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Prologue

Operation Firefly

Blood looks black by moonlight. Under the lunar lantern, flesh 
wounds are rapidly spreading inkblots. Head shots are exploding 
carboys of Quink, with chunks in.

Oberst Friedrich Krueger’s battledress was a sodden strip 
of blotting paper. But the blood that stained the uniform of the 
Brandenburgers, Nazi Germany’s elite commando unit, wasn’t his 
own. Nor was it the blood of his four fearsome companions: the 
Austrian giant, Otto Skorzeny, all duelling scars and party ideol-
ogy; Feldwebel Hermann Munstermann, short, squat, savage and 
as ugly as sin; Oberleutnant Siegfried Grabert, the regiment’s boy 
wonder, hero of the blitzkrieg campaign of 1940 and holder of the 
Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross; and Jupp Hoven, an acne-scarred 
archaeologist, with greasy hair and greedy demeanour, who had 
found the artefact before the war and couldn’t wait to get his hands 
on it again.

Then there was Frank Ryan, the ageing, out-of-shape IRA man, 
with angina and an attitude problem, who’d been sprung from a 
stinking Spanish jail especially for the operation. Rumour had it 
that the head of the German secret service, Admiral Canaris, had 
interceded with General Franco on Frank Ryan’s behalf.

The ink-black blood belonged, rather, to an unsuspecting ARP 
patrol the Brandenburgers had stumbled upon by chance. Four 
middle-aged men, playing at soldiers, armed with battered bin-
oculars and a couple of decrepit Webley pistols. School teachers 
or bank officials doing their bit for the British war effort, probably. 
They didn’t stand a chance. Not against Hermann Munstermann’s 
MP34 machine gun and Otto Skorzeny’s silenced Schmeisser, a gift 
from Hermann Göring himself.

They’d surrendered, of course. They were too shocked to do 
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anything else. But there was no time for prisoners, let alone the 
rules of engagement laid down in every Wehrmacht paybook. Still 
stir-crazy, Ryan shouted, “Kill the Northern bastards!” and Mun-
stermann needed no encouragement. Machine guns are messy at 
close range – spit, sputter, splatter – though the gore is as nothing 
compared to the noise.

Ordinarily, the raucous bark of an MP34 would’ve attracted a 
lot of night-time attention, as would the astonished screams of ARP 
patrolmen doing the jerky, jumpy, jittery dance of death. This was 
no ordinary night, however. The spits and screams were drowned 
out by the throbbing drone of Luftwaffe engines as wave after wave 
of Heinkels, Junkers JU88s and Dorniers washed over the defence-
less city and the crump, crump, crump of bombs, incendiaries and 
assorted high explosives echoed off the encircling escarpment. It 
was a TNT thunderstorm, the drumbeats of Bedlam.

Belfast, of course, was well used to thundering drumrolls rat-
tling the casements of its grandiose Victorian thoroughfares. The 
Orange parades every 12th of July thundered and hammered and 
reverberated all day. But this was Tuesday 15 April, in the Year of 
Our Lord 1941, and the noise was like Vulcan’s infernal workshop, 
with Wagner on the Tannoy.

Oberst Krueger was grateful for the cover. The north side of the 
city was an inferno. From the far side of the Cave Hill, where he and 
his comrades had parachuted successfully before the main raid com-
menced, the Belfast conurbation looked like a volcanic crater, active 
and about to erupt. The moon, the flames, the firebombs, the search-
lights added up to a pyrotechnic phantasmagoria. Panic prevailed, 
with pandemonium in close attendance. Everyone who wasn’t getting 
out of town pronto was preoccupied with fighting the flames.

The air raid was a perfect diversionary tactic, as it was intended 
to be. The city-wide bonfire was a smokescreen, both literally and 
metaphorically. Krueger’s hand-picked Brandenburgers were 
charged with the most important task of the evening, the most 
important task of the war thus far. They were on a mission from 
God. For God. For Canaris. For Adolf Hitler himself. They were 
on a mission that would determine the outcome of Operation Bar-
barossa, the imminent invasion of Stalin’s Russia. They were on a 
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mission that, if successful, could give the Führer a birthday sur-
prise he’d never forget. They were on a mission that marked the 
25th anniversary of the Easter Rising and, as Ireland was Nazi Ger-
many’s stepping stone for the mooted invasion of Great Britain, the 
occasion was too important to pass unmarked.

Symbolism aside – and ARP interruption notwithstanding – 
Operation Firefly had gone like clockwork. Five-man team. Lightly 
equipped. Parachute drop from 1,000 metres. Rendezvous on the 
outskirts of Templepatrick, eleven kilometres north of Belfast and 
eight cross-country to their destination. The artefact had to be 
acquired, its provenance had to be confirmed and, thanks to Frank 
Ryan’s contacts, the exit strategy had to be enacted. Only an Irish-
man could’ve come up with a scheme that disguised military oper-
ations under a cover of good neighbourliness. A highly placed Irish 
official had promised that fire engines from Dublin, Drogheda and 
Dundalk would rush north, bells clanging, to assist the stricken 
citizens of Belfast. Except that they’d have a few extra passengers 
on their way back, early next morning. Oddly uniformed passen-
gers, perhaps, and jealously guarding a precious object in their 
possession. But after an exhausting night of firefighting heroics, 
who’d be counting or looking too closely? The diplomatic bag of 
Dublin’s German legation would do the rest. Hitler’s 52nd would 
be his happiest birthday yet. Canaris apparently couldn’t wait to 
see Himmler’s face with its non-Aryan nose out of joint.

Munstermann bundled the ink-stained bodies into a roadside 
ditch. “That was unnecessary, sergeant,” Grabert snapped in his 
best brothers-in-arms manner. “The first commandment in your 
paybook, in case you’ve forgotten, states that Wehrmachten observe 
the rules of chivalrous behaviour. This isn’t the SS.”

“It will be if Himmler has his way,” Feldwebel Munstermann 
replied gruffly, refusing to be cowed by the cocky junior officer. 
“Canaris is out of his depth. Himmler will move against him. Your 
precious regiment will be the Reichsführer’s plaything this time 
next year.”

“You’ve jeopardized our mission, sergeant,” Grabert retorted 
officiously. “You’ll pay for this insubordination when we return to 
barracks.”

Agents & Dealers.indb   11 30/6/08   17:46:35



12 13

Munstermann glared at the regiment’s wunderkind. Knight’s 
Cross or not, he wasn’t used to having his bloodlust denounced by 
a pipsqueak like Grabert.

“Knock it off, the pair of you,” Skorzeny interrupted, shoulder-
ing his Schmeisser. The Austrian giant’s duelling scars were clearly 
discernible in the enveloping conflagration.

“No more talk,” Krueger ordered, in an attempt to impose his 
authority on the squabbling detachment. “We have a job to do. By 
my reckoning, our target is just over that ridge, at the bottom of 
the hill.”

The commandos crested Belfast’s Cave Hill. They stood on 
McArt’s Fort, an ancient Iron Age settlement, where the United 
Irishmen famously plighted their anti-British troth in 1795. A fire-
filled vista lay beneath them. It was like the entrance to the under-
world, or worse. The flames soared heavenward and, reflected in 
the eerily calm waters of Belfast Lough, sank Letheward as well. 
The last of the Luftwaffe waves ebbed off into the distance, engine 
noise drowned out by the crash of collapsing buildings and the 
mournful sirens’ wail.

A bright light lanced up from the wooded hillside below. Three 
long, three short. The signal. Oberst Krueger looked round at his 
colleagues, their faces flushed and eyes shining. Jupp Hoven, the 
youthful archaeologist, was almost beside himself with excitement. 
“That’s it, let’s go!”

The platoon scrambled down the steep slope, freewheeling from 
tree to tree, bush to bush, using the foliage as a brake. Propelled 
by the combined momentum of gravity and weaponry, it was as 
close to fun as secret operations ever got. Elated, they were breath-
ing heavily by the time the ground levelled out. Frank Ryan, the 
out-of-condition local liaison, was down on his knees, hissing and 
wheezing like a punctured barrage balloon. The light was clearly 
discernible, as was the dark outline of their destination. It was less 
than fifty metres distant across a rock-strewn meadow.

“Halt! Who goes there? Stop, or I shoot! Stop!!”
A shot rang out, ricocheting off the rocks and into the copse.
Skorzeny unshouldered his Schmeisser. Tuesday night was 

inkblot night.
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Chapter One

Shoplifters of the World Unite

Shrinkage City, they called it. Shrinkage as in stealing, theft, nicking, 
knocking, ripping stuff off. It was the Lanzarote of larceny, the 
Malaga of misappropriation, the Benidorm of blag. It was where 
lifers went to die, teenage thugs learnt their trade and hardened 
criminals liked to loosen up. It was where the long arm of the 
law didn’t reach or would get amputated if it tried. It was a rest 
home for ex-cons, the Champneys of the criminal classes. It made 
Chicago during Prohibition look like Walt Disney World on Moth-
ering Sunday. If shoplifting were an Olympic sport, it would be the 
host city in perpetuity.

But that was then, this is now. These days, Belfast is the very 
model of a modern major metropolis. Five star hotels, Michelin 
recommended restaurants, shimmering shopping malls, expen-
sive apartment blocks, designer label boutiques, bijou art galleries, 
cosmetic surgery clinics, magnificent public buildings, picturesque 
riverside walkways, pretentious arts festivals, dramatic concert 
halls and pristine pedestrianized streets are all present and correct, 
though the jury’s still out on an all-singing, all-dancing, super-
duper sports stadium. The property market is booming. Booming 
in a good way. Not like before. Before’s behind us. Belfast’s many 
and varied paramilitary organizations have been pensioned off 
– thanks to generous government grants for “decommissioning” 
– and the ill-gotten gains of the godfathers of yore are being confis-
cated by the Assets Recovery Agency. The agency costs more to run 
than it recoups in raids and seizures. But, hey, who’s counting?

Jimmy James is counting. So’s his sidekick “Moonbeam” 
McCartney. They’re counting down the retail stores in Greater 
Belfast. Ticking them off, in fact. Five years ago, Jimmy read that 
Belfast was the shoplifting capital of the world – Shoplifter City 
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they called it in the paper – and Jimmy decided he wanted to be the 
king of the world, the best shoplifter in the best city for shoplifting 
in the world. A boy’s gotta have ambition, right?

So Jimmy set out to steal something from every single shop in 
Belfast Urban Area, the continuously built up region from Bally-
gowan in the east to Ballymurphy way out west, from Whiteabbey 
in the down-and-out north to Black’s Road in the up-and-coming 
south. Such a task, which surely warrants inclusion in the Guinness 
Book of Criminal Records on completion, is easier said than done, 
however. It’s not the sheer number of shops that’s the problem. 
Jesus, Jimmy could do twenty on a good day. It’s defining what a 
shop is and what a shop isn’t. Are dry cleaners shops? Are banks 
shops? Are pubs shops? Are estate agents shops? They look a bit 
like shops. They are found on shopping parades and in shop-
ping malls, nestling among the other shops. But are they “proper” 
shops? Who decides these things?

Whatever they are, Jimmy discovered, they don’t provide par-
ticularly rich pickings for the filching fraternity. Money aside, what 
can you pinch from a bank branch, bar exhausted ballpoint pens on 
a string? Takings aside, what can you pilfer from a pub, other than 
beer mats, bar towels or the pint of an inebriated punter? Petty 
cash aside, what can you snaffle from an estate agent, apart from 
Photoshopped photographs of unaffordable houses and maybe a 
desk calendar or two? Till-fill aside, what can you steal from a dry 
cleaners, beside someone else’s ill-fitting outfits and a container or 
two of narcotic cleaning fluid?

Then there’s the problem of chain stores. Does each branch of 
Boots or Superdrug or W. H. Smith count separately, or does one 
dipping operation cover them all? And if so, must the operation be 
mounted on the city centre flagship store or will an outlying outlet 
do just as well?

Decisions, decisions, decisions. Definitions, definitions, defini-
tions. Where does the urban area stop, for Christ’s sake? Is there 
life after Abbeycentre?

Actually, Jimmy loved wrestling with these undecidable 
issues. He was a philosopher at heart. A shoplifting sage, sort 
of. He often waxed lyrical to Moonbeam about the art, the craft, 
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the metaphysics of misappropriation. “It’s not the stealing or the 
swag,” he frequently commented, with more than a modicum of 
self-justification, “it’s the battle of wits, it’s us against them, it’s 
overcoming the security precautions, the anti-theft technology, the 
angled mirrors, the CCTV, the alarm tags on the merchandise, the 
idiotic store detectives, the fat bastards standing guard at the door 
who can’t catch a cold, let alone bird flu. It’s the hunter versus the 
hunted.”

“Whatever you say, Jimmy.”
“Look at me, Moonbeam,” he counselled, “You must always 

remember that we are in the right. Shoplifting is a noble calling. 
Don’t believe retailers’ propaganda about pilferage. They only 
have themselves to blame. They make their displays as attrac-
tive as possible. They lead consumers into temptation. They are 
serpents in the Garden of Eden. They bombard us with adverts, 
loyalty cards, money-off deals, three-for-two promotions, buy-one-
get-one-free gimmicks. Their aim is to attract us, seduce us, make 
us buy despite ourselves, despite the fact that we can’t afford it, 
despite the fact that over-consumption is destroying the planet and 
ecological Armageddon is nigh.”

“So it’s not just about stuffing DVDs down the front of our 
jeans, sprinting out of the shop, and pissing ourselves laughing at 
the bus stop?”

Jimmy James glanced at his scabby companion. A biblical 
plague of boils adorned his already spotty complexion. Knocking, 
for Moonbeam, was all about the buzz, the excitement, the orgas-
mic thrill of the getaway. He thought it was the next best thing to 
sex. The next best thing to thinking about sex, rather. He’d thought 
about sex a lot. He’d spent sufficient time on remand to think his 
way through the Kama Sutra. Or the complete back issues of Loaded 
at least.

Moonbeam wasn’t much good at thinking. He wasn’t a great 
shoplifter either. His basic problem was that he had a suspicious 
face, the kind of singularly sleekit face that security personnel don’t 
like the look of, the kind they keep a watchful eye on and take inor-
dinate exception to. He went through hell on holiday, when airport 
police, X-ray machine attendants, customs and excise officers etc. 
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clapped their beady eyes on him. He’d had more hands up his arse 
than a ventriloquist’s dummy. Even Howard Marks, the celebrity 
drug runner, hadn’t had more latex gloves fumbling in his funda-
ment than Moonbeam McCartney.

From Jimmy’s standpoint, though, you couldn’t beat Moonbeam 
as a partner in crime. He attracted all the attention while Jimmy 
did the business. He led the floorwalkers a merry dance, as Jimmy 
helped himself to whatever tickled his light-fingered fancy. He 
spent long spells in jail, admittedly, but whenever Moonbeam was 
out he was invaluable. As a double act, they couldn’t be bettered. 
They were the criminal equivalent of good cop, bad cop. Jimmy, 
you see, had an innocent face, an innocuous face, a butter-wouldn’t-
melt face that allowed him to get away with, if not quite murder, 
then any number of watches, bracelets, books, CDs, T-shirts, train-
ers, computer games, bottles of vodka, giant Easter eggs, Gillette 
Fusion razor blades and even a frozen turkey from Tesco. Jimmy’s 
shiny black hair, bright blue eyes, wonderfully winning smile and 
drop-dead dimples didn’t count against him either.

“We don’t steal stuff, Moonbeam. We liberate it. We’re on the 
front line of the anti-capitalist movement, guerrilla fighters in the 
war against marketing. We’re the Brand Liberation Front. We are 
the people. Never forget that.”

“Whatever you say, Jimmy.”
“Think Zen, Moonbeam.”
“Is that like Nuts, or HFM or Maxim?”
“It’s not a lad-mag. It’s a philosophy, a world-view, a system of 

thought…” Jimmy despaired for his dopey companion. He wasn’t 
the fastest CPU in PC World. “It’s a way to avoid getting caught, 
Moonbeam.”

“Oh. Right. How does it work?”
“It’s mental, Moonbeam. All in the mind. The Tao of petty theft. 

The Prana of peculation. Think yourself invisible. They can’t see 
you. They don’t know we’re there. We’re in and out before they’re 
any the wiser. Shopping’s special forces strike again. Another straw 
on the back of the capitalist camel.”

“Can you steal anything if you’re a … a Zen master … a Zen 
mastermind, Jimmy?”
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“Anything, Moonbeam!”
“Anything?”
“Well, within reason.”
A sly look crossed Moonbeam’s shifty, stoat-like face. “What 

about power tools? Lawnmowers? Sets of spanners? What about 
a chain saw, Jimmy? You up for hiding a hedge-trimmer down the 
front of your kecks?”

If Jimmy James had a fault, it was vanity. In a city where stuff 
didn’t so much fall off the back of a lorry as plummet, Jimmy was 
the pontiff of plummeting stuff. Or so he believed. “Nothing is 
beyond a Hatha Yoga practitioner, Moonbeam, not even a sabre-
toothed hedge-trimmer.”

“Are you sure about that, Jimmy?”
“Look and learn, grasshopper. Look and learn.”
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Chapter Two

If You Go Down to the DIY Today

“Breathe through your eyes, Moonbeam,” the Zen master advised 
as they stepped off the Carrickfergus-bound Ulsterbus.

“Breathe through your arse?” the adept retorted, refusing to 
take the tenets of Hatha Yoga too seriously. “I know some people 
who talk through their arses – mentioning no names, Jimmy – so I 
suppose breathing makes sense.”

“Matter is energy,” the nicking ninja intoned. “The meaning of 
life is theft. Repeat after me, Moonbeam… Ooooommm.”

“Om.”
“Again, Moonbeam, stressing the O.”
“Oooo… my God, Jimmy, would you look at the size of that.” 

He pointed toward a hulking, cladding-covered category killer 
across an almost empty car park.

Discount DIY had trouble written all over it. An outgrowth of 
The Troubles, a local euphemism for thirty years of civil unrest, 
religious bigotry, communal strife and general lawlessness, Dis-
count DIY was a front for a prominent paramilitary organization. 
The IRA, to be precise. Armed robbery receipts, drug trade takings, 
protection racket returns, identity theft contributions, life insurance 
scams and assorted backhanders, blackmailings, bogus compensa-
tion claims and prisoners’ welfare “contributions” were channelled 
through Discount DIY’s accounts. Its auditors knew which side 
their bread was buttered on, as did its preferred suppliers, as did 
the organization’s trade-only subsidiary, Discount Supply.

The IRA may not have been the most ruthless terrorist organi-
zation in the world – compared to Al-Qaeda or Hamas they were 
wimps, though they gave it their best shot, so to speak – but their 
business plan was a work of genius. They’d created a virtuous 
circle that was the talk of the construction industry. The bars, 
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restaurants, department stores and office blocks they bombed with 
impunity had to be rebuilt in due course. And rebuilding needs 
building supplies. It was too good an opportunity to miss and the 
IRA were nothing if not opportunistic. When business was slack, 
a well-placed car bomb in a city centre side-street soon had the 
cash registers ringing merrily. The decorative glass and glazing 
department was particularly lucrative, since car bombs blew out 
windows several miles away. It wasn’t so much money for old 
rope, as money for old lags.

Building requisites naturally led to property development, 
estate agency, insurance brokerage, mortgage provision, quantity 
surveying, loss adjusting, shopfitting operations, furniture retail-
ing, carpet supplies and office equipment leasing. As the economy 
picked up, thanks to the IRA’s canny investment strategy, they 
rapidly branched out into restaurants, superpubs, nightclubs, mul-
tiplexes, amusement arcades and the many and varied tentacles 
of the contemporary leisure sector. Surprisingly, they steered clear 
of taxicab services – because that is where the organization’s busi-
ness activities started and was an unwelcome reminder of the way 
things were. Tiocfaidh ár Lá. Our day will come. Our payday already 
has.

The beauty of the IRA’s diversification strategy was that it 
opened up all sorts of underhand opportunities. Watered drinks 
were served in its public houses, ersatz Ecstasy tablets were on offer 
in its every-night-is-party-night clubs, rigged fruit machines ringed 
the floors of its amusement arcades, food that had long passed its 
sell-by date was spiced and served in its carry-out restaurants. 
Chernobyl chicken, Sellafield steaks, plutonium puddings, grisly 
rissoles, salmonella seafood specials, e-coli-enriched enchiladas. 
You name it, they moved it. Gastroenteritis remedies were likewise 
available from its friendly neighbourhood pharmacy-cum-coffee 
bars, Pharmalatte.

When the public health authorities got wise to this rancid racket 
– which took longer than many might think, because Belfast’s 
burghers aren’t renowned for their gastronomic sophistication – the 
IRA’s resident marketing gurus simply dipped their date-expired 
bread into the delicious gravy of themed recreation. People’ll eat, 
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drink or do anything if it’s wrapped in an interesting theme. Aus-
tralian pubs, Argentinean steakhouses, Scottish financial institu-
tions, Harry Potter summer schools, Pirates of the Caribbean boat 
trips, Dolce & Gabbana boutique hotels, fast-fashion fast-food res-
taurants (featuring Kate Moss Coke and Naomi Campbell Happy 
Meals) attest to the power of a well-thought-out theme.

Sadly, the Hunger Strike chain of Ulster pizza parlours wasn’t 
the most well-thought-out operation, nor was its Dirty Protest 
decor. So much for success breeding success.

Success, in reality, breeds competition. The IRA-instigated 
uplift in the Northern Ireland economy had a dark cloud inside 
its silver lining. After avoiding the province for thirty-odd years – 
bubonic plague victims were more welcome in Britain than Ulster-
men – the big wheels of the post-industrial economy ran their 
investment vehicles over the place, recognized the money-making 
opportunities that existed in an overlooked, undershopped, sur-
prisingly affluent UK region, thanks to all those well paid govern-
ment employees. After burning the place down for a generation, 
consumers had money to burn, and where there’s smoke there’s 
Tesco, Sainsbury, Homebase, B&Q, Ikea, etc.

Discount DIY couldn’t compete with the big boys, let alone big 
boys equipped with Big Brother databases, store location optimi-
zation software and a line of credit at the Tony Blair ennoblement 
exchange. Discount DIY, if truth be told, couldn’t compete with 
anyone, since it was essentially a front, a funnel, a slush fund sluice 
gate. True, they took things into their own hands from time to time 
by fire-bombing the cross-channel competition. If you can’t beat 
them fair and square, blow the British bastards up, as it were. But 
Discount DIY was a cardboard cut-out company that couldn’t cut 
it when it came to the cutthroat crunch. Cutting throats they could 
cope with, but cutthroat competition was something else again.

The IRA’s business model – bomb with one hand, build with 
the other – was getting green around the gills and stinking to high 
heaven.

Jimmy James didn’t know any of this. How could he, he was 
an unmarried hick from the sticks and hadn’t reached the stage 
where he darkened DIY stores’ doors. Despite his cherubic looks, 
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he’d only ever had one serious girlfriend and she dumped him 
for demanding conjugal rights before the wedding ring had been 
received. He’d never given much thought to doing it himself. Six-
packs of Guinness he could handle. Flatpacks from Homebase 
were beyond him. DIY outlets were on his shoplifting list of course, 
as were all retail store types, but he was working systematically 
through the city centre before starting on the suburbs.

Still, a challenge is a challenge, a dare is a dare. His Zen of 
embezzlement had been called into question. Moonbeam must be 
made to realize that nothing is impossible for a samurai shoplifter 
with self-belief. Even power tools, which are hard to handle at the 
best of times and are the sneak thief’s equivalent of scaling the 
Eiger, are not beyond a warrior from the Brand Liberation Front.

Generously, Moonbeam let him make the call on which ware-
house to plunder. Would it be bustling B&Q, where the crowds and 
commotion made it easy to slip in and out unnoticed? Or would 
it be dingy Discount DIY, as empty as Hunger Strike pizza shops 
on anchovies-only Fridays, but where employees were so indolent 
that swiping a complete bathroom suite, plus tiles and grouting, 
wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility?

They tossed. B&Q lost.
The Carrickfergus branch of Discount DIY was easiest to get to 

even though it was just outside Jimmy’s arbitrarily imposed city 
boundary. Part of the harbourside shopping park, a half-hearted 
attempt to brighten up a moribund commuter town, Discount DIY 
stood sad and forlorn beside a gimcrack cinema, iffy Italian restau-
rant, rinky-dink marina and cavernous Co-operative superstore. 
Actually, it was even emptier than usual. Unbeknown to Jimmy and 
Moonbeam, who rarely read the newspapers or watched anything 
other than stolen DVDs, Discount DIY had “gone into receivership” 
the day before. Well, that’s what they called it, but when the official 
receiver-speak had been translated, it seemed that the IRA was shut-
ting up shop, admitting defeat and getting out of the increasingly 
unprofitable do-it-yourself business. Not only was the DIY super-
store’s remaining stock deeply discounted, but they were giving it 
away. Gratis, no strings attached, all you can carry, to anyone that 
wished to avail themselves of the paramilitaries’ munificence.
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Never reluctant to partake of a bargain, even a blood-money 
bespattered bargain courtesy of an officially proscribed organi-
zation, the citizens of Carrickfergus descended on the dying dis-
counter like seagulls round a beached sperm whale. So what if it 
stank to high heaven? Praise the Lord, pass the shopping trolley 
and grab the garden supplies, gallon drums of Ronseal and giant 
tins of Crown emulsion while you can.

But Jimmy and Moonbeam didn’t know this either. They 
sauntered through the cleaned-out superstore towards the end of 
“everything must go” day. The timber department was deforested. 
The lighting aisle was stripped. The plumbing section had disap-
peared down the proverbial plughole. The paint display counter 
had nothing left in stock but ecru, beige, fawn, tan, taupe, mag-
nolia and smidgen of peach. Revolting strips of flock wallpaper 
rolled across the concrete floor, akin to tumbleweed through 
Deadwood.

“Are your knocking chakras aligned, Moonbeam?”
“Last time I checked, Jimmy,” he replied with a smile. Moon-

beam paused at the self-assembly shelving aisle and started fid-
dling inelegantly at the crotch of his breeks. “What about yours?”

“My chakras are always aligned, Moonbeam. I’m feeling espe-
cially lucky today,” he said with absolute assurance. “I’ll get away 
with something. The security guards can’t stop me, grasshopper.”

“Is that because of the Zen?”
“No, it’s because I can run faster than you.”
The complicit companions laughed. It was just like the good 

old days before Moonbeam paid his debt to society and Jimmy 
made a bid for solo glory on Steal Idol. Discount DIY had seen 
better days too. The power tool section was at the very back of the 
store, adjacent to the customer advice counter, where employees 
could keep an eye on the outlet’s most expensive items. There were 
no employees in sight, though. There were no power tools for that 
matter. Not a drill, not a sander, not a paint stripper, neither a cir-
cular saw, nor a chain saw, nor indeed a hedge trimmer. Not even 
the dubious own-brand knock-offs that fry you at the first flick of 
a switch. Not a sausage, in short.

There was only a sweaty sausage roll, sitting on a display unit 
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at the back of the customer help desk, alongside a big mug of 
steaming coffee. The DIY “doctor” was either on a house call or 
he’d slipped outside for a quick cigarette. Bold as anodized brass, 
Moonbeam leapt over the counter and took a huge bite out of the 
medic’s afternoon snack. He was taking his life in his hands, since 
the piping comestible was presumably supplied by the IRA’s cater-
ing corps and consisted of macerated pigs’ testicles. Maybe not 
pigs’. Definitely testicles though, to judge from the look on Moon-
beam’s scunnered kisser.

“Come on, grasshopper, let’s go.” Jimmy had had enough. 
“There’s a B&Q up beside Tesco’s. We can walk from here.”

“Mmmm … nnmm … nnmm … nnmm.” Moonbeam’s mouth 
was full of gristle and filler. Polyfilla probably. Tiny bits of flaky 
pastry spewed out as he tried to speak. So he pointed at some-
thing instead. There was a large canvas holdall tucked under the 
wooden counter, all but invisible from the shopfloor and evidently 
overlooked by the ravening hordes of local locusts who’d passed 
through earlier. Munching loudly, Moonbeam motioned toward it 
as if to say “steal that, mastermind”.

Jimmy shook his head and turned to go. Things didn’t feel 
right. His chi was acting up and not in a good way. But Moonbeam 
was having none of it. Still chewing with his mouth open, he ges-
tured at the purple holdall again, motioning enthusiastically and 
spluttering something that might have been “I double dare you.” 
It was impossible to tell.

Okay, let’s do it, Jimmy thought. Better than nothing. Better than 
a hedge trimmer down the boxers. Better get out of here before the 
DIY doctor returns and discovers the attack on his snack. A man 
can get pretty irate if his Ginsters is interfered with.

Jimmy lifted the hatch, rounded the counter and grabbed the 
hidden holdall by the handles. Christ, it weighed a ton. He threw 
it over one shoulder and staggered under the weight. Jesus, it 
must contain a full set of spanners, plus a judicious selection of 
hammers, chisels, mallets and monkey wrenches. With Moonbeam 
in tow, Jimmy made his way toward the front of the store. They’d 
got as far as plumbing and bathrooms when a disembodied voice 
spoke up behind them. It echoed throughout the cavernous outlet. 
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“Sorry guys, you can’t take that. It’s not an SKU. It’s not part of the 
closing down give-away. Bring it back, please.”

Jimmy and Moonbeam ignored him. They were in the Zen 
zone. They knew no fear. They were invisible. They were a Stock 
Knocking Unit. They were the Brand Liberation Front.

“Bring it back right now, or I’ll call security.”
The samurai of shoplifting kept walking, steady as she goes. 

They were nearing the checkouts, all eight abandoned. There was 
no sign of the security guards. It was as if they too had helped 
themselves illicitly to some free time or were grabbing what keep-
sakes they could before joining the ranks of the unemployed. Only 
the diehard scavengers were still in store, removing the very fix-
tures and fittings.

“Who ate my fucking sausage roll!?” With a roar like a baited bear, 
the hefty DIY doctor vaulted the counter of his clinic and dashed 
down the central aisle after the toolkit-stealing miscreants.

The BLF refused to be intimidated by threats or profanities or 
intemperate accusations of snack snaffling. They continued on, 
unconcerned. They were on the astral plane of misappropriation. 
They were experiencing what some commentators call “flow”, a 
heightened sense of preoccupied invulnerability.

Vulnerability was rapidly catching up with them, however.
Accelerating like an ambulance on emergency call, the good 

doctor’s bedside manner left a lot to be desired. “Wait till I get 
hold of you, you fuckers. I’ll fucking kill you!” So much for the 
Hippocratic oath.

Snack attack retribution had almost reached the nonchalant Zen 
masters when an overloaded shopping trolley – one of the extra-
long, DIY store-style trolleys – suddenly appeared in front of the 
speeding emergency vehicle. Pushed by a grinning greengrocer, 
who couldn’t believe his luck, it was stacked with a ziggurat of 
aluminium display racks. It was unavoidable. The deafening crash 
must have penetrated The Zone, because the shoplifting shoguns 
glanced over their shoulders, clocked the DIY RTA, promptly 
sprinted out through the yawning entrance and zipped across the 
deserted car park, heading in the general direction of Carrickfergus 
town centre.
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Picking himself up painfully, Doctor Death decided that back-up 
was needed. He pulled out his mobile phone, then hit speed dial. 
“Billy? Bit of a problem. The holdall’s gone.”
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Chapter Three

Some Like it Hot

Abby Maguire was struggling. Struggling with a vibrator. Strug-
gling with a fistful of vibrators. Giant vibrators with flexi-tips, 
easi-grips and multi-speed options. Abby was struggling to dress 
the shop window for its Re-member September promotion, and 
the Beelzebub vibrators were proving a pain in the backside. No 
matter how carefully she arranged them, they looked like porno-
graphic porcupines in day-glo plastic.

“They didn’t warn me about this at the orientation session,” 
Abby muttered to herself. She was sweating in the heat of the 
halogen display lighting. The faux-latex Some Like It Hot staff 
uniform didn’t help either. She was flushed, panting, perspiring 
and, to casual passers-by, looked as though she was enjoying the 
perks of the job, much like a bartender on the bottle, a pharmacist 
raiding the drugs cabinet or a Merthyr Tydfil hill farmer dipping 
his sheep on the sly.

Still, passing trade was minimal at this time of day, so there 
was no one to witness her wanton window display. Things usually 
went quiet after 5.00 p.m., only to pick up later on. Friday was 
Some Like It Hot’s late opening night and things could get hairy in 
the costume hire department – naughty nurse and dirty doctor sets, 
sinful nun and devilish priest vestments, Nazi stormtrooper get 
ups, complete with coal-scuttle helmets, stick grenades, swastika 
armbands and leatherette jackboots. More popular still were the 
salty sea dog ensembles, comprising souwesters, gumboots, har-
poons, naughty nautical gaits and what have you. Only the Harry 
Potter outfits, consisting of his ’n’ her invisibility cloaks, wash ’n’ 
go magic wands and one-size-fits-all fizzing whizbees, came close 
to the raunchy delights of Moby Dick night.

Well, that’s what the customers claimed on returning the 
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encrusted costumes, though Abby had her doubts. Carrickfergus 
may have been a hotbed of many things – Christian fundamental-
ists, Protestant paramilitaries, tattooed Pitbull owners and Tesco 
loyalty card holders – but sexy swingers with a predilection for 
stain-resistant, ready-wipe, velcro-fastened pac-a-macs required a 
pinch of salt, or several.

Hardcore clients aside, the town hadn’t warmed up to Some Like 
It Hot. Opened seven years earlier, the store was situated in West 
Street, a narrow pedestrianized thoroughfare that ran from the main 
town square to one of Carrick’s two principal tourist attractions, St. 
Nicholas’s twelfth-century church. Along with the nearby Norman 
castle, St. Nicholas’s attracted the vast majority of visitors, and the 
shops lining West Street benefited from the day-tripper footfall.

Some Like It Hot’s arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed, needless to 
say. The good citizens of Carrickfergus, what few there were, took 
exception to the opening of a saucy lingerie shop within heavy 
petting distance of St. Nicholas’s. Demonstrations, picket lines and 
brimstone-belching lay preachers attempted to disrupt the intimate 
apparel operation. However, the promised hellfire simply made 
Some Like It Hot more appealing to local and national newspa-
pers. Their headline writers had never had it so good and busi-
ness burgeoned accordingly. When media interest moved on – to 
the traditional Carrickfergus fare of car parking charges, economic 
regeneration packages, paramilitary punishment beatings and head-
less corpses in council estate back alleys – the erotica emporium’s 
marketing-savvy management turned to another hold-the-front-
page tactic. A Marilyn Monroe mannequin was installed in Some 
Like It Hot’s shop window. Wearing the iconic white dress from 
The Seven Year Itch, sporting the retail store’s raciest underwear, and 
equipped with a powerful underfoot fan that burst into life at set 
intervals, the billowing window display attracted all and sundry 
from near and far. Adolescent boys of all ages were also drawn in 
rubber-necking, finger-pointing, customer-discouraging numbers. 
However, a display of monster dildos, labelled Small, Medium and 
Large, soon dispersed the hairy-handed contingent, though their 
post-pubescent psyches may have suffered considerable collateral 
damage.
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Still, the fragile psyches of tumescent teenagers weren’t high on 
Abby Maguire’s agenda. She had more important things to worry 
about. The Eco-friendly August posters had to be removed from the 
shop window (“Calculate Your Carnal Footprint!”) and replaced 
with Re-member September’s eye-popping display of pornupines. 
Then she had to tidy up the shop before the Friday night rush.

Not that the Friday night rush added up to much. Despite the 
headline-grabbing PR spectaculars and attempts to further inflame 
bible-thumpers by setting the white dress uplift interval to seven 
minutes on Sundays, the sum total of those who liked it hot in Car-
rickfergus was somewhat disappointing. Business was much better 
in Belfast, Lisburn, Bangor and above all Cultra, where cross-dress-
ing accoutrements proved particularly popular with local celebri-
ties, high-ranking civil servants, the remaining military personnel 
at Holywood Barracks and affluent former paramilitaries who 
owned huge houses on Ulster’s so-called “Gold Coast”. Gold lamé 
coast, more like.

Carrickfergus, by contrast, was a blue collar town. Dog collars 
were pretty popular too, though not the kind of dog collars that 
Some Like It Hot ordinarily stocked. The oldest settlement on the 
north shore of Belfast Lough – considerably older than Belfast 
itself – Carrickfergus had the makings of a major money-spinner. 
An ancient castle and keep, a Georgian town hall, an impressive 
Norman church in St. Nicholas’s, atmospheric, twisty-turny streets 
in the Irish and Scots Quarters, and well-preserved remnants of 
ramparts and walls, brilliantly ticked the right tourist boxes, as did 
the harbour-side shopping complex on the outer edge of the town 
centre.

Better yet, the settlement had witnessed more than its fair share 
of historical incidents, which offered all sorts of tales-for-tourists 
possibilities. Prince William of Orange, a.k.a. King Billy, landed 
there with his armies in June 1690 before defeating James I at the 
Battle of the Boyne a month later. The last witch trial in Ireland took 
place in the town in 1711, when three hubble-bubblers were sen-
tenced to the toil and trouble of the common pillory. John Paul Jones, 
the rambunctious American privateer, attacked the settlement with 
impunity during the War of Independence. Carrickfergus was the 
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centre for gun-running in 1912, when the Ulster Crisis was at its 
height and northern Protestants were prepared to fight rather than 
submit to Irish Home Rule. Its former residents included Jonathan 
Swift of Gulliver’s Travels fame, Andrew Jackson, seventh president 
of the United States, Louis MacNeice, the foremost British poet of 
the “low dishonest decade” that was the 1930s, and “Buttercup”, 
the terrifying ghost of a soldier who was executed in error (possibly 
on account of his decidedly unmilitary name) and whose troubled 
spirit stalks Carrick’s night-time streets to this very day.

Despite its prodigious commercial potential, the townscape 
was marred by unattractive pedestrianization schemes, all sorts of 
cheap and nasty 1960s buildings, an unsightly rash of surrounding 
housing estates and an intrusive multi-lane dual carriageway that 
dominated the seafront and effectively separated the town centre 
from its crown jewels, the castle and the harbour.

The worst blight, many believed, was Some Like It Hot itself. 
And at times Abby was inclined to agree with them. It wasn’t that 
she was a puritanical blue stocking or anything, but in its increas-
ingly desperate attempts to attract free publicity the store was 
becoming ever more outrageous, ever more offensive, ever more 
eroticized. The emporium’s traditional stock-in-trade, deliciously 
feminine de-luxe lingerie, was being supplanted by harder and 
harder hard-core contents, which were hard to swallow, let alone 
stomach, much less display. It was turning into the retailing equiv-
alent of aging rock chicks – Britney, Courtney, Madge and more 
– seemingly determined to shock their way back to the top and 
only succeeding in making clueless, shameless, knickerless fools 
of themselves.

The long-term future for Some Like It Hot wasn’t Abby Maguire’s 
problem, however. She was simply a university student on work 
placement as part of her Retail Marketing degree at the University 
of Hustler. She had no intention of making a career in sexy che-
mises, peek-a-boo bustiers or see-through bondage gear. The avun-
cular owners, admittedly, had made her what they thought was an 
offer she couldn’t refuse (a free hand with the edible underwear 
range, specifically the introduction of lo-cal, high-fibre, omega3-
enriched alternatives). They’d painted an attractive career-track 
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picture of managing one of Some Like It Hot’s sister stores (Hot 
to Trot, Pants on Fire, Yes Yes Yes, Once More With Feeling and 
First Time For Everything). They’d encouraged her to examine the 
gamut of on-line expansion options (albeit the thought of surfing 
through XXX-rated websites was enough to make Abby seriously 
seasick).

All things considered, Ms. Maguire wasn’t tempted by a per-
manent position in Some Like It Hot. She’d seen enough liquorice-
flavoured condoms, split-crotch cami-knickers, nearly-nylon 
naughty nighties, relaxed-fit see-through bodystockings, and 
boxes of Viagra Max, Viagra SuperMax and Viagra A&E to last a 
lifetime.

Some lifetimes are shorter than others, though.
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Chapter Four

Lie Back and Think

Market research has a lot to answer for, Abby Maguire reckoned as 
she put the finishing touches to the eye-catching window display. 
A national survey of 1,200 adult consumers had revealed that Sep-
tember was the sexiest month. September was the month when 
British women were at their friskiest and men, re-energized after 
the summer holidays, were ready for a full five minutes of passion-
ate love action. September was the month for romantic weekends 
in Paris, courtesy of Ryanair and similar low-cost carriers, though 
there was nothing romantic about Ryanair’s cheap and cheer-
less service. September was also the month that was nine months 
before June, the official start of the UK’s shotgun wedding season. 
But Abby preferred not to think about that.

She didn’t believe the market research, for starters, since she 
doubted whether people told the truth about their sex lives. Cer-
tainly not to interviewers, definitely not to partners, and least of 
all to themselves. Men exaggerated, women understated and gays 
were too busy shopping to answer stupid questions.

Still, hers was not to reason why. The owners of Some Like It 
Hot had read the syndicated research report and decided that Sep-
tember needed an extra-big promotional push, and the Re-member 
September event was the result. In addition to the usual special 
offer (buy-one-nipple-clamp-get-one-free), there was a 50 per cent 
reduction across the entire cock ring range (in price, that is, not cir-
cumference). Weekend rental rates on bondage equipment, includ-
ing handcuffs, chains and shackles of every stripe, were slashed 
in an attempt to take the strain out of restraint. As if that weren’t 
enough to pull in the grunting punters, loyalty card points were 
doubled on lubricants, massage oils, delay sprays and ever-popu-
lar penile dysfunction elixirs, embrocations, balsams and rubs.
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The marketing money shot, however, was the “Win a Weekend 
of Lurve” competition. Sexy scratch cards were being direct mailed 
to every dwelling in the Carrickfergus region – all shock horror 
publicity gratefully received – while entrants were asked to com-
plete the saucy sentence, “Some Like it Hot in Paris Because…” 
Abby dreaded reading the submissions, though Dick and Betty 
Biggar, the ebullient owners of the erogenous outlet, were beside 
themselves with erotic anticipation. Raring to go, they were in Gay 
Paree for the weekend to finalize the libidinous arrangements, 
leaving Abby in charge of the shop.

It was a big responsibility. It meant a lot of extra work. If suc-
cessful, it was sure to lead to extra, extra work. Namely, an October 
Legover promotion on flavoured body oils; an autoerotic extrava-
ganza in No-partner November; and a super-saucy Christmas 
Special featuring Rudolph the Red-Nosed Rabbit. Abby frowned at 
the thought, while hastily rearranging the last of the cotton candy 
chastity belts.

But at least there’s an upside, Abby mused, as she backed out 
of the hot shop window. The promotion’s perfect for her placement 
project. Her work experience year in Some Like It Hot wasn’t all fun 
and games, let alone slap and tickle. She had to write a 5,000-word 
essay, a placement-specific report that involved original market 
research and an assessment of its implications for the sponsoring 
organization. Dave Kelley, her placement tutor, had arranged a 
progress meeting for Friday week and she was supposed to have 
an interim update prepared. The Re-member September promo-
tion was ideal. She had the national sex survey to draw on and a 
focus group or two with the regulars ought to do the trick.

Hmmmm… a focus group with the regulars, the self-styled 
Some Like It Hotties? Abby shuddered at the prospect. It wasn’t 
that she was prudish or anything – well, okay, she was a bit, and, 
looking around, who could blame her? – but she sometimes thought 
that a modicum of modesty wouldn’t go amiss. Morality, too. 
She should’ve objected when the placements were assigned. She 
should have said no. She didn’t have a choice. She’d been spurned 
by several placement student takers, presumably on account of her 
unacceptable attitude… aptitude… appearance. Some Like It Hot 
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was the only opening available and, even then, it was a family con-
nection that sealed the deal.

Basically, she’d made her vibromatic waterbed and had to lie 
on it.

Ahead of schedule, Abby had time for a quick break before 
Friday night got into gear. All sorts of gear. The display racks were 
fully stocked and groaning with goodies. The teddies, baby dolls 
and suspender belts were a rainbow in racy red, wedding night 
white and peek-a-boo pink. The novelty department, with its sex 
dice, tantric Twister, carnal Cluedo, strip poker cards and happy 
honeymoon musical underwear (push and it plays Here Comes the 
Bride), was as riveting as always. The costume hire department was 
ready for action, though there might not be enough French Maid 
outfits to meet Re-member September’s demands. Carrickfergus 
Rugby Club would be disappointed.

There was just enough time for a free ice cream from the love 
tub cabinet at the back of the store, next to the carnal costume fitting 
rooms and ex-stock annex. Abby made her way past the till, where 
she paused to straighten the safety equipment display, everything 
from packets of condoms and cans of delay spray to GPS stalker 
detectors and date-rape drug antidotes. She cast an eye over the 
Friday Night Specials rack – acrylic tiger-skin thongs, imitation 
rubber basques in black and blue, padded posing pouches for the 
embarrassingly under-endowed, etc. – knowing that it’d be empty 
come 9.00 p.m., closing time.

Abby stared into the ice box of delights, perhaps the most prof-
itable part of the Some Like It Hot operation. What better way to 
cool down after a night of hotter than hot passion than with a half-
gallon carton of Ben & Jerry’s Willy Vanilly? Granted, the gloop 
looked almost as bad as it sounded, but the Willy Vanilly taste sen-
sation beat Chunky Monkey and Cherry Garcia hands down. It 
was either that or the gay pride perennial, Tutti Frutti, or possibly 
the bondage brigade best-seller, Double Whipped Dairy Ice Cream. 
Decisions, decisions.

Tucking lustily into the “bottomless bucket” of Ben and Jerry’s, 
Abby returned to the front of the store and peered outside. The 
ineptly pedestrianized street was almost empty, apart from a swirl 
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of airborne crisp packets and a lateral moraine of abandoned fish 
and chip wrappers. Everything stopped for tea in Carrickfergus, 
bar KFC and Dunkin Donuts at the far end of West Street, where 
the cheap and nasty pavoirs joined the litter-strewn central square. 
If only they’d spend a bit of money renovating the place, it could 
be very, very attractive. She’d heard rumours of a redevelopment 
project and not before time. Carrick could do with a makeover. She 
could do with one too. The diet starts tomorrow.

Abby’s reverie was disturbed by a commotion outside the shop. 
Someone was in stitches, laughing uproariously. Two blokes were 
standing in the middle of the street, dressed in the usual Ulster 
uniform of blue jeans and black bomber jackets. One had his head 
thrown back in hysterics. The other was doubled over, with his 
hands on his knees. He had a huge purple holdall slung over his 
shoulder and was gasping for air. Then, glancing up at his snort-
ing companion, he too started laughing uncontrollably, holding his 
side with the pain.

“Damn druggies,” Abby swore beneath her breath. They were 
obviously on glue of some kind, with crack cocaine chasers by the 
look of it. Abby knew what was coming next. They’d spot the Some 
Like It Hot window display and, as intoxicated passers-by were 
wont to do, they’d start nudging each other. This’d be followed 
by obscene comments and accompanied by attempts to enter the 
premises. She was calling the police.

The smaller of the two chuckle brothers, the one with a decid-
edly suspicious face, did a double take on the store. The model of 
the Parthenon had attracted his attention. Well, the Pornenon was 
a bit of an eyeful, if she said so herself. With its Doric columns 
made from fluted vibrators, pediments constructed from carefully 
layered love eggs and portico of artfully assembled penile propel-
lers (don’t ask), it far surpassed her previous sex toy recreations of 
Sydney Opera House, Buckingham Palace, Carrickfergus Castle, 
RMS Titanic and the Taj Mahal.

Backpacker adjusted his load and started walking towards the 
main square. His still giggling companion, captivated by the arrest-
ing window display, was clearly one of the some who like it hot. He 
was transfixed by the day-glo pornupines and frankly amazed by 
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the melt-in-the-mouth arrangement of milk chocolate butt plugs. 
Despite the dampening effect of the heavy-duty, graffiti-resistant, 
reinforced plate glass, Abby could hear him call out “Hey, Jimmy, 
take a jook at this.”

Wiping his eyes, the guffawing bagman turned round. Holy 
shinola! It was Jimmy James, Abby’s former boyfriend. She hadn’t 
seen him for several years and, would you credit it, he was looking 
better than ever. He scanned the store front and, although Abby 
shrank back quickly, it was too late. A look of confusion crossed his 
face, then the light of recognition dawned. He shook his head, smiled 
in that devilishly cute way she knew so well, ran a hand through his 
shaggy, jet-black hair and headed straight for the door.

“Hi Abby. Long time no see. You’re looking…, you’re looking…” 
He glanced at the half-empty carton of Ben & Jerry’s. “… as though 
you’re enjoying yourself at uni.”

“Well, you know how it is first semester. The twenty-pound 
weight gain and all that.”

“And twenty each semester thereafter. How many years have 
you been at Hustler now? Three, isn’t it? Four?”

“Still shoplifting, Jimmy? I’d recognize that post-theft eupho-
ria anywhere. Still giggling because you got away with it? Still 
planning to join the recreational shoplifter hall of fame, alongside 
Winona Ryder, Farrah Fawcett, Jennifer Capriati, Courtney Love, 
Eric Clapton and Britney Spears? I’ve got news for you, Jimmy. 
They were celebrities before they dabbled in dubious discounts. 
They didn’t become celebrities because of their knack for knocking. 
Grow up. Get a job. Get a life.”

Jimmy James cracked a wry smile and raised an eyebrow 
inquisitively. “Post-theft euphoria?” he echoed sarcastically. “Rec-
reational shoplifter? Knack for knocking? Dabbled in dubious dis-
counts? Who taught you to talk like that?”

“That’s education for you,” Abby snapped. “You should try it 
sometime.”

“And end up working in a sex shop?”
“I’m on placement,” she replied. “I didn’t have a choice. My 

tutor insisted. And it’s not a sex shop, actually. It’s an intimate 
apparel emporium.”
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“I’ll say,” he laughed. “Tell me, Abby, do you get a staff 
discount?”

“No, but we have a special offer on delay sprays that might 
interest you.”

He wasn’t laughing any more. “That’s rich. You never used to 
be interested in sex. Times have changed, eh?”

“Wrong again, Jimmy. It wasn’t sex I wasn’t interested in. It was 
sex with you I wasn’t interested in!”

Jimmy glared at her, eyes blazing. Abby glared right back. 
She wasn’t going to be embarrassed by a recreational shoplifter. 
The adult entertainment industry was a noble calling. Well, okay, 
perhaps not. However, she wasn’t going to crumble in front of him, 
no matter how gorgeous he looked.

The tension was broken by the shop door opening with a bang. 
“Jimmy. Come quickly. They’re after us. It’s King Billy…”

“King Billy?” Jimmy seemed dumbfounded. But only for a 
second or two. “Jesus Christ,” he gasped in panic, while adjusting 
the shoulder strap of his weighty holdall. “Better leave this here. 
Abby, mind this for me. I’ll be back for it later. We’ll talk then. I 
promise.”

Taken unawares, Abby didn’t have time to refuse, much less 
say “No way, Jimmy!” There wasn’t time to do anything, as the 
terrified twosome tore out of the shop and sprinted up the pedes-
trianized street, slipping and slithering in their haste.

Some people never change! Abby thought, booting the bag 
of swag in frustration. It felt like it was filled with breeze blocks. 
Muttering murderously, she manoeuvred the bulky purple holdall 
behind the counter. Prosecuted for handling stolen goods. While 
on placement. In a sex shop. I’ll be a laughing stock. I’ll be sent 
down from uni, whatever that means. Damn you, Jimmy James. 
I’ll give you what for later.

Having secreted the holdall in the costume fitting room, she 
hurried to the front of the store. The half-empty carton of Willy 
Vanilly was sitting in the shop window, where she’d set it down 
under her ex-boyfriend’s disdainful gaze. He’s no bloody oil paint-
ing. Well he is, actually.

Suddenly, the oil painting pelted past the store, running down 
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the hill at full tilt with his spotty sidekick in hot pursuit. He 
skidded to a stop and looked round anxiously. There was terror 
in his eyes. The pair dashed up a dark alleyway directly opposite. 
Abby couldn’t make out what was happening. A bulky but muscu-
lar man, brandishing a baseball bat, ran after them.

Abby hared back to the counter and picked up the phone. Nine, 
nine, nine. Don’t let it be busy. Or a call centre. Or off-shored. Or 
menu-driven. Hurry up. Hurry up! For God’s sake hurry up!! “I’ll 
kill you, Jimmy James,” she blurted out. “I swear, I’ll kill you for 
this.”

Click. “Not if we kill him first, fatty.” Click.
A huge, stainless steel knife was pressed on the phone, break-

ing the connection.
Click. “Would ye like to join him, love?” Click.
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Chapter Five

Hey Joe, Where You Goin’ With That 
Knife in Your Hand?

The intruder had a horrible speech impediment. He was clicking 
and clacking like a demented dolphin. Some Like It Hot saw its fair 
share of crazies, usually on Sundays when Pentecostal protesters 
dropped by with their placards, psalms and prayers for the sinners 
within. However, cleft palate was wielding a very big knife – a 
big, ex-abattoir knife with a seriously serrated blade. Abby knew 
better than to argue with a belligerent senior citizen on a Jim Bowie 
bender. She put the phone back on its cradle and turned to face her 
cackling assailant. Bald as a coot on chemotherapy, with a face like 
an elephant’s scrotum during a cold snap, he was Igor’s uglier twin 
brother. Only with dentures.

Abby’d been frightened by many grisly sights in her life, not 
least a Daniel O’Donnell gig at Belfast’s Waterfront Hall, but this 
wasn’t one of them. Psycho senior citizens held no fear for sex shop 
workers, though randy senior citizens wearing plastic macs and 
playing with themselves were another matter entirely. Tempted to 
make a crack about big clicks/small dicks, she almost laughed in 
the face of the wizened dwarf. He cut her off, however.

Click. “Ye know him, fatty?” Click.
“Who?”
Click. “Yer thievin boyfriend, Jimmy no-fingers James.” 

Click.
“No fingers?”
Click. “No hands, knees, ears, tongue or bollocks, when Billy’s 

finished with him.” Click. He laughed malevolently. There’s no 
joke like your own joke.

Abby glared down at the cleated crumbly. “No, I don’t know 
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No-fingers,” she said forcefully. “I do know that if you don’t get out 
of here right now, the police’ll hear all about it.”

Never underestimate an OAP, especially an OAP with a Davy 
Crockett complex. Psychos have the strength of ten men, or so 
they say, and even Saga psychos in sex shops punch well above 
their weight. And their height. The blow, when it came, arrived 
like a left-field sledgehammer. Sent flying, Abby sprawled across 
the countertop, scattering packets of condoms, upsetting arrange-
ments of date rape antidotes and sending vials of lubricant sliding 
along the glass-topped counter like shots of whisky in a wild-west 
saloon. Cans of It’s A Miracle delay spray cascaded to the marbled 
floor, a metallic thunderstorm, where they were joined by broken 
bottles of One Night Stand anti-impotence elixir, which crashed 
and shattered on impact.

Winded, Abby tried to catch her breath and, while the OAP was 
savouring the moment, she seized her chance, shoved him aside 
and made a dash for the door. But she wasn’t as fast as she used to 
be. Igor stuck out a foot, tripping the rubber-suited sprinter. Abby 
crashed face-first into a giant, dildo-shaped display case contain-
ing giant dildos. The store’s prize collection of super-vibrators was 
strewn all over the shop.

As she struggled to disentangle herself from the wreckage, 
Abby’s jaw ached indescribably. But not as much as her neck. Igor 
was on top of the placement student, one hand on her throat, thumb 
and forefinger jammed either side of her windpipe.

Click. “Don’t fuckin’ lie to me!” Click. “Breathe a word to the 
police and ye’ll be joinin yer boyfriend in the bone yard, ye fat 
bitch.” Click.

Well, Abby may have been packing a few extra pounds, cour-
tesy of the obligatory undergraduate diet of beer ’n’ pizza, plus an 
occasional tub of Ben & Jerry juice. But to be called a fat bitch by a 
vertically challenged dickhead with a speech defect was decidedly 
out of order. Grasping and flailing, she managed to latch on to a 
giant vibrator. Hard plastic … pointed tip … fluted shaft … The 
Saturn 5. She rammed the supersized dildo into his left eye, while 
flicking the on-switch. It slithered across the cornea like an electric 
screwdriver seeking purchase on the denuded slot of a star-head. 
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The effect was instantaneous. Igor screeched and peeled away, his 
left hand clamped against the injured orb.

The Bowie knife was still in the gargoyle’s other hand, though. 
Abby didn’t hesitate. She grabbed a 500 ml can of It’s A Miracle 
delay spray from the scattered counter-top display, whipped off 
the sure-lok, press-n-twist, kiddie-protection cap, jammed the 
well-shaken canister into his prune-in-vinegar face and, with nary 
a thought for CFCs or her burgeoning carbon footprint, gave him 
a blast that must have turned the entire ozone layer into a pair 
of fishnet tights. Then she blasted him again. And again. He had 
more aerosol propellant in his lungs than Scud missiles have rocket 
fuel.

The shriek was genuinely terrifying. Like his Frankensteinian 
namesake, ancient Igor lurched across the shop floor, staggering, 
stumbling, smashing into display racks and shelving units. Baby 
dolls, bustiers and bra-and-panty sets were flung this way and that 
as the floundering OAP tore at his streaming eyes. It was a live-
action version of The Scream, at 120 decibels or so.

Abby ran to the telephone, picked it off the floor and punched 
999, her fingers trembling with adrenaline. Turning her back on the 
raging pygmy was a serious error of judgement. A bellow from the 
bowels of the earth rent the air. Abby wheeled round, only to catch 
the baleful sight of the Devil himself, complete with horns, forked 
tail and gleaming hunting knife, bearing down on her. Igor had 
got tangled up in the costume department’s Old Nick outfit. Had 
he stumbled into the autoerotic department instead and attacked 
in the guise of a blow-up doll, Abby’s momentary hesitation might 
have proved fatal.

As it was, she was saved by the spillage. Slippery at the best of 
times, the marbled shop floor was smeared with spilled lubricant, 
littered with buzzing vibrators and liberally sprinkled with glass 
from the broken bottles of penile dysfunction embrocation. Charg-
ing toward her at full tilt, while screaming like a banshee on a triple 
loop roller coaster, Mephistopheles stood on a Beelzebub vibrator, 
slipped sideways and landed face down in the glutinous mess. He 
got to his feet, the side of his head covered in genital gel, and made 
another mad dash for Abby. He lost his footing on the greasy floor 
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once more and, wildly rotating his arms for counter-balance – he 
looked like a geriatric on the dance-floor, desperately doing the 
hoochie-coochie – skidded into the designer label lingerie section. 
Diaphanous delicates by Dior, silken slivers à la La Perla and little 
wisps of Egyptian cotton courtesy of kittenish Kylie were torn 
asunder by the furiously slashing blade of psycho shopper.

Aghast yet unaccountably amused, Abby turned back to the 
phone. Damn and blast, it was menu-driven! Press one for police, 
two for ambulance, three for fire tenders, four for air-sea rescue, 
five for floods and mudslides, six for hazardous chemical spill-
ages, seven for avian flu, foot-and-mouth or analogous infectious 
diseases, eight for all other emergency services including danger-
ous dogs, cats stuck up trees, escaped farm animals and big hairy 
spiders in the bathroom. Desperate, Abby didn’t have time to 
decide. A cross-dressing devil, draped in ribbons of slinky silk and 
see-through, super-sensual satin, was emerging from the wreckage, 
screaming like a demon who’d eaten a cheeseburger too quickly 
and was afflicted with terminal trapped wind. He wrenched the 
luxury undergarments from his tear-stained face, rubbed his hid
eously bloodshot eyes, slowly removed his drool-dripping den-
tures and started running toward Abby in a rugby tackle crouch. 
The evil imp grabbed her round the midriff and such was his 
momentum that the entire glass-topped counter, complete with 
heavy cash register, toppled around the tangled twosome. Abby 
battered the brute about the head with the hefty handset of the 
telephone, a retro-chic classic in brass and bakelite, but he held on 
like a miniature giant squid with superglue-supplemented suckers. 
Frantic, she blasted him full-face with yet more of the foul-smelling 
delay spray. At such close range, the impact on the incubus almost 
defied belief. Truly, the torments of hell are as nothing compared 
to the anguished howl that rang round the walls of the intimate 
apparel emporium.

Squealing like a stuck piglet watching Babe Three: The Slaughter-
house, the wounded dwarf still wouldn’t relent. Summoning up a 
well of hideous strength, he propelled Abby rapidly backwards and 
slammed her against the rear wall, close to the ice cream cabinet. 
Pinning her by the throat, he pulled a spare switchblade from 

Agents & Dealers.indb   44 30/6/08   17:46:38



44 45

somewhere and clicked its blade open in front of Abby’s fearful 
face. The toothless gargoyle spluttered something, though his 
saliva marinated words were indistinct, almost incoherent. “I used 
to be a family butcher,” he slobbered. “I’ve dismembered bigger 
heifers than you, fatty.” A grotesque smile distorted his already dis-
torted features. “Slicing up Fenians is my speciality,” the gummy 
bigot dribbled (or did he say Friesians?).

“You’re right,” Abby replied, refusing to be cowed by the 
mutant lovechild of Mini Me and Mad Bastard. “I am a left-footer. 
And here’s proof, you Protestant arsehole.” Drawing upon her 
rapidly dwindling strength, she kneed the fiend in his unprotected 
crotch. Even the Devil’s wedding tackle can’t take a direct hit like 
that. His bloodshot eyes started suddenly, rolled upwards and 
turned inwards like a Harold Lloyd impersonation. Poleaxed, he 
collapsed to the floor in a heap, clutching his stomach and moaning 
something about mummy, daddy, mummy, daddy. Using all of her 
remaining strength, Abby gave him one more mighty kick in the 
knackers. Just for luck.

Inexplicably euphoric despite her terrifying ordeal, Abby 
turned and made a beeline for the door. I’m outta here…

A monster was blocking her path.
Well over 185 cm., with rippling muscles that were rapidly 

turning to fat – extremely intimidating fat – the monster sported a 
tiny black goatee, boasted an enormous gleaming pate, had more 
tattoos on his arms than a heavy metal-loving Maori chieftain and 
possessed an alarmingly wry smile on his incongruously pretty 
face.

“What the fuck’s going on here?” he barked.
“Thank God,” Abby blurted out. “This… this madman attacked 

me… I tried to fight him off… Please call the police.”
A rumbling laugh rolled around the shattered store. “Did the 

fat girl get the better of you, Joe? Wait till I tell the boys in the 
Butchers Benevolent Society.” The newcomer chuckled to himself 
then casually revealed a baseball bat that was hidden behind his 
bison-like back. It was covered in blood and what appeared to be 
bits of brain matter. He looked down at the bloody bat and then 
looked up at Abby. He didn’t have to say anything. Nor did he.
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Chapter Six

In Emergency Break Glass

Within what seemed like milliseconds, the beefy newcomer picked 
Abby up with his left hand, lifted her completely off the ground 
and started shaking the shop assistant like a rag doll with rickets. 
“Listen up…,” he said softly, taking in her name tag, “… Abby. I 
like a girl with a bit of fight. This country was built on fighting 
spirit…”

“Yes,” Abby gasped, struggling to touch the ground with her 
toes, “that’s why it’s such a shithole.”

He shook her again. “Don’t interrupt me when I’m talking, 
Abby. And don’t even think of kicking me in the clinks. Because 
I’ll tear your fuckin’ head off.” The monster set her down with a 
smile. Defiant, she scowled back at the muscle-bound brute. But 
didn’t make a move. He turned back to his fallen companion, “Are 
you okay there, Joe?”

The old man struggled to his feet. He pushed the heels of his 
palms into his still streaming eyes, rubbed vigorously, and took a 
couple of deep shuddering breaths. He looked like death warmed 
up in a microwave. Joe may have had the heart of a lion and the 
strength of Popeye after the all-you-can-eat spinach smorgasbord, 
but his wizened testicles were firmly lodged somewhere near the 
base of his spine. It might take several weeks before they crawled 
back into his drawers, which was a revolting thought in itself. Joe’s 
speech impediment was unimpaired, though it seemed to be oper-
ating an octave or two above its normal register. 

Click. “Aye, I’m okay.” Click. “Step aside, Billy, I’m goin’ to 
kill the fat fucker.” Click. Shoving the bent and buckled display 
racks aside, he picked his way through the shop floor carnage and 
stooped to retrieve his hunting knife and switchblade, which lay 
where they’d fallen among the shards of glass, pools of lubricant, 
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puddles of erectile elixir and madly buzzing vibrators, many with 
purple tips waving. The look of disgust that crossed his prudish, 
prune-like face was priceless.

“I think you’ve had enough excitement for one day, Joe.” Billy 
wiped the top of his bloody baseball bat with the cup of a 38D 
Wonderbra. “We both have. Abby here is going to tell us where our 
stolen property is. Then we’re going to leave and let her tidy up.”

Click. “I’ll be back, frilly knickers.” Click.
“Anytime, Arnold,” she replied in a mock Terminator accent.
Mr. Muscle chuckled in admiration at Abby’s naïve nerveless-

ness, then passed a hand over his glistening pate in pretend exas-
peration. “That’s enough, the both of you.” Smiling, he started 
stroking his goatee idly. “Where’s the holdall, Abby?”

She looked at him resolutely, refusing to be browbeaten or 
bullied. “What did you do to Jimmy James, you thug?”

“I asked you first,” he laughed, though his periwinkle eyes 
were glinting rather than twinkling.

“You won’t get away with this.”
“I will, love,” he said quietly. “I’ve been getting away with it for 

years.” His voice descended to a menacing whisper. “Now, where 
did you put my property?”

Terrified though she was, Abby wasn’t going to let the intimi-
dating bastard get away with it. The silence in the store was deaf-
ening. Even the Beelzebub vibrators had stopped buzzing, though 
some sexy-flexis writhed on the floor like an infestation of flesh-
coloured slugs. The room reeked of It’s A Miracle delay spray, its 
musty, choking aroma enveloping everything and everyone. So 
much for retail store atmospherics.

The goateed giant grimaced. “Do you know who I am, 
Abby?”

“Yes,” she answered calmly. “I’m sure I’ve seen your face on 
TV. Crimestoppers, wasn’t it? Maybe it was an Ulster’s Most Wanted 
poster.”

The ice-blue eyes stabbed right through her. “I don’t think so, 
love. I own this place…” He raised his tat-matted arms aloft. “This 
town… this country. The police are in my pocket. Don’t even think 
of contacting them. If you do, you’re dead,” he added matter-of-
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factly. “As I said, Abby, I like people with spunk, no matter what 
foot they kick with. Now, do yourself a favour and tell me where 
the holdall is. I won’t ask you again.”

Obstinate first, last and always, Abby subscribed to the tra-
ditional Irish credo, whatever you say, say nothing. Resolute, 
she remained mulishly mute, even though she’d nothing per-
sonal at stake, other than the welfare of (and loyalty to) a feckless 
ex-boyfriend.

It was the speed of the creature’s reaction that surprised her. 
Three parts thug to one part thoroughbred, Billy was very quick on 
his feet, even when the going was heavy. Or sticky, as in this partic-
ular instance. He grabbed Abby by the hair and shoved her face to 
within a millimetre of a large shard of glass, standing proud among 
the wreckage of the counter. Taken aback, she glanced involuntarily 
at the costume fitting room, where Jimmy’s ill-starred goods were 
secreted. Billy spotted the tell-tale sign and, holding her by the 
scruff of the neck – akin to a feral cat with its kitten – he physically 
hurled her towards the rear of the shop. Slipping and sliding on the 
treacherous floor, she crashed into the heavy swing door, knocking 
it open with a crash and landed face-down on the polished vinyl 
floor. She turned to see Billy looming behind her, rapidly scanning 
the room, which was filled with stock boxes, costumes for hire and 
a couple of curtained changing cubicles.

“Let this be a lesson to you, Abby. Don’t try to punch above 
your weight.” Smirking in a sickeningly self-satisfied manner, he 
caught sight of the purple holdall in the corner behind some boxes, 
swaggered over to his objective, pulled back the zip fastener and 
looked inside, carefully checking its contents.

There was something about his smug strut, the way he thought 
he owned the place, that got Abby’s goat. She looked around for 
a weapon. The costumes-for-hire prop box was just within reach. 
Policeman’s truncheon. Cowgirl spurs. Dominatrix flail. Harry 
Potter broomstick. Doctor ’n’ nurse endoscope. Captain Ahab’s 
barbed harpoon…

Abby wrenched the harpoon out of its holder and hurled it 
at Billy with all her might. Interrupted by the racket, the bald 
brute whirled round and was half on his feet, almost facing his 
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female assailant, when the harpoon caught him amidships. A look 
of shock and surprise crossed his face, as he stumbled backwards 
into cardboard boxes of Victoria’s Secret scanties. Abby could see 
he was seeing his life flash in front of him and that it wasn’t a pretty 
sight. He clutched the spear to the folds of his fleshy belly, stood 
upright, staggered slightly and stared down at the still quivering 
lance. Groaning, he gradually pulled it away. Grinning, he threw it 
to the floor at Abby’s feet. The tip had buckled on impact, as it was 
designed to do. It was a theatrical harpoon, akin to toy knives with 
spring-loaded blades.

“Health and Safety’ll be the death of you, love,” he chortled.
“Go on, do your worst,” Abby shouted. “You’ll get your come-

uppance some day.”
“No, love. You’re gonna get your comeuppance, right now.” 

The brute started unbuckling his jeans. “Violence is an aphrodis-
iac, better than Viagra by far. Has no one ever told you that?” He 
grinned lustily, licking his lips in carnal anticipation. “It’s your 
lucky day, lady.”

Abby thought she was going to be sick. She made a grab for the 
fireman’s axe. But the monster was too quick off the mark, his belt-
buckle jangling with the exertion. He grabbed her by the throat and 
threw her across the polished vinyl floor, where she sprawled flat 
on her back, the rubberoid uniform riding up invitingly.

Towering above her, unbuttoning his fly furiously, the rampant 
animal announced, “I’ve had a thousand women.”

Unimpressed, Abby retorted, “Had, as in had a look at their 
photos in dirty magazines?”

“They loved every minute of it.”
“Is that what they told you? Do you really think any of them 

would dare criticize your performance? I bet there’s a tribute 
website, though. Billy’s Really Tiny Willy dotcom. Average rating, 
no stars.”

“You’ll be seeing stars in a minute, love,” he leered, thrusting 
his pelvis forward in a revolting manner he probably considered 
sexy. “Get your knickers off.”

Abby bit back the bile that was burning the back of her mouth. 
“You’re wasting your time, buster,” she spat, trying to discourage 
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the creature. “I’m wearing Marks and Spencer’s magic knickers. 
They’re made of vulcanized rubber with super-adhesive, carbon-
fibre panels and NASA-approved stealth fighter technology. You 
need a crowbar to get them off.”

“I’ll show you a crowbar, love.” He dropped his jeans and 
exposed a pitiful sight, Red Hand of Ulster Y-fronts.

Abby laughed out loud. “A crowbar? More like a miniature 
nail file.”

“We’ll see about that,” he roared, tearing off his underwear and 
exposing his penile pride and joy.

Backing away crab-like across the oilcloth floor, praying that 
the stream of insults would dissuade the animal rather than incite 
him to further violence, Abby hastily countered. “You’re in the 
wrong shop. This isn’t Acorn Antiques.”

The burly beast threw himself on top of her, knocking the 
breath out of the writhing, struggling, thrashing shop assistant. 
“Aye, and you make Jo Brand look like Slimmer of the Year.” He 
started pulling down her clamped-on, limpet-like control pants. It 
sounded like a plunger being extracted from a blocked sink. She 
grabbed and scratched and clawed at his face. That only enraged 
him. She gripped her elasticated chastity belt for grim death. He 
pulled and yanked and yanked and pulled. He was having no joy. 
Thank God for St. Michael. He wasn’t giving up, however.

Despite her panic-parched mouth, Abby managed to summon 
up sufficient saliva to spit in his face, which was a fatal mistake in 
the circumstances. She spat again. And again. She spat and spat 
until she had no spit left.

Agents & Dealers.indb   51 30/6/08   17:46:39



53

Agents & Dealers.indb   52 30/6/08   17:46:39



53

Chapter Seven

Where There’s a Willy

Monsters like Billy are sensitive brutes. The tiniest thing can bring 
out their inner psychopath, though there’s usually a moment or 
two of deceptive calm before the bloodthirsty beast is unleashed. 
Belittling their sexual prowess is bad enough. But spitting on them 
is usually a one-way ticket to a shallow grave. Only untoward 
remarks about Oedipal matters, or the tribulation of male pattern 
baldness, are more likely to receive automatic death sentences. The 
latter, indeed, usually invites mutilation before murder mercifully 
intervenes.

Billy No-dick sank back on his hunkers. He painstakingly 
wiped the gobbets of spittle from his fleshy face and smoothed 
the soiled goatee with a well-practised move involving finger and 
thumb, starting with the moustache, finishing under the chin. 
“I’m going to kill you, you fat bitch, when I’ve finished fucking 
you.”

“Go ahead, you bald bastard,” Abby countered in as calm a 
voice as she could manage in the circumstances. “What’s twenty 
seconds here or there?”

“Twenty seconds is a long time in my business,” he replied, 
wiping his sputum-streaked hands on a huge haunch. “I can cause 
a lot of pain in twenty seconds.”

Abby had nothing to lose. “Yeah, so they say on Baldy Billy’s 
Bendy Willy dotcom.”

The animal’s otherwise impassive face twitched ever so slightly. 
Stroking his goatee again, he announced nonchalantly, “Actually, I 
think I’ll kill you first and fuck you afterwards.”

“Not for the first time, I bet. I bet your mother’s proud of 
you.”

“She is,” he said. “She was,” he corrected.
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“Oh, that’s not what Billy’s Hairy Scary Mummy says on My 
Waste of Space dotcom.”

The creature’s features started twitching uncontrollably. His 
huge, shank of beef-sized shoulders were heaving. His massive 
paws did a perfect Parkinson’s impersonation. “I’m going to kill 
you slowly, you evil bitch. I’m going to rip your rubber knickers off 
and ram them down your throat.”

Knowing that the end was near, Abby threw caution to the 
wind. “Thought you liked feisty women, Billy. Thought you liked 
the fighting spirit that made Ulster what it is. The problem with 
people like you is that you can’t handle real women. Mummy’s 
boys like you come into shops like this full of mistaken mastur-
batory fantasies about what women want. You don’t understand 
women at all. You’re suffering from a mental disorder. You say 
you’ve fucked a thousand women. You haven’t. You’ve fucked your 
mother a thousand times. And she didn’t think much of your per-
formance either. You’re pathetic, Billy. You’re Oedipussy whipped. 
Get professional help.”

Given the nature of the beast, Abby expected to hear a bellow 
like a constipated water buffalo with irritable bowel syndrome. 
Instead, to her absolute amazement, Billy No-dick suddenly burst 
into tears. Great racking, rolling sobs rippled from his pneumatic 
shoulders to his bloated belly. Great hairy hands covered his 
improbably pretty face as he wept uncontrollably. If anything, 
Billy’s lachrymose demonstration was even more frightening than 
before, though at least he didn’t start sucking his thumb or pull out 
a comfort blanket.

Abby backed away from the wounded animal as fast as her 
sturdy legs could carry her. Clearly, she’d touched some kind of 
primal maternal nerve. Her hightail retreat was halted by the paltry 
panel door of the ex-stock annex, a part of the building she’d never 
been in before, for fear of the X-stock it might contain. Seizing her 
chance, she tugged frantically on the flimsy door handle, but it was 
jammed solid.

Turning to face her psychotic pursuer, Abby was determined 
to look into his eyes at the last. He hadn’t moved. His head was 
bowed, though the heaving sobs seemed to have subsided to an 
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occasional passing shudder. He slowly lifted his great glistening 
head and glared at her. The light in his psycho-killer eyes gradually 
grew in intensity, like an old oil lamp when the wick’s turned up. 
Desperate, Abby pulled and kicked and pounded on the painted 
panel door. It shifted slightly but remained stuck fast.

Suddenly, a siren started up. Somewhere outside the shop. 
Rising and falling, rising and falling, coming ever closer. Billy 
No-dick stopped dead and listened attentively to the Doppler wail, 
judging its direction and ETA with obvious expertise, as though he 
were a Native American tracker with an ear on the railroad.

Igor burst into the costume room. The genital gel had taken 
anaesthetic effect. His wrinkled face was frozen into a rictus mask, 
startled eyes staring maniacally. He looked less like a stroke victim 
than the paralysed recipient of extreme plastic surgery from a 
back street beautician. “It’s the peelers, Billy,” he clucked, drool 
cascading from one side of his cavernous gob. Click. “Someone’s 
spotted the stiffs up the alley.” Click. “They’ll be here in a couple of 
minutes.” Click. “Kill the bitch and let’s go.” Click.

Billy nodded curtly, lumbered up to Abby, pulled her away 
from the recalcitrant doorjamb and forearm smashed her into a 
pyramid of stock boxes. He rattled the handle and studied the snib. 
Then with a huge heave, he wrenched the annex door open. It was 
still juddering as he popped his head inside to check that there was 
no way out. “I promised you a slow and painful death, love. I’m a 
man of my word. Inside. Now. I’ll be back later.”

Abby weighed her options. She didn’t have any. Igor was block-
ing the only way out, glistening hunting knife in hand. Calmly, she 
picked herself up and walked proudly toward the condemned cell. 
She paused in front of her half-naked nemesis, puckered up pro-
vocatively, stuck her thumb her mouth and, in the most infantile 
voice she could manage, cried, “I want my mummy.”

With a roar, Ulster’s Oedipus shoved her into the ante-room, 
then slammed and snibbed the door behind her. She struggled to 
her feet and hobbled back to the doorway. Despite the humming 
of the flickering fluorescent light, she could hear the security shut-
ters on the shop front coming down, as her attackers made their 
escape. Presumably, the police would assume that the shop was 
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closed, like most of the others on Friday evenings in Carrickfergus 
town centre. She had to attract their attention. Someone’s attention. 
Anyone’s attention. She had to escape before the brute got back. 
Shouting was pointless because the seventeenth-century walls 
were substantial stone blocks, a metre thick at least.

But that didn’t stop Abby trying. She yelled and bawled and 
beat a tattoo on the door. To no avail. She was exhausted, drained, 
desperately tired. Her head was buzzing. It felt muzzy, heavy, like 
it was swaddled in cotton wool. Her cries were dampened, fur-
thermore, by the detritus in the annex, which was some kind of 
dumping ground for discarded display units, out-of-date shop 
fittings and unfashionable retail store paraphernalia. She’d never 
seen anything like it. It was an Aladdin’s cave of commercial cast-
offs, packed with retail artefacts from the innumerable establish-
ments that had occupied the premises down the years. There were 
male and female mannequins and mannequin body parts. There 
were bolts of dress material and curtain material in cotton, poplin, 
rayon, muslin, chiffon, crinoline and crepe de Chine. There were 
stuffed owls and foxes and badgers and humming birds in Victorian 
glass cases. There were cigar boxes and tobacco tins and clay pipes 
of all shapes and sizes. There were tea chests and biscuit barrels 
and massive screw-top jars that once held gobstoppers and mint 
humbugs. There were pewter Toby jugs and china cruet sets and 
tottering piles of willow-pattern crockery. There were radiograms 
and record players and metamorphosed stacks of shellac discs in 
brown paper sleeves. There were hawsers and windlasses and box 
compasses and giant wooden pulleys. There were rucksacks and 
groundsheets and tents and torches. There were saucepans and 
bedpans and ceramic hot water bottles. There were impressively 
mounted ibex horns. There was a giant stuffed bear. There was 
a complete suit of armour. There was an enormous anchor that 
must have weighed a ton. There was a great, brass, sit-up-and-
beg cash register with keys like a Remington typewriter and prices 
displayed in pounds, shillings and pence. There was even a gigan-
tic haberdasher’s wall unit, dotted with glass panels and deep 
drawers and countless little hidey-holes for ribbons, buttons, bro-
cades and broderie anglaise. Dark and looming and hewn from the 
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finest mahogany, the adipose armoire should have occupied pride 
of place in a shopkeeping museum. In certain respects it did.

Abby was in the retailing equivalent of Tutankhamen’s tomb. 
However, she wasn’t planning to become a mummy anytime soon. 
She shouted and screamed, again and again. As before, the noise 
was absorbed in archaeological layers of bric-a-brac. She was alone, 
abandoned, just like the dumped stuff that surrounded her.

As the adrenaline ebbed away, Abby started shaking uncontrol-
lably. It was all too much. Billy-like, she burst into tears, tears that 
she cursed herself for as they cascaded to the unvarnished pine 
floor. Almost killed, nearly raped, bruised and battered, and all-but 
hoarse from her vocal exertions, Abby could be forgiven for a shed-
ding tear or two. Yet bizarrely, the thing that bothered her most, the 
thing that hurt more than anything, was being called fatty. They’d 
all called her fat. Even Igor, the ugly old git. She was fat. She’d let 
herself go. She was ashamed of her beer ’n’ pizza university life-
style. She only had herself to blame. If she ever got out of this mess, 
she’d diet and diet and diet and diet. And get her former figure 
back if it killed her.

If Billy didn’t kill her first.
Abby sank to the floor in despair. Something stirred behind the 

huge haberdasher’s cabinet. Possibly mice, probably rats, though 
the way things were going feral timber wolves couldn’t be ruled 
out completely, nor could mutant man-eating alligators from the 
old-town sewers. “Get a grip, Abby,” she said to herself. The sweat 
cooled on her clammy brow. She could feel a slight breeze from 
somewhere, a draught from underneath the monstrous display 
unit. There must be another way out. She vaguely remembered 
Betty Biggar calling it the rear entry room. She’d assumed it was a 
crude joke. But on reflection…

Re-energized by the prospect of escape, Abby leapt up, cleared 
a path through the retail marketing midden, grabbed an edge of the 
giant, acanthus-incised cabinet and pulled with all her might. She 
wiggled her fingers behind the mahogany monstrosity and tried 
again. No joy. She ripped dozens of drawers out of their beauti-
fully bevelled sockets, scattering buttons and bows and bobbins 
to the four winds. Still no movement. Only a slight wobble from 
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the top-heavy tallboy. Encouraged, she planted her back against 
the uneven stone wall and shoved the empty unit as hard as she 
could. It shifted. She squeezed in behind, pressed her foot flat 
against the fixture’s unpolished backboard and pushed, pushed, 
pushed, giving everything she had. It was the leg press from hell. 
But it worked. The heavy mahogany behemoth toppled over with a 
sound like a felled giant sequoia landing on a Murano glass factory. 
Shellac discs disintegrated, taxidermist domes exploded, willow-
pattern crockery shattered on impact, the suit of armour collapsed 
in a clattering heap. Only Metallica in concert comes close to the 
cacophony.

When the dust of ancient days had dispersed sufficiently, Abby 
examined the wall where the display unit had stood. It was no dif-
ferent from the rest – rough, thick, solid as the rock it was. So much 
for the rear entry escape route. She stamped her foot in understand-
able frustration. Miraculously, the floor rang hollow. Dropping to 
her knees, Abby rapidly brushed away the dust and soon discov-
ered the source of the slight draught under the colossal cabinet. It 
was a carefully concealed trap door with a wooden ring-pull lying 
flush against the floorboards. Only the most acute, or desperate, 
observer could’ve spotted it. Abby was desperate. She yanked on 
the handle, determined to overcome three hundred years of grime-
gummed resistance. But she almost fell over backwards, such was 
the ease with which it opened.

A cool breeze wafted from the inky blackness below. She 
thought she could hear a faint rushing noise, like waves beating 
on the seashore. Perhaps the cellar was acting like a giant conch 
shell. More likely her blood pressure had rocketed. A set of rickety 
wooden steps descended into the void. There was no sign of a light 
switch, though there was definitely something scurrying, flapping, 
writhing below. Tentatively, she placed her foot on the first step. It 
was solid, as were the second and third. The fourth, however, gave 
way with a resounding crack. Abby plunged into the Stygian abyss 
beneath her feet.
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