, Kiely and Spaans, back to their townhouse for coffee. 
			

			
				Ilse says, “Charlie and I made an agreement not to discuss the case on our honeymoon, so I’m still in the dark about a lot of it. How did Lucas’s wife, Anna, get involved? Was she really killed by the mistress? I always thought of her as such a mild person. A real shock she was implicated in the fraud. What made the police suspect her?
			

			
				Kiely says, “It was actually ourselves in the Irish guards who raised the first suspicions. We found her bank card in Sellars’ crashed car. He’d been using it to draw money. As he was on the run and needed to cover his tracks, we concluded Anna had given him her card to finance his escape plan. Therefore, she must be party to the conspiracy. We considered the possibility Anna and Sellars planned the fraud between them, using her husband as the fall guy. We were even more sure of our theory when the Dutch told us Anna had gone on the run.”
			

			
				Thomas Spaans adds, “We found Anna Meyers, dead, strangled with a scarf, in a rented house on the outskirts of a village, the same house Lucas Meyers had used to rendezvous with his mistress. Because at that time we believed Lucas Meyers to be dead, we naturally suspected the mistress of being the person who murdered Anna.”
			

			
				“Anna was found naked but her clothes could not be found. We thought it possible the two women had met to settle a score and the victor had taken away the other’s clothes as a kind of trophy. Anna’s face was partially covered with makeup; her handbag was open; items of makeup had spilled out; and there was a strong smell of nail polish in the room. Against the missing clothing, the act of making herself up indicated a friendly meeting, not a confrontational one, so a lot of questions remained unanswered. Despite this, we in the Dutch police believed the three accomplices in the Kobus fraud were now accounted for: Lucas Meyers, murdered in a staged hit-and-run; Max Sellars, killed in a genuine car accident; Anna Meyers, murdered by a vengeful mistress. The subsequent attempts on the lives of Tess Brouwer and Charlie Gibbs made us look very stupid.”
			

			
				Kiely remarks, “Thomas is unfairly doing himself down. As soon as Charlie had demonstrated to us Meyers was alive, all the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. The Dutch and Irish police were together able to quickly reconstruct the crime. I will describe to you the whole thing.”
			

		


			
				97: No Honour Amongst Thieves
			

			
				 
			

			
				Kiely begins his tale of the true sequence of events in the Meyers fraud and murder case.
			

			
				“Hendriks is the first to arrive in to Ireland. He has agreed to pretend to be Meyers in exchange for a substantial sum of money. The plan, as revealed to Hendriks, is that Meyers intends to abscond to the tropics, slipping out of Ireland by chartered yacht. Hendriks will continue to manage Cunninghams for a few days (but without the support of Meyers and presumably cancelling any video conferences) until things get too hot to handle, whereupon he will simply fly back home under his genuine identity and nobody will be any the wiser. Hendriks is told the whole point of the identity-swap charade is to obtain a vital few days for which the police will think Meyers was still in the country. On discovering the financial fraud, they will do the obvious, which is to trace all routes of escape, including boats and yachts, and it is crucial they should start searching from the wrong date.”
			

			
				“Hendriks was an individual attracted by anything involving an element of risk, and the promise of adventure no doubt clouded the better judgement he might otherwise have applied had this been merely a commonplace proposal of theft. On arriving in Ireland, he lives rough in a tent on the mountains for a fortnight. He shaves his beard and cuts his hair, changing his appearance to be close to Meyers. He emails a photograph of the transformation to Meyers, who is sufficiently impressed to forward the likeness to Cunninghams as his introductory picture, the very same likeness Cunninghams passed on to ourselves after the hit-and-run and which we used as a preliminary means of confirming the identity of the corpse.”
			

			
				“Meyers is next to arrive. Hendriks abandons his tent in the mountains and meets Meyers at one of the airport hotels. Hendriks is given a collection of clothes in Meyers’ distinctive style. Dressed as Meyers, Hendriks travels to Kilgarney where he introduces himself to Charlie Gibbs and to the rest of you. Two days later, the day of the delivery of new beds to the cottage, he returns to the airport to collect the real Meyers and install him in the second bedroom.”
			

			
				“The third person to arrive is auditor Max Sellars. He takes up residence in his Kilgarney townhouse which he has purchased well in advance. We know very little of his time in Ireland. No doubt he makes contact with Meyers, probably when Hendriks is out at work at Cunninghams. He is waiting to play the key role of returning the hire car after the hit and run. Why did Meyers hire the car; why didn’t Sellars hire it, as he was the one returning it? Perhaps Sellars drew the line at being directly implicated in murder or perhaps it was a deliberate ploy to confuse the investigators.”
			

			
				“On the morning that Reuben Hendriks, the man known to Cunninghams as Lucas Meyers, is murdered, the real Lucas Meyers, who has been living in secret in the second bedroom of the cottage, wakes early, packs all his things and, most importantly, makes his bed with clean sheets to give the impression of the room never having been occupied. He tells Hendriks to wait at the roadside while he goes to collect the car, which he has parked around the corner by the back-garden gate. He accelerates to terrific speed such that his unsuspecting victim has no chance to jump out of the way. Stopping only to check Hendriks is dead, Meyers picks up Sellars and they head to the airport, from where Meyers takes a flight back to Holland and Sellars returns the car to the hire company.
			

			
				Spaans laughs. “The whole scheme nearly came crashing down on them the day of Meyers return.”  
			

			
				Ilse explains, “That evening, I happened to be helping out a friend with their tour boat in Amsterdam. I saw Anna Meyers on the boat. She looked at me in shock and called my name like a warning to someone coming up the stairs from the lower deck.”  
			

			
				Spaans says, “Who else could it have been but her husband? They were taking a risk meeting up in Amsterdam but we assume an excursion boat crowded with foreign tourists was the last place they expected to encounter anyone they knew!”
			

			
				Kiely continues. “Lucky for them, Ilse Teuling did not see the supposedly dead Lucas Meyers. With the death of Hendriks, he has successfully faked his own demise and can disappear under a new identity. But how will his partner-in-crime, Sellars, also disappear so as to evade capture? Another faked death? Two deaths in quick succession would definitely arouse police suspicion. This is where they get really clever. Max Sellars will become Reuben Hendriks. Had everything gone to plan, had they not months later taken the risk of bombing Tess Brouwer’s house, Hendriks would never have been a name of interest, because there was nothing to connect him with the conspiracy. After disposing of Hendriks, the fraudsters intend to steal his identity for Sellars to use, but they have a problem, namely who will identify Hendriks’ dead body as being Lucas Meyers? A fourth person is brought into the scheme — Anna Meyers. As Lucas’s estranged wife, the police will naturally turn to her to identify the corpse. Also, Anna must insist on cremation and in particular that it be done quickly in Ireland. They don’t want to risk the body taken back home where it might be subject to further identification.”
			

			
				“At the Meyers funeral in Dublin, Tess Brouwer was overheard to remark on Lucas’s separation from his wife, that it had been surprising, because they had always seemed such a loving couple. In reality, Anna and Lucas Meyers did not separate. They met every weekend at the house where Meyers supposedly carried on an affair with his mistress. Why fake a separation? Because, when the fraud is eventually discovered, the police are much more likely to trust the evidence of an aggrieved separated wife than a co-habiting wife who might be an accomplice. Not only that, Anna wants to join her husband in the tropical paradise of his escape. By pretending a separation, she can avoid coming under surveillance. Unfortunately for Anna Meyers, she will never set eyes on that tropical paradise.”
			

			
				“Now we get into the realm of the multiple double-cross. Basically, there’s no honour amongst thieves. Hendriks is the first to be sacrificed. Probably a plan existed between the conspirators to murder Sellars also, but he obligingly gets himself killed in a road accident. Next to be disposed of is Anna Meyers. Why? Two reasons. First, she’s a liability. Despite the apparent success of her separated wife act, police may still track her movements, which risks leading them to her husband. Second, Meyers really does have a mistress, Tess Brouwer, back in Leiden, whom he has been meeting on weekdays when he and Anna have maintained the charade of a separated couple living apart. Meyers and Tess have no intention of sharing the rest of their lives with Anna.” 
			

			
				“In Leiden during the week, Anna allows her appearance to deteriorate, taking less care over clothes and makeup, playing the part of the emotionally-damaged, deserted wife. For the weekends, at the village house with her husband, she pulls out all the stops, making herself up and dressing glamorously, hence the witness descriptions of a woman like a younger version of Anna Meyers.”
			

			
				“On his return from Ireland, Meyers hides out at Reuben Hendriks’ house. The local farmer sees him there but thinks nothing of it, because Lucas, whom he does not know by name, has been a regular visitor in the past. While there, Lucas grows his beard, accomplishing the reverse of Reuben Hendriks’ April transformation into Lucas Meyers. Now Meyers has become Hendriks. He drives to meet Anna, who has also been living in hiding, and brings her to their village sex-tryst house. She is dressed and made up glamorously like a mistress, rather than her usual dowdy deserted wife act, so, after strangling her, Lucas is obliged to remove all her fancy clothes and underwear and try to tone down her looks by rubbing off her makeup. The latter is what gave Dutch police the impression she had just started to put on makeup when she was attacked. Also, he must remove her brightly-coloured nail varnish, hence the strong smell of acetone when the police arrived. Meyers also removes the bedding from the house, to prevent the police carrying out DNA testing — the deception would instantly fall apart were they to find Anna’s DNA on the bed sheets, instead of the DNA of an unknown mistress. Meyers has already removed the entire contents of his wife’s wardrobe and left behind a few receipts to suggest items purchased for a younger, slimmer woman. He intends the detectives to waste time and energy identifying the woman who owned those clothes. But there is no such person, only Anna.”
			

			
				“Having murdered his wife, Meyers disappears to a new hiding place, location unknown. He is awaiting the successful outcome of two missions given to Tess Brouwer: firstly, the successful recovery of the bank access codes left behind by Sellars at Ms Teuling’s townhouse; secondly, the murder of Charlie.”
			

			
				Hogan asks, “Why did they try to kill Charlie Gibbs?” 
			

			
				Kiely replies, “Because of their overblown paranoia that their role swap scheme might have been compromised. In his impersonation of Meyers, Hendriks went with Charlie to a furniture shop to purchase upsized beds for his cottage. Hendriks’ mistake was to conceal from Charlie he intended to buy more than one bed. He could have quite innocently explained away the other as being a spare for guests. Instead, scared of any suggestion the cottage might be housing a permanent second inhabitant, he pretended to be buying only one. Charlie found out purely by chance that two were to be delivered. The conspirators worried a key element of their plot had been compromised, not because a pair of beds was purchased — we would have noticed that anyway — but because they’d deliberately tried to conceal the additional item. Anna tries to correct their mistake by fabricating an explanation for the second bed. Her clumsy story only serves to compound the error. The conspirators become obsessed with killing Charlie, to prevent him mentioning their strange behaviour over the beds to the police. Their fears were not misplaced because Charlie had already passed the information to us, though we were unable to figure out its significance.”
			

			
				“With Meyers’ help, Tess bombs her house in Holland, to manufacture an excuse to be sent back to Ireland, where she carries out the unsuccessful burglary of Ms Teuling’s home, following which she obtains a firearm to shoot Charlie. She misses, probably due to a combination of nerves and inexperience.” 
			

			
				Hogan remarks, “A lucky coincidence for the guards, Ilse deciding to rent that property. Any other tenant finding that scrap of paper in the coffee jar might not have recognised the phone number as being Dutch, nor realised the significance of its connection to the Kobus fraud case.”
			

			
				Ilse says, “Lucky, but not a coincidence. To hide the wall safe, Sellars had covered it over with a print of an Amsterdam canal scene. I guess, being exiled from The Netherlands, he felt attracted by the subject matter. I was similarly attracted. The scene reminded me of my teenage years with my father working on the canals. I first saw the picture when Charlie and I were shown round by the letting agent. It made me feel instantly at home in the place.”
			

			
				Charlie asks Thomas Spaans, “There’s something unexplained. That woman, Eva Vos, in Amsterdam who reported Hendriks as having stayed with her. We know now Hendriks was killed in Ireland and that he never returned home.”
			

			
				Spaans laughs. “We get that all the time with television appeals. People imagining the face they see on the TV screen to be a person with whom they’ve had a significant recent encounter. Sometimes they do it deliberately, to bring a piece of the limelight into their dull lives.”
			

			
				“But the man actually told her his name was Hendriks.”
			

			
				“We’ve only got her word for that. As far as I remember from the reports, the man didn’t mention his name to any of her neighbours. Miss Vos could have been merely telling us what she thought we wanted to hear. Of course, there is the possibility her visitor was in fact the now bearded Lucas Meyers, hiding out in Amsterdam for a while and telling Eva Vos his name was Reuben Hendriks.”
			

			
				“Have you checked back with her?”
			

			
				“We tried to but she’s moved away. We might put her on the list to question again. Low priority. Of course, there’s another possibility. She claimed her visitor mentioned the name of a woman she had worked with at the army accounts department? Could Eva Vos’s intention have been to embarrass that woman — a matter of pure spite and nothing more?”
			

			
				Charlie replies, “I had dinner with the woman, Merel Jansen was her name, and her lover, Anouk Nordstrand. I met them when I was engaged in my private detective work at the army accounts department in Enschede. Eva was not Merel and Anouk’s favourite subject, a pathological trouble-causer according to their account. It wouldn’t be out of character if her meddling nature had some part to play in the Amsterdam incident.” 
			

		


			
				PART 8: EPILOGUE
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				98: Published
			

			
				 
			

			
				A year on from my arrival in Ireland, Kobus appointed Ilse as Cunninghams’ permanent boss. With my wife in charge, I was able to compromise my aversion to corporates, give up my temporary contract and agree to become a regular employee in charge of computer services. There were changes in our personal life also. We moved into Jimmy Murphy’s cottage as soon they released it from being a crime scene. We spent the winter redecorating, quickly disposing of the venetian blinds as well as the two California-sized double beds, anything that reminded us of the case. 
			

			
				Spring arrived with the apple orchard in bloom and Ilse’s publishers reporting her book, “Sixty Positions of Pleasure”, on course to become an international best-seller. She decided to publish under a pseudonym, to create an air of mystery and also to protect the privacy of our marriage. Nevertheless, she felt the photo-realistic illustrations were too close a likeness, making us vulnerable to being traced by an inquisitive journalist. Male pride might have raised an objection also, were it not that I considered my length and thickness to be better than average, as given the green light not only by Ilse’s ex but also by her next-door neighbour, Siobhán. 
			

			
				Ilse’s last-minute misgivings over the artwork created a headache for the publishers, committed as they were to a timetable of pre-release publicity, unable to let the deadline slip by the time neeeded to revamp sixty full-colour images. Sidney came to the rescue, reprising the pencil and charcoal technique he had used on our very first position, clanking away all night to churn out picture after picture sufficiently modified to obscure our identities. So well-composed were his efforts, and so pleased were the publishers at the cost-savings engendered by replacing expensive colour with black and white, that a special credit was added to the cover: “Line drawings by Sidney Robot”. 
			

			
				In fact, the book later created legal history. A plagiarist blatantly copied the pictures, justifying his theft by stating a robot could not by its nature give consent to the use of its work and therefore the publishers could not claim consent had been given for exclusive ownership. In a landmark judgement, the courts ruled in favour of Sidney, giving all robots equivalent status to minors, that artistic copyright belonged to the robot under protection of their owner as “guardian”.  
			

			
				The successful compromise on the illustrations afforded Ilse and I particular relief regarding Orla. We didn’t want a whispering campaign as to the identity of “the other woman” in the special appendix containing a bonus of ten positions dedicated to woman-on-woman lovemaking. 
			

			
				Orla’s partner recently left the army and she and Orla married. The relationship of her grandfather, Jimmy Murphy, and his partner, Bea, has similarly flourished. They have re-opened their tea stall and camera obscura business, as profitable as ever with the added novelty of “The Terror of the Headless Lady”. Opposite to Jimmy’s house, the blocked-up shrine has become a destination for a new kind of pilgrimage, one marking the brutal rape of Fiona O’Sullivan and celebrating the subsequent Kilgarney women’s revolt against callous religious arrogance. 
			

			
				Hogan has borrowed Sidney to entertain his new fan club of young females. Still the hero saviour, Hogan’s taken to dressing permanently tuxedoed outside of the office, always with a pretty girl on his arm. He visits the casino often, more for show than serious gambling. He rarely bets more than a two-euro coin and has never won a cent, let alone cleaned out the bank. It’s said he’s changed his name by deed poll, so he can introduce himself to customers with, “My name is Hogan. James Hogan.” I’ve never heard him say it, so it may be just a rumour.
			

			
				To fill in for the absent Sidney, we imported Clarence, though, after a particularly embarrassing incident, involving the lord mayor and some walnuts and the lady mayoress and a pair of watermelons, he has been prohibited from alluding to vital statistics when serving guests at dinner parties.
			

			
				More seriously regarding Hogan, he took part in negotiating the “peace treaty”. In return for the town agreeing a downsized political representation of one, thus breaking the cartel of the Gallagher clan, the government have agreed to leave Kilgarney’s lake and reservoir untouched in perpetuity. The debris of the abortive revolution has been cleaned up and we’ve returned to a life of relative normality, that is as much normality as the increasingly pressing international climate emergency allows.
			

		


			
				99: A Body Found
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse phoned down to the computer services room, asking me to attend at her office. I found her in conversation with a man, the sight of whom gave me an uncomfortable feeling of déjà vu. We shook hands and Garda Kiely said, “The Dutch have reported a gruesome discovery in connection with the Meyers case. It looks like our expectation of abduction from the café with intent to murder was correct. They’ve found a decomposed body locked in a trunk in a rented house in Enschede. The medics date her death as being close to the day of Meyers’ arrest. The victim had been stabbed.”
			

			
				I asked, “Have they been able to identify the girl?”
			

			
				“You’re won’t like it. We don’t like it, either.”
			

			
				“Who was she?”
			

			
				Kiely hesitated, as if hoping to evade an unpleasant duty, like informing someone of the death of a family member. “The name of the murdered woman was Tess Brouwer.”
			

		


			
				100: A Sense of Loss
			

			
				 
			

			
				Just as when I’d been told a year ago of the murder of Anna Meyers, I felt shock mixed with a sense of loss. Loss in the case of Anna because we had struck up a brief, if muted, friendship during my time ferrying her between airport, Kilgarney and Dublin. Loss in the case of Tess because we had been more than friends; we had been intimate. My memories of her tenderness, of the taste of her body, I found hard to put aside, even with the revelation she was a cold-blooded calculating killer. I asked Kiely whether they expected to find the body of the waitress at the address they discovered Tess.
			

			
				He replied, “The Dutch found nothing in the house. They’ve been over it thoroughly, ripping up floorboards and knocking down plasterwork partitions. There’s a large garden. They’ve called in ground radar, sniffer dogs and a digging machine. They haven’t found anything yet, though I’m sure they will. Strange the trunk contained only one body, not two, a lot more trouble you’d think having to organise a second burial place. It could indicate the waitress being killed elsewhere.”
			

			
				“So there’s another conspirator?”
			

			
				Kiely sighed. “Looks like it.”
			

			
				“Someone we don’t know?”
			

			
				Kiely thought for a moment. “I’m inclined to think we do know him or her. The Irish and the Dutch police are thoroughly studying the networks of business colleagues, marriages and divorces, extra-marital liaisons and casual friendships connected with this case. Somewhere, I’m sure, within that web, our culprit will be identified.”
			

		


			
				101: Reap What You Sow
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse Gibbs has received an unsolicited email from a stranger calling herself Doctor Eva Vos.   The subject line: “A Message from Your Waitress”
			

			
				------- 
			

			
				Dear Ilse,
			

			
				Congratulations on your marriage, of which I have only just heard, and congratulations also on very nearly fooling my scheme. Of course, I did suspect the possibility of a trap, with your insisting on meeting Lucas in a café, which is why I went to the trouble of starting my own café business under a false name at short notice. My mistake was to assume the police would come to the proprietress and seek her cooperation in a stakeout of the premises, if that was indeed their plan, thus forewarning me. That’s why I organized for you to have ample warning of the rendezvous, to give the police time to make contact. When they did not, I assumed you had not betrayed me and were genuine in your professed greed for a half-share of money not rightfully yours. Instead, the police very cleverly infiltrated my customers with two pairs of regulars who gave me a false sense of normality that morning. I admit my mistake, but that was my only mistake.
			

			
				Tell them not to waste public money trying to trace me through this email. Their enquiries, which they will now be obliged to make into my past, will show I am a computer expert with a doctorate and that I have covered my traces well. Let’s just say Merel Jansen and I are living our slice of paradise. 
			

			
				I have been following the Dutch news daily, waiting for the moment they would discover Tess’s body. Poor Tess. How she loved me! We met on holiday, but it was always her partner, Merel, I desired more. I followed them back home after Curaçao. With my qualifications, I knew it would be easy to get work in Enschede, though I hadn’t expected the luck of being able to work as a civilian in their barracks. Tess and Merel’s affair cooled off, so when Tess quit the army to take a civilian job in Leiden, Merel and I naturally became lovers. We made a friendly visit to Tess for her birthday one weekend. She got a little drunk and talked more freely than she should about her new employer’s lax security and how easy it would be for someone to steal millions undetected. Returning to Enschede, Merel and I fantasised what we could do with those millions, how we could escape to the tropics and live out the rest of our lives in leisure. But how to get Tess on side? Through sex, obviously. How to keep her on side? Sell the romantic dream of she and I living together a life of tropical luxury, the same dream we used to hook Lucas Meyers and his wife Anna. 
			

			
				I moved to Leiden, on pretense of having broken off my relationship with Merel, and I began a passionate affair with Tess. Having softened her up in this way, I sold her the idea of the fraud. Tess had many times freely discussed her work situation with me, not suspecting the real motive for my interest, so already I had a pretty good picture of the principal players. They would be like pieces on a chess board with me figuring out their every move as the game progressed. Tess would be my Queen, the most powerful piece, able to go anywhere and do anything. I, of course, would be the King, on whose behalf the battle was to be fought and won. Tess would also serve as the base layer of my several layers of insurance. Should the upper layers of my scheme be seen through, it should appear the whole plan was of Tess’s devising. I know from newspaper reports showing concern for the fate of the waitress supposedly abducted by Tess, that my plans had been a hundred percent successful in that respect. 
			

			
				It was equally important no suspicion should fall on Tess in the early stages. She should appear to be the innocent victim of her boss’s financial cheating. Investigators will always look for a sexual motive for fraud, so I had to set up three of my players, Tess, Lucas and Anna, to disabuse the police of any such notion. Tess agreed to cultivate a reputation of one-night stands with men from the office. By contrast, she would keep up the appearance of strictly professional distance between herself and her boss. In private, however, she successfully seduced Lucas and they began a long-term affair. Tess tricked Lucas into believing she wanted to run away with him to a tropical paradise and she put to him the fraud plan secretly devised by me. He would persuade his wife to co-operate on the same promise of the two of them escaping abroad. Once Anna Meyers had served her purpose, she would be disposed of and Tess and Lucas would supposedly escape to a life of luxury.
			

			
				The two knights of my chess game, Lucas Meyers and Max Sellars, stole money from Kobus’s accounts over a period of five years. Anna played her part here too. It was she who seduced Sellars and persuaded him to join the fraud, using the very same device that, unbeknown to her, she was being tricked with herself, namely the false promise of being able to live together on the proceeds in a far-away paradise. 
			

			
				I knew that capable financiers like Lucas Meyers and Max Sellars would not cooperate without being convinced they could do so with impunity, so I devised Tess’s scheme for Meyers to fake his own death and for Sellars to assume the identity of the man who had really died. The fall-guy would be Lucas’s army buddy, Reuben Hendriks, an affable man with a taste for adventure. Again, Anna provided a key role by falsely identifying Hendriks’ body and by insisting on early cremation to prevent any possibility of exhumation. Not only that, by faking a separation from her husband and by assuming the split personality of shabby rejected wife during weekdays and glamorous secret mistress at weekends, she provided the dual scenario which successfully convinced investigators her evidence could be fully trusted. 
			

			
				To summarise: Sellars thinks he’s going to run away with Anna Meyers on his share of the proceeds of the fraud; Anna Meyers thinks she’s going to escape with her husband on the proceeds; Lucas Meyers thinks he’s going to escape with Tess on the proceeds. Only Tess knows I intend for all of them to die. What she doesn’t know is she also is included on the list. 
			

			
				What does Reuben Hendriks think? He believes he will return home with a generous payoff and nobody the wiser as to the impersonation role he has played. Hendriks’ death goes to plan. I’d devised a fate for Sellars also but he dies in an accident.
			

			
				Next, Tess and Lucas move to eliminate Anna. Lucas strangles Anna at their lovers’ nest in the country. Fleeing the murder scene, Lucas needs to hide out in Amsterdam for a couple of days on the way to a new hiding place. Tess suggests he lodge with me in the city, using the name Reuben Hendriks. Of course, I played the innocent. Lucas had no idea Tess and I were lovers, nor that I knew his true identity, nor that it was in fact me, not Tess, who had planned the conspiracy of which he was the central player. Later, when police went on TV with their appeal for Hendriks to come forward, I saw a further chance to reinforce the charade of Hendriks being alive, taking advantage of Lucas’s now fully bearded appearance. I talked to the residents of the adjacent flats about how Hendriks had stayed with me — they’d all been sufficiently nosey to notice Lucas’s comings and goings. Confident my neighbours would back up my story, I contacted the police, whom I lied to by saying Hendriks told me he’d been given my name and address by my friend, Merel Jansen. I knew she’d deny all knowledge of having done so, thus further confusing them.
			

			
				Charlie Gibbs unwittingly gifted us the opportunity to further fixate the police on Hendriks through his facilitating for Tess a seaside visit. She manipulated the situation so they split up, he investigating the boats in the harbour, she using her feminine charms to chat up men in the pubs. She used her charms to great effect. Having successfully persuaded a visiting out-of-town yachtsman, by the offer of a substantial amount of cash, to pretend he was a local boatman and that someone answering Hendriks’ description had been enquiring for a boat to take him to the continent, she brought the man to meet Charlie, so he could hear the man’s ‘story’ for himself.
			

			
				So far, all has gone brilliantly, but for one problem: Sellars has died prematurely and Sellars possessed half of the secret codes needed to gain access to the stolen funds. My plan was not only in limbo; it was in danger of coming to nothing. I needed those codes; I needed to send Tess back to Ireland. 
			

			
				She and Lucas contrived to bomb her house in Leiden, to deflect police suspicion and to give a dramatic excuse for her going into hiding abroad. Arriving back in Kilgarney, Tess was once again assigned Charlie to liaise between herself and the police, just as we had hoped. Tess played the damaged victim sufficient to draw in the naturally sympathetic Charlie.  On one occasion, when she and Charlie met in her hotel room, she managed to spirit away his key ring for half an hour and get his keys copied in town without his knowledge. She correctly guessed one of the keys would be for your townhouse, which was the former Kilgarney residence of Sellars, and, disguised as a farm woman wearing heavy wellington boots, she carried out the abortive burglary. Having failed in her aim of finding the bank codes in your house, she obtained an illegal firearm. It was she who took the pot shot, not to kill Charlie Gibbs but to kill you, Ilse. Tess fired the gun unaware a robot was opening your front door. Had she succeeded, with you eliminated, we could have put an accomplice into your property as the new tenant, in the hope of finding out where Sellars had concealed the codes. However, you discovered the hiding place yourself and Lucas received your phone call, which moved the action back to The Netherlands and to the café.
			

			
				I have read the news reports stating how, within seconds of Lucas’s arrest, the police raided the Black Cat kitchens but found them empty. In fact, Tess and I had departed moments earlier, not because of the stakeout, of which I had no clue, but because our work was done. I had doctored Lucas’s laptop with a spoofed offshore bank website. Remember, I am a computer expert. As you typed in the access codes for the money, the details were transmitted by wi-fi to my own laptop in the kitchen. As soon as I had those codes, as your waitress I delivered the drinks to your table. Lucas was expecting your drink to be drugged with a fast-acting poison so you would lose consciousness and he could slip away in the resulting confusion. He took a sip of his coffee to encourage you to do the same. The dramatic intervention by your friend prevented you from drinking but, in any case, I had given you a regular coffee. You were no longer blocking the success of my plans. I had no need kill you. It was Lucas to whom I gave the poisoned drink but with a slow-acting poison — I didn’t want a dead body immediately drawing in the police.
			

			
				Tess and I returned to the temporary flat she had been renting in Enschede, where I spared her the agony of death; I used the knife only when I had drugged her unconscious. At last, Merel Jansen and I were free; we had full access to the money; we had disposed of all the people who knew of my scheme; we could finally escape abroad.
			

			
				Kind Regards, and thanks again for those codes,
			

			
				Eva
			

			
				P.S. Merel says she plans to email you also on our secure channel to express her thanks.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ilse forwards the Vos email to Kiely and Spaans. However, neither the Dutch nor the Irish police are able to trace the location from where the original was sent, which they are forced to admit has been very cleverly disguised. They hope to have more luck with the promised email from Merel Jansen, but weeks pass without communication. Then, one day, it appears:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Hi Ilse! Merel here!
			

			
				Eva told me she emailed her thanks for your unwitting help obtaining for us the bank access codes. Without them, all our hopes and dreams for the future would have amounted to nothing. 
			

			
				Our friend, Anouk Nordstrand, arrived recently. She’s travelling on a false passport. Unknown to Eva, she’s staying for good. 
			

			
				After Eva quit the Enschede barracks to join Tess in Leiden, Anouk and I revived our former relationship. Initially, we intended to confess our romance. Then we saw Eva succeeding with her crazy plan. We decided to keep quiet and bide our time until we ourselves could get access to the loot. Anouk told me of her first meeting with Eva, at a chess match. Eva played a cunning trick, making it look like Anouk was one move away from triumph, only for Anouk to find herself checkmated. Anouk said to me, “We can play that trick on her!”  
			

			
				I’m not revealing what’s just happened to our little friend but she won’t be emailing you again. Eva claimed to have successfully disposed of all the people who knew of her scheme. Unfortunately for her, she forgot to account for Anouk.
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				Also by the author
			

			
				For The Love Of Alison
			

			
				(A finalist in the 2020 “Indies Today” awards)
			

			
				 Journalist, David Buckley, walks into a murder scene. Only one problem — the murderer doesn't exist, so now Buckley's the chief suspect, and he's on the run. Can he prove his innocence – and his sanity?
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Had me hooked from the very first chapter on and it just kept giving ... A wonderful read! You know you are onto something fantastic when you feel sad upon reaching the last page!” Alexandra Williams at LoveReading.co.uk
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Secret Resort of Nostalgia
			

			
				(Shortlisted in 2017 Yeovil International Literary Competition)
			

			
				Mike Denning thinks he's secured a perfect job. Step by step the perfect job becomes his worst nightmare.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Shades of the mysterious 1960s British television show, The Prisoner, come to mind.” Neil A White at Readers' Favourite
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