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Prologue 

 
“Sunt lacrimae rerum.” 

“There are tears at the heart of things.” 
— Virgil, Book I of the Aeneid 

 
 
“What did he used to call it?” Mrs McGann is about to 
show me out to his … “Oh yeah, his den,” she says. 

Terry McGann’s den. I half expect a glorified potting 
shed. Instead, it’s one of those fancy “garden offices”. 
Double-glazed, plastered, fully insulated. Its centrepoint is 
a large wooden desk flanked by two tall bookshelves. 

I run a hand over the rough surface of the desk, trying 
to get a feel for this Terry McGann guy. Open the desk 
drawers. The usual biros and staplers clobber. Nothing 
jumps out from the shelves either. I could spend all day on 
those shelves, stuffed this way and that with books, books 
and more books. 

That’s the difference between real-life PI work and the 
movies. It’s messy. Mundane. Half the time you’re stuck in 
your car or stuck into webpages. Interviewing people, 
typing up reports or – as in this morning – poking about in 
a dead man’s shed. 

Why am I telling you all this? To give you some idea of 
where I’m coming from. I’m not quite sure what I’m 
looking for and can’t think of anything better to do. So do 
what you’re paid to do: plod away in the dark at fifty an 
hour plus expenses, checking the desks and dens of three 
missing men to find, well, who knows?  

Rummage around in another drawer, move on to the 
next item to catch your eye. 

Like that oil painting over the desk. Renaissance is it? 
Pre-Raphaelite? Don’t ask me – I’m a private investigator 
not an art collector. 
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Is it a clue? If so, a clue about what? His art? Art as in 
his art collection? Or art as in his artful skill in amassing it? 
Is the painting simply a reflection of a dead man’s wise 
investment choices – or a dirty old man’s proclivity for 
Victorian nudes? 

Put on the reading glasses. Mrs McGann seems puzzled 
or annoyed. Impatient anyhow. As if to say, “Not you too 
with the nudes?” Or, “What d’you hope to find in that old 
shite?” 

On closer inspection it’s not an expensive original but a 
print. At its centre a young man is sprawled out on a sort 
of couch of golden brown feathers, on a large flat boulder. 
He could be asleep, in a coma, dead. Sprawled out on his 
rocky bed, surrounded by calm waters of a murky green-
brown sea and – oh yeah – by the three naked women. His 
body is cradled in the arms of one of them. All that naked 
flesh, yet it’s not unlike a biblical scene. A Pièta, a 
Golgotha, the place of the skull. 

Around each forearm he has leather straps. These are 
attached to the pair of huge wings with their giant feathers. 
So: not quite the fallen angel, more the lost birdman.  

There’s hardly a stitch on him. Not a scratch on him 
either. An autopsy wouldn’t find a pinprick, though maybe 
something might turn up in the toxicology report. 

As if. 
What do we have so far? A birdman with broken 

wings. An adult male Caucasian, possibly Arab. Or at least 
deeply tanned. The nymphs with their pale skin, by 
contrast, have never been near a sunbed. He’s young. Far 
younger than Mrs McGann’s husband would have been 
when he disappeared. And in modern parlance he’s “fit”. 
Not a pumping-iron rugger bugger with biceps fit to burst kind of 
fit. More the lean soccer type from Serie A.  

In the distance the sun is setting. Or is it rising? 
Like I said, I’m no art critic. Can’t even decide whether 

it’s dawn or dusk in the picture, let alone whether the … 
Hold on. 
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There’s small print near the bottom, a caption in the 
white margin: The Lament for Icarus. 

Despite Mrs McGann’s impatience, all this nosing 
around takes less than a minute. Less than a euro’s worth 
of my time, and Patricia McGann isn’t even paying for it.  

Another blind alley, perhaps, but life’s like that. Plenty 
of dead ends. You wouldn’t make much of a living if every 
case solved itself in five minutes. 

OK. What else do we have? And what possible 
connection could it have with the disappearance of three 
businessmen in a light aircraft off the west coast of 
Ireland? 

Or with one of these men being spotted again five 
years later by his sister-in-law, after she bumps into him in 
the south of France? 

Then she too disappears? 
 

Nothing makes any sense. I have the nagging feeling that 
I’m missing something. Something so obvious that … 

My eye has strayed to something else: a garish yellow 
paperback on a bookshelf. Something about professional 
cycling, with what looks like Domestos in the title. No, not 
Domestos. Domestique. 

I wave the book at her. “Mind if I borrow this?” 
“Go ahead,” Mrs McGann says. “Sure I’ve no use for 

it.” 
What use have I for it either? What can you possibly 

learn from a dead man’s books? Why this particular book 
– the one about cycling with the day-glo cover? What has 
any of this to do with my case, even remotely? I don’t 
know, and, at this particular moment I really don’t care. I 
just need a good bedtime read. 

On to my next probing question. 
“Was your husband into cycling?” 
“Terry? Hardly. The opposite really.” 
Give the painting one last look. Icarus. Some people 

would call that ironic. Icarus the mythological smartarse 
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who should have heeded his father’s warnings: Don’t lose the 
head, don’t fly too high or too low, listen to the experts, play it safe. 

Everyone remembers the disaster waiting to happen, 
the hubris, the crash part. But most people forget the 
other part, just before the downfall. That, for a brief while, 
Icarus did actually manage to fly. 

Yet something doesn’t add up. There’s something 
totally wrong with that picture, and I can’t for the life of 
me …  

 
Frank Ferriter. You’ll also hear about Frank briefly, 
because he too is part of the story. On its margins, yet 
there at the very start as it were. When it started to become 
a real, tentative, breaking story. 

I happen to know Frank. And Frank just happened to 
be on the newsdesk that night.  

Up to then it had been a slow news day. Maybe even 
slower than usual until the first reports trickled through. 
The excited stringer told Frank that she still had “just the 
bare facts”. Slow down, he told her. Start at the beginning, 
with everything you have. 

Fact: it was a missing plane. “An executive jet” she 
called it.  

Fact: it was a Beechcraft Duchess (with propellers, not 
jets; a subeditor would later correct that little faux pas). 

Fact: it was perfect flying weather. A crisp November 
day, blue skies, hardly any air traffic. 

Fact: the three passengers were leading businessmen 
from Dublin – John (“Johnny”) Kettle, Kevin Reilly and 
Terry McGann. At least the stringer got their names right. 

Fact: McGann was the pilot. The stringer said she was 
“still trying to ascertain whether he owned or leased the 
thing”. Everyone still had quite a lot of ascertaining to do. 

And fact: their plane had disappeared. That afternoon. 
Somewhere out in the Atlantic. 

“Seems it was three suits on a jaunt,” she added, with 
the salty cynicism of a well seasoned hack. “Well for some, 
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eh, Frank?” 
Their plan had been to take off around midday from 

the Weston aerodrome eight miles west of Dublin, head 
across the island to Connemara Airport, land and drive 
into Galway for a late lunch or a quick pint. Afterwards 
they would take off again, hop down the coast to the Cliffs 
of Moher, skip up to the Aran Islands, turn east again to 
Galway Bay, and be back in Dublin in time for tea. 

That was the plan. But after taking off from Galway 
they were last seen flying over the Dun Aengus Fort on 
Inis Mór. Heading due west in a straight line, next stop 
Newfoundland and the New World. 

Or not quite due west. Shortly before the Beech 
Duchess went off the radar it began to drift slightly 
northwest. After that, no radio message, no Mayday call, 
nothing. Not even a postcard from Greenland saying All’s 
well, ran into a few lads after work, may be home late. 

It was a complete mystery. 
Frank Ferriter’s newsroom and all the other 

newsrooms went into overdrive in the following four 
hours or so, trying to muster any other facts to hand. 

For a start, how Terry McGann was an experienced 
pilot. Since obtaining his licence he’d clocked up hundreds 
of hours of flight time. And, it turned out, he did own the 
aircraft rather than leasing it. The weather people 
confirmed that conditions at the time were near perfect, or 
“CAVOK” in pilot-speak (Ceiling And Visibility OK). No 
clouds below five thousand feet, visibility ten kilometres, 
no bad weather now or in the pipeline. 

See? Perfectly CAVOK. 
And isn’t that the thing when mysterious air disasters 

hit the headlines? All that technical mumbo jumbo about 
engines and aircraft types, cumulus this, cumulonimbus 
that, all those aviation acronyms that mean nothing to us 
mere mortals. Sheer CAVOK. 

It can take hours for the corpse of a wildebeest on 
African grasslands to attract a decent swarm of hyenas, 
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flies and vultures. An air disaster, on the other hand, takes 
minutes. In this case the descending vultures were aviation 
experts, leading authorities in international relations or 
international terrorism. All male, all subscribers to Jane’s 
Defence and Jane’s This and That, all planespotters since 
childhood, all versed in pilot-speak and techie talk. 

And, of course, all great for bandying around the flying 
odds. How you’d need to get on an airplane every day for 
six thousand years before anything bad will happen to you. 
“That’s the statistical probability,” they’d say. “Six 
thousand years. You’d have to clock up one heck of lot of 
air miles.” 

So, for the three businessmen in the Beech Duchess, it 
seems their six thousand years were up. 

Or so it seemed at the time. 
 
After two or three days on the front pages the trio from 
Dublin – soon dubbed the “Galway Three” – became 
yesterday’s news. The story, like the airplane, simply faded 
away. Like most people at the time, I thought no more of 
it. It was like a strange dream that had never happened.  

The case of the Galway Three would always be about 
absences. Odds and probabilities, happenstance and 
coincidence. And an absence as empty as the skies they’d 
flown into. Possibly a crash at sea, but literally 
unfathomable, with no wreckage, no floating bodies for a 
postmortem or an inquest by the Air Accident 
Investigation Unit. They were swallowed up by sea or sky. 
Now where have I heard that before? 

Two months later, two wives and one ex wife – “the 
three grieving widows”, one tabloid called them – held a 
joint memorial service in Dublin. After that the story faded 
from the headlines, yet lingered on in the deep recesses of 
folk memory. Unresolved mysteries tend to do that, like 
the Loch Ness monster and the Mary Celeste, or where 
Lord Lucan rode off to on Shergar the night he killed the 
nanny. That’s how the story of the Galway Three ended 
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up. As a perennial item in RTÉ’s Reeling In The Years show 
– a blip on the screen, a fleeting moment to be resurrected, 
then just as quickly forgotten before the first commercial 
break. 

Almost completely forgotten until, more than half a 
decade later, one or two bodies began to turn up again. 
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One 

Áine rang the doorbell. The curtains twitched. Definitely a 
twitch.  

Bet Patricia McGann is standing behind them, 
dithering, wondering What’s that Áine la-di-dah Kettle doing on 
my doorstep this afternoon with that gob on her? 

Áine had, admittedly, turned up out of the blue. It 
would be perfectly understandable if Patricia McGann 
were to dither for a bit before opening the … 

“Oh. Áine. How are you?” 
“Trisha! Long time no. 
“Must be five years now.” 
Áine had been here once before, with Olivia Reilly. The 

time the three of them met to make arrangements for that 
stupid bloody memorial service. 

It was one of those ecumenical things, worse than a 
folk mass, with memories and eulogies instead of the 
Kumbaya My Lords. A wake without a corpse, like a military 
service for a solider missing in action. 

The Catholic curate was a right eejit, winging it with 
vague nonsense and fluff about “fragile threads of hope”. 

At least the Anglican canon cut to the chase, talking as 
if they were indeed dead. And at least the canon knew all 
three husbands – “hadn’t we been to college together?” If 
you were to sum up his homily for, say, Twitter, you’d 
have to include the words “tragic loss”, “three great 
mates”, “inseparable” and “though while our paths would 
later cross less frequently … ” Even so, his homily was a 
tad long. The Anglican canon wasn’t the Twitter type. 

Since then she and Trisha had hardly seen or spoken to 
each other – apart from a few phone calls early on of 
course. Sure what did they have in common? Nothing 
except their missing husbands. Or ex husband in Olivia 
Reilly’s case. 

Five years now. 
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“Five already? Doesn’t time fly.” 
Fly?  
Patricia McGann sounded chirpy this afternoon. Hers 

wasn’t a small house. Not as big as Áine’s of course, and it 
still had that awful old pebbledash. At first Patricia only let 
her in as far as the hallway. Probably dithering about which 
room to entertain her in. 

Entertain. Like a performing seal.  
Probably thinking the best room was too formal, the 

kitchen too familiar.  
Patricia’s hallway had enough room for a unicycle, but 

hardly enough for two unicycles. Áine could see through 
to the conservatory. A right tip with piles of exercise 
books; must have caught Patricia in the middle of marking. 
Today’s kids with all their laptops and tablets, yet 
homework still came in dog-eared exercise books. 

So not the conservatory then. 
In the end Patricia parked her in the kitchen with 

coffee and biscuits and a cafetière that hadn’t had a proper 
wash in ages. Áine thought Terry and Trisha would have 
had one of those shiny new Lattissima machines, not a 
dirty old cafetière. Maybe they did have a fancy yoke back 
then. Wouldn’t they have been loaded at the time? 

“Yes, all these years and still no news,” Patricia said. 
Patricia was always doing that. Repeating herself, 

stating the bleeding obvious, was that a teacher thing? It 
also made it hard to figure what Trisha was thinking. Did 
she think Áine was angling for another bloody memorial 
service? To mark what? The fifth or sixth anniversary? 
And more nonsense in All Saints with the priest and vicar, 
the three widows without a coffin or a headstone to rub 
between them? If poor Trisha was thinking all that she 
should get a grip. 

She should have moved on long ago. Everyone else 
had. 

“Can I get you something to eat?” 
“Ah no,” Áine said. “I’m only after having lunch.” 
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So they sipped coffee and small-talked around the fine 
weather and Áine’s nearly grown-up brats and this and 
that, and stared out the window through the rain at Terry’s 
den at the end of the garden. That flaming shed.  

Áine’s Johnny didn’t do sheds, not in a den sense. They 
did have one for the strimmer and broken lawnmower and 
the rakes and whatsits. But not a “home office den” kind 
of shed. Johnny didn’t even do the mowing. The gardener 
did all that.  

Yes, our husbands really were chalk and cheese. 
Enough about sheds. Time to get down to business, 

even if it came across as a bit, well, blunt. 
“Did you ever think my Johnny was having an affair?” 
Trisha nearly spilled her coffee. “What? Whatever gave 

you … I mean … I can’t see … ” 
Trisha was dithering again. Probably about to say she 

couldn’t see Áine’s husband as that type. What type was 
that? The same type as Trisha’s Terry? The type to carry 
on with a floozy from Waterford, and the wife always the 
last to know? 

“I … I don’t know,” Trisha went on. “I hardly knew 
your Johnny.” 

“Sometimes I don’t think I did either.” 
They drank away in silence. Two women with nothing 

in common apart from a shared emptiness, a lump of their 
lives gone missing at the same time in the same stretch of 
ocean. Somewhere that used to be vague names on the sea 
area forecast. Rockall, Malin, Hebrides. That’s all they shared 
really: virtual widowhood, a financial mess, a shared 
absence, shared coffees and strange dreams of deep 
oceans. 

Before, long before everything had happened, Áine 
loved to nod off to the shipping forecast. All that Southwest 
gale eight to storm ten veering west stuff, a babbling lullaby with 
you tucked up in your bed while huge waves crashed 
against the hull of a small fishing-boat far out to sea. Or 
crashing and smashing up a plane wreck. 
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Rain, then squally showers. Poor, becoming moderate. 
Trisha broke her out of her reverie: “It’s a right mess, 

isn’t it?”  
“Course it’s a bloody mess. Flying off like that, leaving 

us stuck in a legal bloody quagmire.” 
“Don’t get me started,” Trisha said. 
“Don’t get me started.” Which Áine did anyway. She 

started with Johnny’s will and the problems with his 
pension, or rather her non-widow’s non-pension from the 
bloody bank. And the life insurance. As for the children – 
as in her kids because Trisha and Terry didn’t have any – 
where do you start? With Orla’s business folly? On top of 
Orla’s disastrous marriage? Or Simon’s bloody college 
fees? Orla’s negative equity, Orla’s mortgage arrears 
timebomb, and Orla’s …  

“Can I get you another?” Trisha asked. 
Áine shook her head. 
“A drink then?”  
Because it was already well past six. 
 

By the time they’d demolished one bottle of Pinot Grigio 
and attacked another – unfortunately that was the only 
wine Trisha had in the house – the two virtual widows had 
tackled all the troubles of the world. Lawyers. Bank 
managers. What it’s like when you’re not technically a 
widow. Johnny’s disastrous investments – “you’d think a 
banker would know better”. Oh, and his Busty Babes porn 
collection that Simon came across on the family’s PC.  

Trisha was plain Trish now. Trish too had a good rant 
about bank managers, Terry’s life insurance – “then I 
found he didn’t have any because he figured he was going 
to live for ever” – Terry’s expensive gadgets and gizmos, 
his gambling debts, the huge loan he’d taken out for his 
stupid bloody jet. Which, Terry was constantly reminding 
her, wasn’t a jet because jets don’t have propellers.  

Anyway, he’d say, you need big-boy toys to reassure the clients 
and impress the investors. Entrepreneurs have to splash the cash to 
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get more cash. 
That’s what he was always saying. Him and all the other 

bloody chancers. 
Áine poured herself another glass. She’d have to ring a 

taxi.  
“Trish, do you ever feel guilty?” 
“About what? It’s like you said. They weren’t the ones 

left to clean up the mess. We weren’t the ones swanning 
off in the middle of the bloomin’ Atlantic Ocean. We 
weren’t the ones having a bloody affair.” 

Trish stopped herself, with one of those oh-shit-too-
much-information looks on her. 

“So you do think my Johnny was having one,” Áine 
said. 

“Don’t be daft. I meant … ” Trisha obviously meant 
her Terry. Him and the tart from Waterford. 

“Exactly,” Áine said. “We’re not the guilty ones.” 
“Can we drop it?” 
“Yeah, sure.” She took another sip of wine. “But you 

know my sister Niamh?” 
“Of course,” Trish said. “Where is she this weather?” 
“In France.” 
Of course Trish knew Niamh. Everyone did. Niamh 

was a great mixer despite her “condition”. Mixing not only 
with Áine’s friends and Trisha McGann and Olivia Reilly 
but also with all three of their bloody husbands. 

That was the problem with Dublin. Everyone knew 
everybody else. Like you were in a huge extended family 
where your dad is a politician, your mam’s a saint, the 
eccentric uncles are a disgraced bishop and a crooked but 
moderately successful entrepreneur, the aunts a lapsed nun 
and a performance artist, your gran an ex-terrorist, and 
various offspring include a poet, a guard, three fascist 
solicitors, a mendicant and two or three perpetual students. 
Who are all, in turn, friends or relations of someone else’s 
extended family. 

“Áine! You’re not saying your own sister, that he and 
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she were … ” 
“Now who’s daft? Lookit. My Johnny could have been 

shagging every young one in the bank for all I care. But he 
wasn’t. Even if he were I wouldn’t care any more. I dunno 
about you but I drew a line years ago. He’s gone, past 
tense and good riddance. I just wish I had his body. No, 
don’t laugh, I mean for the pension and the life insurance. 
Anyway, he wasn’t exactly God’s gift was he? Who’d have 
him?” 

“Busty Babes?” 
They both giggled. Panic over. 
Now it was Trish’s turn to cut to the chase. “Look. 

This is all lovely but you didn’t come here to shoot the 
breeze about legal hassles and all that living-in-limbo 
stuff.” 

“Something’s up,” Áine said. “Niamh rang from France 
this morning.” 

“And?” 
“She’s bumped into Johnny. She’s seen him. My dead 

husband. He’s very much alive again.” 
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Two 

Niamh put her handbag down, turned on a tap, splashed 
cold water on her cheeks and looked at the face in the 
mirror. The face was vaguely familiar. It was hers. 

Then she thought about the other face. The one she’d 
just seen out there, at the table on the terrace. 

The restaurant was still busy with the lunchtime rush, 
yet the ladies’ loos were empty. And clean. Despite the 
reputation of French toilets for being festering old sewer 
pits from Napoleonic times, these ones were modern, 
spotless. 

“I know him,” she told her reflection. She was 
absolutely almost a hundred per cent sure of it. But who 
the feck was he? 

Admittedly – Niamh reminded herself for the 
gazillionth time – she wasn’t great with faces. Faces or 
putting names to them. 

This wasn’t some vague, minor affliction that crept up 
on you when you hit forty, as in how she’d finally given in 
last March and bought her first reading glasses. No, in 
Niamh’s case she’d always had this problem, this 
condition. Had it as long as she could remember. It was all 
she knew.  

Imagine the opposite. The shock of waking up one 
morning and suddenly having that problem – after, say, 
slipping and banging your head on the side of the bath. At 
least she’d had years to grow used to it, to her condition. 
To seeing the world as a sea of unfamiliar faces. For every 
passer-by to be – as far as she was concerned – a complete 
stranger. 

Face blindness, they called it. But it’s not as if you can’t 
see or make out the various parts of a face – like there’s a 
blank spot where a nose or mouth should be. Of course 
not. Not that kind of blindness. The problem is how to see 
them as a whole, the jigsaw pieces of a face you might 
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know. 
It was no laughing matter. There you are, minding your 

business in a cafe in town, when this nice old lady sidles up 
and says hello. You exchange pleasantries, yet there’s this 
throbbing strangeness – Who the hell IS she? So you try to 
end the conversation as quickly as possible. The trouble is, 
this old biddy seems to know you. You probably know her 
too. Dublin is still small enough that everyone knows 
everyone else, and we’re all related somewhere along the 
line. Oh gawd, she could be your own mother! 

No, that’s not the worst problem, this inability to 
recognise faces. It’s that these very same faces expect you 
to know them. So-called friends thinking “Who does she 
think she is, the stuck-up Lady Muck ignoring us from 
across the street?” 

They had a fancy word for it. A Greek word, the one 
the shrink used after she was packed off to him when she 
was sixteen. 

“All to do with the right side of your brain,” he’d said. 
That’s about all she could remember of it now. The Greek 
term, and him sitting behind his desk in Leeson Street, not 
in a white coat but in a nasty tweed jacket with marmalade 
flecks, the faceless gobshite yattering on about the right 
side of your brain. 

“You see, Niamh,” he’d said, switching to his clever-
clever here-comes-the-science bit, “when normal – sorry – 
when most people see a face, their brain takes a picture and 
develops the film. When you take a picture it’s like you 
automatically chuck the film in the bin without bothering 
to develop it.” 

That’s your problem, he said. Developmental 
Prosopagnosia. That’s what he called it. A fancy term for a 
genetic disorder that was different for each patient. And 
incurable. 

So if there’s no cure, she thought, what the feck am I 
doing sitting here with this faceless eejit at fifty quid a pop 
and not even on a medical card? 
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The sessions stopped soon after, after she’d insisted on 
seeing the previous psychiatrist for a second opinion (and 
was told in no uncertain terms that there hadn’t been a 
previous one or any other one in this one-man practice). 

Left to her own devices, she developed her defence 
mechanisms. Like a Sherlock Holmes she looked for clues 
in what people said and did. Their clothes, hair, habits, 
voice, accent, gait, mannerisms. Something in their body 
language. 

So this person is a man (good, that eliminates fifty per cent 
of the population), he’s middle-aged (another thirty per cent), 
medium height (ten per cent), standing at our front door and 
making no effort to be invited in. He has weatherbeaten skin, 
workman’s hands, sunburnt neck. Behind him in the driveway is a 
white van and a trailer with an industrial lawnmower and gardening 
implements. He is asking for this week’s gardening money. Aha! 
Elementary, my dear Watson. From what we can deduce, I do believe 
he must be Mr O’Leary the gardener! 

So the next time an old lady stops you in a cafe for a 
chat, this very fact is your first clue. It means she probably 
knows you. After that, engage in small talk, look out for 
any clues in the conversation and body language. It’s more 
polite than saying, “Sorry, old woman, but do I know you, 
would you ever feck off?” 

With four decades to hone her skills, Niamh had 
grasped how to latch onto the details that “normal” people 
hardly bother with. All those tiny details to tell people 
apart. 

Shoes, for example. 
Not so much women’s as men’s, because men often 

wore the same ones over and over again.  
You can tell a lot about a man from his shoes: who he 

is, what he’s like. If eyes are the window to the soul, then 
shoes are the Velux skylight. 

Take black shiny shoes. That stood for responsible, 
respectable. Possibly a bit stiff and boring too. Áine’s 
Johnny would have the same black leather shoes with 
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almost everything – jeans even. Always shiny too. Yet you 
couldn’t imagine him polishing them. He must have got 
them done by Áine, or by Mrs M who still cleans for her. 
Or one of those shoeshine boys in the airport. Maybe he 
had several identical pairs, with a spare pair in the office 
for emergencies. 

And Terry McGann? The complete opposite. Terry was 
a Timberlands man. One of those laid-back, outdoorsy, 
drives-an-SUV types. His shoes said: I’m business casual, 
Ireland’s answer to Steve Jobs. They sort of said: I like the rap 
music of the kids half my age in the office, and hanging out on street 
corners outside pubs on summer nights drinking craft beer by the 
bottle, by the neck. 

Dubes, though? Dubes either literally owned a boat – 
like Olivia Reilly’s poor departed husband – or were 
pseuds. Or both. Possibly into sport and pints of Heino. 
You’d never see Kevin Reilly in runners or trainers. Kevin 
often wore man-purses and overpriced sunglasses with his 
Dubes. Or sailing boots, deck shoes, boat shoes. Which 
made sense, kind of, because Kevin did have a boat. If this 
were America he’d probably own a beach house and boat 
house and spend summer in the Hamptons, wherever they 
were. You couldn’t imagine Kevin Reilly in work clothes, 
in his lawyer gear. Besides, she only ever saw him outside 
work, at social occasions with Johnny and Terry and the 
rest of the crew.  

Espadrilles, though? Espadrilles were for posers with 
sock allergies. And sandals? James Moffat in her office 
always wore socks and sandals. Like a Jesus with bad 
toenails. Niamh’s secret nickname for him was Jesus 
James. 

Or desert boots? Jarlath’s younger brother Fionn had 
desert boots. They said little about him, just that Fionn 
was fairly casual. And recognisable. Suede desert boots the 
shade of the sand on Sandymount Strand when the tide 
went out, that was Fionn. 

But classic Dubarry Drogue brogues? They were smart, 
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dependable, sweet smelling, and came with a very well-paid 
job. Exactly. They were Jarlath. 

In the semiotics of shoes, brown brogues equals 
Jarlath, so file that away in your brain. On the left side of 
it, in its shoeshop section. Brogues equals Jarlath 
McElhinney. 

And that wet face staring back at her in the toilet 
mirror in the restaurant in France? That face still 
glistening, with the red hair and the sensible shoes? That 
equals me. 
 
So that was her condition. It was just her.  

Over the years, after all that palaver with the Leeson 
Street shrink, Niamh had fine-tuned her coping strategies. 

Like you no longer jump in fright when you look in the 
mirror in the morning. You know full well that it’s a 
reflection (no shit, Sherlock), so you can guess who that 
stranger might be. It’s you. 

Even so, you can get fed up looking at old photos of 
yourself and not quite knowing who it is.  

During her last year in college she’d dyed her hair a 
coppery golden. Two decades later it was still the same 
style and more or less the same shade, from the same 
dependable brand – though the blasted l’Oréal factory kept 
modifying the hydrogen peroxide and ammonia and other 
chemical crap, so Niamh too had to tweak and adapt to get 
more or less identical results every time. 

With her red curly locks, her pale skin and blue-green 
eyes she could have passed for one of Rossetti’s damsels. 
That’s what Áine said. “You’re like that painting in the 
Tate, The Lady of Shalott.” 

Or Hildebrand and Whatsit in that watercolour Áine 
had taken her to see on the first floor of the National 
Gallery in Clare Street. Áine persuaded her to buy a poster 
of it in the gallery shop: the ill-fated lovers, the princess 
and her bodyguard on the turret stairs. The poster ended 
up on the wall of Niamh’s utility room, a daily reminder of 
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what she looked like. A bit kitsch but as good as a mirror. 
 

Over the years Niamh’s condition had cost her a 
succession of jobs. But her old schoolfriend Gemma 
Mockler took pity on her and she’d ended up at The 
Agency. Gemma knew all about Niamh’s condition and 
how she was faking normal. 

“When you think about it,” Gemma said, “we all do it. 
Faking it, I mean. ’Specially in PR. But PR work isn’t half 
as bad as you think. Trust me, Niamh. It’ll be good for 
you.” 

From then on Gemma, to her credit, made everyone in 
The Agency wear a name badge. She put Niamh on phone 
work. Faceless stuff – people on the phone always say who 
they are straight away. 

But there were media launches, which Niamh dreaded. 
It was like stumbling into an identical twins convention. 
Looking lost among identical twins isn’t good PR.  

After it happened twice too often, Niamh thought 
she’d be getting her P45. But Gemma, fair play to her, 
took her off the launches and press receptions. She 
switched her to online PR. 

Strategic social media campaigns were still in their 
infancy back then, yet suddenly everything made sense. 
Facebook was a godsend: faces to names. Email was 
perfect too, no guesswork there. As for Twitter, you could 
tweet away and Extend your brand’s online relationships through 
our Tailored and Turnkey Solutions from the comfort of your 
desk without having to see a stupid bloody face all day. 

As Niamh swam away swimmingly in the new social 
networks – and even back in the offline face-to-face world 
– she began to come out of her shell. 

She stopped stammering and going red with 
embarrassment. She learned how to socialise, to become a 
great mixer – like the spin doctor or sham politician who 
knows how to work the room and treat complete strangers 
as new best friends.  
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“How are you?” she’d say to her latest VBF. “What’ve 
you been up to lately? Faaaaascinating.” 

While all that might sound terribly superficial, for 
Niamh it was the complete opposite. 

When you can’t take anyone at face value you learn to 
live with the uncertainty, you focus on the very essence of 
someone. There, underneath the surface. In fact that’s how 
she’d met Jarlath. Through PR.  

 
Jarlath McElhinney. He was one of Gemma’s biggest 
clients at the time, often coming into the office, so he and 
Niamh kept bumping into each other, and that’s when she 
began to notice something under the surface. 

They met again, outside work this time. 
Agreed to meet again. And again. Each time at the 

same time, same place, same table. The same context over 
and over until Jarlath became a familiar face. 

Just the two of them. Tucked away in their slightly 
worn armchairs at “their” table in the corner of “their” 
secret place, the Library Bar on the first floor of the 
Central Hotel. 

Back then Niamh was still in her early thirties and, 
thanks to Gemma, thanks to PR, thanks to Jarlath, she’d 
finally turned a corner. No longer lost or alone, no longer 
a “shelfie” stuck on a shelf. She was in her first decent 
relationship in ages. 

After a month or so she decided to go for it. No spin, 
no lies – cards on the table time. 

“No, Jarlath, it’s not funny. That’s why I had to tell 
you. I’m not just bad with faces. I mean I don’t recognise 
them. At all. Seriously. Almost any face, including my own. 
Sometimes … I know this sounds daft, but … sometimes 
I won’t even recognise your face. So don’t get me wrong. 
It’s not that I don’t like you. Of course not, silly. I’m not 
being a stuck-up bitch. It’s just a blindness, a genetic thing, 
a condition. And before you ask, it’s incurable.” 
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Jarlath was in horse feed. She thought it sounded funny 
when he introduced himself at work dos or dinner parties. 

Me? I’m in horse feed. 
So Niamh’s new boyfriend would explain that he didn’t 

actually eat horse feed or swim in it. Not exactly. His 
family were in the oats industry. A long line of 
McElhinneys who had diversified judiciously, from 
porridge to upmarket horse feed. It was becoming big 
business, particularly in the Far East.  

Niamh no longer handled the account – Gemma said it 
might be wrong to mix business with … you know … – 
but she now knew more than Wikipedia about mixed 
grains and extruded nuggets, highly digestible and energy-dense, 
scientifically formulated for speed and endurance. 

She still knew next to nothing about actual horses 
though. Or the racing industry. Or how to place a bet in a 
bookie shop. Yet through Jarlath, ever patient Jarlath and 
the weekend visits to his stupendously stupendous family 
homestead, Niamh had discovered one amazing thing: 
while she was useless with human faces she could easily tell 
horses apart. 

Pity she wasn’t falling in love with a horse then. 
Pity it wasn’t that kind of relationship. It might have 

made things far easier. She was falling in love with the pair 
of brogues of a fairly faceless man called Jarlath. 

 
Before their wedding they’d joked about getting the word 
Husband stitched onto the breast pocket of his suit, so she 
wouldn’t end up snogging his brother Fionn or – worse – 
a distant cousin from the extended McElhinney Oats clan; 
or end up with a complete stranger at the wrong reception 
entirely. She’d even made Jarlath wear his usual brown 
brogues on their special day, even though they clashed 
with his dark suit. 

After the honeymoon in Venice she moved in with 
him, they settled down to a routine. And he was great 
about it, all things considered. Very patient. Made it just 
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another small part of living with her. “Your little 
condition.”  

She could always rely on him to jump in with one of his 
coded phrases: “Oh Niamh, you must tell Trisha about that 
fabulous little osteria we found in Venice.” That’s how he’d 
casually kick off. 

“Oh Niamh, you remember Sinead,” he’d say as a 
faceless face approached – his little signal that she’d met 
this face before and what name to attach to it: Sinead 
Morgan or Moran or Morrissey – a Sinead anyway. 

Or, “Oh Niamh, don’t listen to him, Johnny is only 
pulling your leg.” So that must be Johnny again. The fat 
banker. Her sister Áine’s other half. 

“Oh Niamh … ” 
Jarlath was so good at it. Even when alone together in a 

dark cinema she could squeeze his arm and whisper, “Psst, 
which one’s he again?” And he’d say, “Only Michael 
feckin’ Collins, ya daft eejit.” 

“But he had a beard in the last scene.” 
“No, he didn’t. Shh.” 
“You sure?” 
“Shhhh. It’s him. Liam Neeson.” 
“You mean Ralph … ” 
She could never tell Liam Neeson and Ralph Fiennes 

apart. George Clooney was the dead spit of Cary Grant – 
or was it Clark Gable? – and she hadn’t a clue who Ryan 
Tubridy was, or any of those Kardashians. But then again 
nor did a lot of people. 

Context was everything. If a man came downstairs in 
the morning that strange face had to belong to either her 
husband Jarlath or – you’d sometimes wonder – a burglar 
now wearing Jarlath’s white towel dressing gown. 

“Accentuate the positive.” That’s what Jarlath was 
always saying. “So I’m different every morning? You know 
how many men would kill for a new wife each breakfast? 
C’mon, gis a kiss.” 

Accentuate the positive. 
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One bonus: she stopped trying to follow Corrie or 
EastEnders or Fair City. Whenever girlfriends or workmates 
yattered on about this star or that celeb (“sleb”), she 
wouldn’t know and couldn’t care less. Not unless it was 
vaguely connected to work. 

Another bonus: you hardly noticed friends and family 
growing older. 

So Jarlath was great about it, she didn’t need soaps or 
slebs, and she had a new man each morning. 

Every morning, until one morning they both woke up 
and grew tired of it all, both at the same time. No big row 
or amateur dramatics or plates chucked in anger; they 
simply drifted apart. 

Either of them could have had the last word, but in the 
end Jarlath did. 

“It’s like living with a stranger,” the man in the white 
bathrobe said. “I mean a real stranger this time.” 

 
Sometimes relationships are like making caramel. Bring 
them to the right point and they’re still sweet. Stop paying 
attention and go past that point and they can quickly 
become bitter and burnt. By then it’s too late. Everything’s 
ruined. 

Thank God we didn’t have kids, she told herself. Imagine 
not being able to recognise your own children. 

Six months after the separation and divorce, Niamh 
was officially single again. Back to a life of ready-meals and 
DVD box-sets instead of proper cooking and sex, and 
with no Jarlath to depend on any longer. Alone again, yet it 
wasn’t like she didn’t think about going out again, sooner 
or later, after she picked herself up, dusted herself off and 
started all over again. Like the song says, accentuate the 
positive. 

But to meet new faces, when you’re hopeless at faces? 
Imagine. You and your – no other word for it – your 

blind date. Only you’re the blind one. 
Imagine. Standing at the bar of a busy pub in town, you 
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turn away for a split second to pick up your G and T, you 
turn back to continue the conversation, to a complete stranger 
because your date has just slipped out to the loo. 

Or you’re in your best frock in a good restaurant, half 
way through dessert and you’ve both had too much wine 
to steady the nerves. This time you’re the one who needs 
to go to the loo. Only, when you come back it will be a sea 
of strange tables and strange faces. So what do you do? 
OK Sherlock, leave a clue. Make damn sure to bring your 
biggest handbag, plonk it on the table when you go to the 
toilets, keep an eye out for it on your return. Or at least 
look for a strange man dining alone. Preferably a decent 
looking hulk waving a large handbag at you. 

Or give up and tell big sister: “What’s the point in 
looking for Mr Right? We’d need to meet a dozen times in 
the same place before I’d even start to recognise him.” 

Áine was persistent. “Oh shurrup. I wish I were still 
your age. Look at you, still a babe and don’t even know it. 
Spent half your life worrying about losing weight or losing 
your virginity or losing face when you should just get out 
there and enjoy it while you can. Forget all that Catholic 
guilt trip crap and your bloody condition and … ” 

“Would you ever feck off,” Niamh shot back. “We’re 
not all like you, and don’t give me all that ‘How to find 
love later in life’ rubbish. Life’s not a glossy mag you 
know. We’re not all lost without a man once we hit the big 
four-oh.” That was telling her. “Anyway, the only thing 
I’m trying to attract this week is a decent offer of wine. I’m 
off to France. To drink vino, learn French and shag a 
Frenchman.” 

So that’s exactly what she’d done of course. Apart from 
the “shag a Frenchman” bit. 

 
 

END OF EXTRACT 
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Also by Mel Healy 

Another Case in Cowtown 
 
Dublin, Ireland, summer 2013. 

It’s the middle of a heatwave, and things are hotting up 
for Moss Reid. 

The Stoneybatter sleuth has way too much on his plate 
this month: an adoption trace, a missing person, a couple 
of cheating spouses, a series of thefts at a top Dublin 
restaurant, and someone has nicked his laptop. 

So what’s he doing sitting in an interrogation room, in 
an itchy boilersuit, being grilled (and boiled and finely 
diced) by the Murder Squad? 

Another Case in Cowtown is the first novel in the series 
about Moss Reid, Stoneybatter’s gastronomic private eye. 
For most of his clients it’s a question of the “not 
knowing”, from not knowing who your parents (and you) 
really are, to not knowing why a loved one has disappeared 
or where they ended up. As for Moss himself, it’s often 
about the not knowing whether you’ll get paid and eat this 
week. 

But don’t panic: it’s not all doom, gloom and 
starvation. There are various digressions on the funny side 
of life (and the occasional death). And half a dozen recipes 
along the way. 

 
Another Case in Cowtown 
ISBN-13: 978-1493679225 

ISBN-10: 14993679228 
ASIN: B00GJMOGPI 

Pages: 218 
 

Available in paperback and Kindle from 
Amazon.com and Amazon.co.uk 
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Also by Mel Healy 

Black Marigolds 
 

Dublin, Ireland, December 2013 
Whistle-blowers, missing persons, top-up scandals, 

corrupt councillors and a dead body or two… Sometimes 
you couldn’t make it up.  

It’s nearly Christmas, the city’s streets are full of pub 
crawlers and Christmas Jumpers, there’s a housing crisis, 
and Moss Reid is trying to find a homeless person. 

Meanwhile a right-wing TD is being blackmailed. He 
has been snared in a honeytrap. And if you’re dealing with 
a honeytrap you might as well start with the honey: a 
honey as young and sweet as you can get … 

In the second book in the ‘Moss Reid’ series, 
Stoneybatter’s foodie PI is back with more sad cases, skip 
traces, tempting recipes and a problem with the brussels 
sprouts. 

 
Black Marigolds 

ISBN-13: 978-1499328738 
ISBN-10: 1499328737 
ASIN: B00L5J9BQY 

Pages: 210 
 

Available in paperback and Kindle from 
Amazon.com and Amazon.co.uk 

 


