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Chapter 1

Dublin January 1941

Eamon Foley swallowed the last of his tea, wiped his mouth and dropped the napkin on his plate. ‘Are you ready, son?’
The young boy nodded and pushed his chair back.
A sharp laugh made Foley look around. A group of East European men were sitting at their usual table in the far corner of the dining room. Menace radiated off them, as dark and moody as the weather outside. 
Two men sat on the inside of the table with their backs to the wall. That way they could watch everything that went on around them. The two sitting on the outside of the table and the one on the end had a selection of newspapers in front of them and they read out snippets for the benefit of the man at the head of the table. He sat up straight and picked at his food with a superior grace. It was hard to tell his age. The silver hair and pencil moustache made him look older than he probably was. But he was certainly in his sixties. 
Apparently he was a big investor in the hotel. A silent partner, by all accounts. Whatever that meant. Foley never asked. 
All Foley knew was a whole mob of them had come to Dublin to escape the war in Europe. And they brought a pile of money with them. 
A gust of wind threw rain against the windows like a shower of small stones. 
‘Better put your coat on, Mickey.’ Foley took his own coat off the back of his chair and slipped it on before helping the boy with his. 
As Foley picked up his suitcase a tall white haired waiter came over and put out his hand. ‘Eamon, are you going?’
‘We are, Billy.’ Foley took the hand and squeezed it.
‘It’s not much of a New Year present for you, and that’s for sure.’ Billy’s grip was strong and his pale face was genuinely sad. ‘And after all the years you’ve been here. Tis dreadful. Are you sure you can’t stay? We’d all love you to stay.’
‘I wish it was that easy, Billy.’ Foley let go of the hand and put his arm around the boy. ‘But you know how it is. Since Katie died I’ve got no one to look after young Mickey here. So I’m struggling to do my shifts. It would mean leaving him on his own and he’s way too young to look after himself.’
‘But I’m sure we could find someone to mind him for you, Eamon.’ Billy ruffled the boy’s hair. ‘There’s loads of people who would love to look after him.’
Foley shrugged. ‘We tried all that. But people kept letting me down. And you know what Raymond is like these days. Anyway, his patience has run out now and he thinks it’s probably best I moved on, found something more suitable to my circumstances.’
‘The miserable shit.’ Billy pulled a face when he realised what he’d said. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t be saying things like that in front of the child. But I don’t know what’s got into that man lately.’
‘I know,’ Foley agreed. ‘But he’s under fierce pressure right now, as you know.’
‘I do,’ Billy said. ‘But it doesn’t excuse his behaviour. Still, I wish you weren’t leaving us like this. The place won’t be the same without you.’
‘It’s not the same now,’ Foley wanted to say. The Black Bird Hotel had changed so much it bore no resemblance to how it was when Foley arrived almost ten years ago. 
‘Thank you, Billy,’ was what he actually said. ‘But that’s just the way it is. So you look after yourself.’
Billy tussled the boy’s hair again. ‘And you, young fella. We’ll miss you most of all.’
Mickey gave a shy smile and moved closer to his father.
‘Waiter, more tea.’ One of the group in the corner clicked his fingers. ‘And more butter. We need more butter.’
Billy’s mouth turned into an angry thin line and his eyes squinted. But he checked himself quickly, turned around and produced his best smile. ‘Certainly, sir. Coming right up.’
 ‘You will keep in touch, Eamon,’ he said as Foley steered Mickey towards the door.
‘I will of course, Billy. You can expect a card at Christmas. Maybe.’ 
‘That would be grand, sure.’ Billy gave a salute. ‘Anyway, good luck. And may God bless you both.’
Out in the foyer Foley put the suitcase on the floor beside the reception desk and nodded to the young woman scribbling in a ledger. 
‘Good morning, Annie. Have you seen Raymond?’
Annie hadn’t been working there very long and she had none of the sharp edges that comes from dealing with the public every day. ‘Mr Price?’ she gushed. ‘No. He hasn’t been down for breakfast yet.’
‘Oh, right.’ Foley felt a mixture of relief and regret. Part of him wanted to say farewell to the man he’d worked with for such a long time. But part of him wanted to just walk away. Because, like the hotel, Raymond Junior had changed too. He was no longer the scatty young fella who greeted Foley on his first day as the new barman all those years ago. 
The Black Bird was a small family hotel on the outskirts of the big city back then. Old and creaking, but comfortable and friendly. The owner Raymond Price Senior was one of the old school, a proper landlord. There was no pressure from him, no urgency. Things got done without any fuss. And the business rattled along comfortably. Foley and Raymond Junior were about the same age so they had more or less the same interests too.  And for a while they were best friends.
But the old man had been in the trenches in France during the last war and he could smell the new one coming. He didn’t want to be anywhere near it. So he handed the business to Raymond Junior and went to live with his daughter in Australia. 
There was a huge problem with that. Raymond Junior was just too nice. And very quickly the suppliers and the customers took advantage of him. It wasn’t long before the debts mounted up and Raymond Junior had to go grovelling to the bank.
The bank wasn’t impressed. They advised him to sell up and move on. 
This didn’t go unnoticed by some of the permanent guests, refugees from somewhere in Eastern Europe They were quick to offer a sympathetic ear, and then little gems of advice. Eventually the offer of money was bandied about, just a short term loan to keep the suppliers onside. Which gradually became a more permanent arrangement. Suddenly funds were available to help modernise the bar, then to upgrade the dining room. And even to refurbish the bedrooms.
And Raymond was so dazzled by the money they were pouring into the business he couldn’t see he was being sucked into something that wasn’t going to end well for him.
Foley was just a barman but even he could tell those guests were not the kind of people you’d take home to meet your mother. There was something deeply disturbing about what they were doing.
But when Foley commented on it one evening Raymond went pale with fury. He would have nothing said against his new best friends. Especially by the hired help. And in the blink of an eye their friendship splintered. A huge gap opened up between them and they could hardly acknowledged each other anymore. Foley regretted that, but he didn’t know how to fix it.
Then Foley married Katie and the gap widened even more. Raymond thought Foley was a fool. Katie being pregnant was not a reason to marry her. In her profession any one of her clients could be the father. Still, Foley stood by her and did what he thought was right.
Then one night a guest did some terrible things to an escort girl and Raymond’s bubble burst. He was horrified. It was quickly covered up but the shock of waking up to the reality of what his quaint old hotel had become almost drove him over the edge. He physically shrivelled up and all colour left his face. Foley desperately wanted to help his friend but the barrier Raymond had built between himself and Foley was too high now. There was no getting over it.
Even Katie dying so suddenly didn’t bring them any closer.
If anything it gave Raymond the excuse to terminate their relationship and he put pressure on Foley to move on. Still, Foley was leaving with a heavy heart. He loved his job. He would miss this place.
Annie gave him a beaming smile and pointed to the stairs with her pen. ‘I think he might be in his office, though. A man was looking for him a few minutes ago. He went straight up there and I’m sure I heard voices.’
‘Maybe I will just pop my head around the door and let him know we’re leaving.’ Foley guided Micky to a chair and sat him down. ‘You sit here, son. Look after the suitcase. I won’t be long.’
Foley bounced up the stairs. The office was at the back of the building and as Foley turned the corner into the corridor the noise he could hear sounded like angry voices muffled behind a closed door.
He slowed down and approached as quietly as the creaking old floorboards would let him. Through the glass partition he could see Raymond sitting bolt upright with his hands flat on the desk in front of him. He looked distressed.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Foley could only see the back of the other man. He was stocky and wearing a long overcoat. He had a trilby pulled down over his eyes. And he was pointing a .45 Webley handgun at Raymond’s face.
Raymond was trembling. 
‘I don’t know what you mean.’ Foley could just make out what he was saying. ‘Honest to God. I didn’t do anything. You have to believe …’
‘Stop it,’ the man told him. ‘Stop embarrassing yourself. We know what you did. Lying about it is just wasting your time and my time. And the result will be the same. You are only delaying the inevitable.’
As Foley moved closer to get a better look at the man his foot clipped a small table and knocked it against the partition. The man spun around waving the gun. 
Raymond jumped up too. Then he gave a mad scream and threw himself over the desk. His long arms wrapped around the man and they danced across the room like two angry spiders, pulling and grabbing at each other.
Foley crashed through the door and tried to grab the man’s arm. But the arm was like a piston and it threw Foley back against the desk.
Foley rolled onto his knees and grabbed the desk to help him get back up. And as he struggled to his feet there was an almighty bang and a fierce blow caught him in the side like a slap from a wrecking ball. He slammed back against the desk again. Then everything went black.
But it wasn’t for long. Through the buzzing in his head he could hear footsteps approaching.  They stopped close by and a second later a woman screamed. Then the footsteps went back down the corridor, only this time a lot quicker. 
Foley almost screamed too when he tried to stand up. The pain was excruciating. It felt as if his ribs were crushed and he was struggling to catch his breath. He grabbed his side and when he saw the blood spurting through his fingers the shock made his head swim. He squeezed a fistful of his coat against the wound as he looked around the room. 
Raymond was slumped by the wall with his legs spread out and his hands in his lap. And his face was gone. The .45 bullet had entered under his chin and sliced it right off. 
The man with the gun was gone too.
Foley grabbed the desk again and pulled himself back up but the strength was pouring out of him along with the blood. He staggered around to Raymond’s big chair and dropped into it. Then the blackness came down on him again. 
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