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         I’m a priest, for Christ’s sake – how can this be happening to me?

         He had noticed the empty socket where the light bulb was missing but had thought nothing of it. However, when he was halfway along the corridor, where the darkness was deepest, something seized him by the left shoulder, some sort of animal, it seemed, or a large heavy bird, that drove a single talon deep into the right side of his neck just above the rim of his collar. All he felt was the quick, stabbing blow, then his arm went numb all the way down to his fingertips.

         Grunting, he stumbled away from his assailant. There was a taste at the back of his throat, of bile and whiskey mixed, and of something else, harsh and coppery, that was the taste of terror itself. A hot stickiness was spreading down his right side, and he wondered for a moment if the creature had vomited on him. He went on, reeling, and came to the landing, where a single lamp glowed. In the lamplight, the blood on his hands looked almost black.

         His arm was still numb. He lurched to the head of the stairs. His head swam, and he was afraid he would fall, but with his left hand he clutched the banister and managed to negotiate his way down the sweeping curve of the staircase to the hall. There he stopped, swaying and panting, like a wounded bull. No sound now, only a dull slow drumming in his temples.

         A door. He wrenched it open, desperate for sanctuary. His toecap caught the edge of a rug and he pitched headlong, slack and heavy, and, falling, struck his forehead on the parquet floor. 2

         He lay still in the dimness. The wood, smelling of wax polish and old dust, was smooth and cool against his cheek.

         The fan of light on the floor beyond his feet folded abruptly as someone came in and pushed the door shut. He flopped over on to his back. A creature, the same or another, leaned over him, breathing. Fingernails, or claws, he didn’t know which, scrabbled at his lap. Sticky there, too, but not from blood. He saw the flash of the blade, felt it slice coldly, deeply, into his flesh.

         He would have screamed, but his lungs failed him. No strength, any more. As he faded, so did the pain, until there was nothing except a steadily creeping cold. Confiteor Deo … He released a rattling sigh, and a bubble of blood swelled between his parted lips, swelled and swelled, and burst with a little pop that sounded comical in the silence, although by now he was beyond hearing it.

         The last thing he saw, or seemed to see, was a faint flare of light that yellowed the darkness briefly.
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         ‘The body is in the library,’ Colonel Osborne said. ‘Come this way.’

         Detective Inspector Strafford was accustomed to cold houses. He had spent his earliest years in a great gaunt mansion much like this one, then he had been sent away to school to a place that was even bigger and greyer and colder. He often marvelled at the extremes of discomfort and misery that children were expected to endure without the slightest squeak of protest or complaint. Now, as he followed Osborne across the broad hallway – time-polished flagstones, a set of antlers on a plaque, dim portraits of Osborne ancestors lining the walls on either side – it seemed to him the air was even icier here than it was outside. In a cavernous stone grate three sods of damp turf arranged in a tripod smouldered sullenly, giving out no detectable warmth.

         It had snowed continuously for two days, and this morning everything appeared to stand in hushed amazement before the spectacle of such expanses of unbroken whiteness on all sides. People said it was unheard of, that they had never known weather like it, that it was the worst winter in living memory. But they said that every year when it snowed, and also in years when it didn’t snow.

         The library had the look of a place that no one had been in for a very long time, and today it wore a put-upon aspect, 4as though indignant that its solitude should be so suddenly and so rudely violated. The glass-fronted bookcases lining the walls stared before them coldly, and the books stood shoulder to shoulder in an attitude of mute resentment. The mullioned windows were set into deep granite embrasures, and snow-light glared through their numerous tiny leaded panes. Strafford had already cast a sceptical eye on the architecture of the place. Arts-and-Crafts fakery, he had thought straight off, with a mental sniff. He wasn’t a snob, not exactly, only he liked things to be left as they were, and not got up as what they could never hope to be.

         But then, what about himself? – was he entirely authentic? He hadn’t missed the surprised glance with which Colonel Osborne, opening the front door, had scanned him from head to toe and back again. It was only a matter of time before he would be told, by Colonel Osborne or someone else in the house, that he didn’t look much like a policeman. He was used to it. Most people meant it as a compliment, and he tried to take it in that spirit, though it always made him feel like a confidence trickster whose trick has been exposed.

         What people meant was that he didn’t look like an Irish policeman.

         Detective Inspector Strafford, first name St John – ‘It’s pronounced Sinjun,’ he would wearily explain – was thirty-five and looked ten years younger. He was tall and thin – ‘gangly’ was the word – with a sharp, narrow face, eyes that in certain lights showed as green, and hair of no particular colour, a lock of which had a tendency to fall across his forehead like a limp, gleaming wing, and which he would push back with a characteristic stiff gesture involving all four fingers of his left 5hand. He wore a grey three-piece suit that, like all his clothes, appeared to be a size or more too big for him, a narrowly knotted wool tie, a fob watch on a chain – it had been his grandfather’s – a grey gabardine trench coat and a grey wool scarf. He had taken off a soft black fedora and now held it by the brim at his side. His shoes were soaked from melted snow – he didn’t seem to notice the puddles forming under him on the carpet.

         There was not as much blood as there should have been, given the wounds that had been inflicted. When he looked more closely he saw that someone had mopped up most of it. The priest’s body had been tampered with too. He lay on his back, hands joined on his breast. His legs were aligned neatly side by side. All that was lacking was a set of rosary beads twined around his knuckles.

         Say nothing for now, Strafford told himself. There would be time enough for the awkward questions later on.

         On the floor above the priest’s head stood a tall brass candlestick. The candle in it had burned out completely and the wax had flowed all down the sides. It looked, bizarrely, like a frozen cascade of champagne.

         ‘Damnedest thing, eh?’ the Colonel said, touching it with the toe of his shoe. ‘Gave me the shivers, I can tell you. As if there’d been a Black Mass, or something.’

         ‘Umm.’

         Strafford had never heard of the murder of a priest before, not in this country, or at least not since the days of the Civil War, which had ended while he was still a toddler. It would be a huge scandal, when the details got out, if they got out. He didn’t want to think about that just yet. 6

         ‘Lawless, that was his name, you say?’

         Colonel Osborne, frowning down at the dead man, nodded. ‘Father Tom Lawless, yes – or just Father Tom, which is what everyone called him. Very popular, in these parts. Quite the character.’

         ‘A friend of the family, then?’

         ‘Yes, a friend of the house. He often comes over – came over, I suppose I should say now – from his place up at Scallanstown. His horse is stabled here – I’m master of the Keelmore hounds, Father Tom never missed an outing. We were supposed to ride yesterday, but there was the snow. He called in anyway and stayed for dinner, and we gave him a bed for the night. I couldn’t have let him go out again in that weather.’ His eyes went back to the corpse. ‘Though looking at him now, and what’s become of the poor chap, I bitterly regret that I didn’t send him home, snow or no snow. Who would do such a terrible thing to him I can’t think.’ He gave a slight cough, and waggled a finger embarrassedly in the direction of the dead man’s crotch. ‘I fastened up his trousers as best I could, for decency’s sake.’ So much for the integrity of the crime scene, Strafford thought, with a silent sigh. ‘When you look you’ll see that they – well, they gelded the poor chap. Barbarians.’

         ‘“They”?’ Strafford enquired, raising his eyebrows.

         ‘They. He. I don’t know. It’s the kind of thing we used to see a lot of in the old days, when they were fighting for their so-called freedom and the countryside was thick with murdering ruffians of all sorts and hues. There must be a few of them still about, if this is anything to go by.’

         ‘So you think the killer, or killers, got in from outside?’ 7

         ‘Well, for God’s sake, man, you don’t imagine anyone in the house would do a thing like this, do you?’

         ‘A burglar, then? Any signs of forced entry – smashed window, broken door lock?’

         ‘Can’t say, haven’t checked. Isn’t that your job, searching for clues and so on?’

         Colonel Osborne looked to be in his early fifties, lean and leathery, with a nail-brush moustache and sharp, ice-blue eyes. He was of middle height, and would have been taller if he hadn’t been markedly bow-legged – the result, perhaps, Strafford thought sardonically, of all that riding to hounds – and he walked with a curious gait, at once rolling and rickety, like an orangutan that had something wrong with its knees. He wore highly polished brown brogues, cavalry twill trousers with a sharp crease, a tweed shooting jacket, checked shirt and a spotted bow tie in a subdued shade of blue. He smelled of soap and tobacco smoke and horses. He was balding on top, with a few strands of sandy hair heavily oiled and brushed fiercely away from the temples and meeting at the back of his skull in a sort of spiked ruffle, like the tip of the tail of an exotic bird.

         He had seen action in the war as an officer with the Inniskilling Dragoons, did something noteworthy at Dunkirk and was awarded a medal for it.

         Very much a type, was Colonel Osborne. A type that Strafford was thoroughly familiar with.

         Odd, he thought, that a man should take the time to dress and groom himself so punctiliously while the body of a stabbed and castrated priest lay on the floor in his library. But of course the forms must be observed, whatever the 8circumstances – afternoon tea had been taken every day, often outdoors, during the siege of Khartoum. That was the code of the Colonel’s class, which was Strafford’s class, too.

         ‘Who found him?’

         ‘My wife.’

         ‘I see. Did she say if this is the way he was, lying like this, with his hands joined?’

         ‘No. In fact, I tidied him up a bit.’

         ‘I see.’

         Bloody hell, he thought. Bloody hell.

         ‘But I didn’t join his hands – that must have been Mrs Duffy.’ He shrugged. ‘You know what they’re like,’ he added quietly, with a meaning look.

         By ‘they’, Strafford knew, he meant Catholics, of course.

         Now the Colonel produced a monogrammed silver cigarette case from the inside breast pocket of his jacket, pressed the catch with his thumb, opened the case flat on his palm and proffered two full neat rows of cigarettes, each row corralled behind an elastic strap. The brand was Senior Service, Strafford noted automatically. ‘Care to smoke?’

         ‘No, thanks,’ Strafford said. He was still considering the corpse. Father Tom had been a big man, with burly shoulders and a barrel chest. There were woolly clumps of hair in his ears – priests, being wifeless, tended to neglect that kind of thing, Strafford reflected. Which reminded him – ‘And where is she now,’ he asked, ‘your wife?’

         ‘Eh?’ Osborne stared at him for a second, twin tusks of cigarette smoke flaring from his nostrils. ‘Oh, yes. She’s upstairs, resting. I made her take some brandy and port. You can imagine the state she’s in.’ 9

         ‘Of course.’

         Strafford, batting his hat softly against his left thigh, looked about distractedly. Everything felt unreal, the big square room, the lofty bookcases, the fine but faded Turkey carpet, the furniture arranged just so, and the body, laid out so neatly, the eyes open and filmed over, gazing upwards vaguely, as if their owner were not dead but lost in puzzled speculation.

         And then there was the man standing on the other side of the corpse, in his pressed slacks and checked cotton shirt and expertly knotted bow tie, with his military moustache and his cold eyes and a star of light from the window behind him twinkling on the slope of his taut, tanned scalp. It all seemed too theatrical, especially with that unnaturally brilliant white light pressing in from outdoors. It was too much like the last scene of a drawing-room melodrama, with the curtain about to come down and the audience getting ready to applaud.

         What had gone on here last night, that had left this man dead and mutilated?

         ‘You came down from Dublin?’ Colonel Osborne enquired. ‘Treacherous going, I imagine. The roads are like glass.’ He paused, lifting one eyebrow and lowering the other. ‘You drove alone?’

         ‘They got me on the telephone, and I came across. I was visiting relatives down here.’

         ‘Ah. I see. What was the name again? Stafford?’

         ‘Strafford, with an r.’

         ‘Sorry.’

         ‘Don’t worry, everyone makes the same mistake.’

         Colonel Osborne was nodding, frowning, thinking. ‘Strafford,’ he murmured. ‘Strafford.’ He took a long draw from 10his cigarette. He was trying to place the name. The detective didn’t offer to help him.

         ‘There’ll be more people arriving shortly,’ he said. ‘Guards, in uniform. A forensic team. And a photographer.’

         Colonel Osborne stared in alarm. ‘From the newspapers?’

         ‘The photographer? No – one of ours. To make a photographic record of the – of the crime scene. You’ll hardly notice him. But the story will probably be all over the papers, you know, and on the wireless, too. No stopping that.’

         ‘No, I suppose not,’ Colonel Osborne said gloomily.

         ‘Of course, what exactly the story will be won’t be our decision.’

         ‘How’s that?’

         Strafford shrugged. ‘I’m sure you know as well as I do that in this country, nothing gets into the papers that hasn’t been – well, vetted.’

         ‘Vetted? Who by?’

         ‘The powers that be.’ The detective gestured towards the corpse at their feet. ‘It is a priest that was murdered, after all.’

         Colonel Osborne nodded, making a sideways chewing motion with his lower jaw. ‘They can vet away, as far as I’m concerned. The less of it that comes out, the better pleased I’ll be.’

         ‘Yes. You might be lucky.’

         ‘Lucky?’

         ‘It mightn’t get out at all. I mean, the circumstances might be – glossed over, shall we say? It’s not unheard of.’

         The Colonel missed the irony of that last observation. The glossing over of scandals wasn’t so much unheard of as the norm. He was gazing down at the corpse again. ‘Awful business, though. God knows what the neighbours will say.’ 11

         Once more he eyed the detective with that quizzically one-sided look. ‘Strafford,’ he said. ‘Funny, I thought I knew all the families in these parts.’

         By which he meant, of course, all the Protestant families, as Strafford was well aware. Protestants made up five per cent of the population of the still relatively young Republic, and of this number only a fraction – ‘Horse Protestants’, as Catholic Ireland derisively called them – still managed to cling on to their estates and live more or less as they had done in the days before independence. It was hardly surprising, then, that they should all expect to know each other, or at least to know of each other, through an intricate network of relatives, in-laws, neighbours, as well as a cohort of ancient enemies.

         In Strafford’s case, however, it was apparent that Colonel Osborne was stumped. The detective, amused, decided to relent – what did it matter?

         ‘Roslea,’ he said, as if it were a password, which, when he came to think of it, it was. ‘Over near Bunclody, that side of the county.’

         ‘Ah, yes,’ the Colonel said, frowning. ‘Roslea House? I think I was in the place once, at a wedding or the like, years ago. Is that your—?’

         ‘Yes. My family lives there still. That’s to say, my father does. My mother died young, and I was an only child.’ An only child. It always sounded strange, to his adult ears.

         ‘Yes, yes,’ Colonel Osborne mumbled, nodding. He had been only half listening. ‘Yes indeed.’

         Strafford could see the man was not impressed – there were no Osbornes anywhere near the parish of Roslea, and where there were no Osbornes there could be, for the Colonel, 12nothing else of much interest. Strafford imagined his father chuckling. His father derived a quiet amusement from the pretensions of his co-religionists and the elaborate rituals of class and privilege, or imagined privilege, by which they lived, or sought to live, in these straitened times.

         Thinking of these things, Strafford was once more struck by the strangeness of this killing. How could it possibly have come about that a Catholic priest, ‘a friend of the house’, should be lying here dead in his own blood, in Ballyglass House, hereditary seat of the Osbornes, of the ancient barony of Scarawalsh, in the County of Wexford? What, indeed, would the neighbours say.

         They heard a far-off knocking at the front door.

         ‘That’s probably Jenkins,’ Strafford said. ‘Detective Sergeant Jenkins, my second in command. They told me he was on his way.’
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         The first thing everyone noticed about Sergeant Jenkins was the flatness of his head. It looked as if the top of it had been sliced clean off, like the big end of a boiled egg. How, people wondered, was there room for a brain of any size at all in such a shallow space? He tried to hide the disfigurement by slathering his hair with Brylcreem and forcing it into a sort of bouffant style on top, but no one was fooled. The story was that the midwife had dropped him on his head when he was born, but it seemed too far-fetched to be true. Oddly, he never wore a hat, perhaps on the principle that a hat would flatten his carefully fluffed-up hair and spoil the attempted camouflage.

         He was a young man, still in his twenties, serious in manner and dedicated to his job. He was bright, too, but not as bright as he believed himself to be, as Strafford often had cause to note, with a certain sympathy. When something was said that he didn’t understand he would go silent and watchful, like a fox scenting the approaching hunt. He wasn’t popular on the Force, which was reason enough for Strafford to like him. They were both outsiders, a thing that didn’t trouble Strafford, or not much, though Jenkins hated being isolated.

         When people told him teasingly, as for some reason it amused them to do, that what he needed was a girlfriend, he 14would scowl and his forehead would redden. It didn’t help that his name was Ambrose, which was bad enough, but made worse by the fact that everyone, with the exception of himself, knew him as Ambie. Hard to seem a man of consequence, Strafford acknowledged sadly, when your skull was as flat as an upturned plate and your name was Ambie Jenkins.

         He had come down by squad car, which had turned in the driveway and departed just as the three-man forensics team arrived in their black van. They’d greeted him, and the four of them had tramped up the front steps together, trailing plumes of breath-smoke in their wake.

         Strafford and Jenkins greeted each other. They had worked together before. Strafford liked the younger man, but got back no more than a grudging respect. He supposed Jenkins held his religion against him, as did most of the Force. A Protestant and a Garda officer – it even sounded wrong.

         The forensics team comprised Hendricks the photographer, a thick-set young man with horn-rimmed spectacles. Willoughby, the fingerprint expert, a notorious drinker. And their boss, the chain-smoker Harry Hall.

         Strafford had worked with these three before. Privately, he knew them as Larry, Curly and Moe. They stood in the flagged hallway stamping the snow from their boots and blowing into their fists. Harry Hall, the butt of a cigarette stuck to his lower lip with a curved inch of ash clinging to the tip, eyed the antlers and the blackened portraits on the walls and gave one of his smoker’s laughs.

         ‘Jesus Christ, will you look at this place?’ he wheezed. ‘Next thing Poirot himself will appear on the scene.’ He pronounced it Pworrott. 15

         A couple of uniformed Guards had also arrived in a squad car, one tall and the other short, mouth-breathers, both of them, just out of the Garda training college at Templemore and trying to hide their inexperience and gaucheness behind defiant, chin-jutting stares. There wasn’t really anything for them to do, so Jenkins told them to stand in the hall on either side of the front door and make sure no one entered or left without proper authorisation.

         ‘What’s proper author—?’ the tall one began, but Jenkins fixed him with a dead-eyed look and he said no more. When Strafford had led Jenkins and the forensics boys off to the library, the tall Guard looked at the shorter one and whispered, ‘Proper authorisation, what’s that when it’s at home?’ And they both chuckled, in the cynical fashion they were trying to learn from the old hands on the Force.

         Harry Hall took in the bookshelves, the marble fireplace, the mock-medieval furniture.

         ‘It’s a library,’ he muttered incredulously to Hendricks. ‘It’s an actual fucking library, and there’s a body in it!’

         Forensics never gave their first attention to the corpse; it was an unofficial part of their professional code. Hendricks was at work, however, the flashbulbs of his Graflex popping and fizzing and leaving everyone in the room light-blind for a second or two after they had gone off.

         ‘Come and have some tea,’ Colonel Osborne said.

         The invitation had been directed pointedly at Strafford alone, but Sergeant Jenkins either didn’t notice or didn’t care. He followed the two men as they went out of the room. They went along a dim hallway and entered the kitchen.

         ‘Will they be all right in there?’ Colonel Osborne asked of 16Strafford, nodding back towards the library.

         ‘They’ll be very careful,’ Strafford answered drily. ‘They don’t usually break things.’

         ‘Oh, I didn’t mean – that’s to say, I just wondered—’ He frowned. He was filling the kettle at the sink. Outside the window the bare black branches of the trees were laden along their tops with strips of snow that glistened like granulated sugar. ‘It all seems a bad dream.’

         ‘It usually feels like that. Violence always seems out of place, which is hardly surprising.’

         ‘Have you seen much of it? Murder, that kind of thing?’

         Strafford smiled mildly. ‘There isn’t any other kind of thing – murder is unique.’

         ‘Yes, I see what you mean,’ Osborne said, though it was obvious he didn’t, quite.

         He put the kettle on the stove, had to look for matches, found them at last. He opened cupboards and stared into them helplessly. It was plain he hadn’t spent much time in the kitchen over the years. He took three mugs from a shelf. Two of them had cracks down the sides, like fine black hairs. He set them on the table.

         ‘What time was the body found—?’ Jenkins began, but stopped when he noticed the other two men looking past him. He turned.

         A woman had come in, without making a sound.

         She stood in a low doorway leading off to another part of the house, with one hand folded tensely over the other at the level of her waist. She was tall – she had to stoop a little in the doorway – and markedly slender, and her skin was pinkly pale, the colour of skimmed milk into which had been mixed 17a single drop of blood. Her face was like that of a Madonna by one of the lesser Old Masters, with dark eyes and a long sharp nose with a little bump at the tip. She wore a beige cardigan and a calf-length grey skirt that hung a little crookedly on her hips, which were no broader than a boy’s.

         She wasn’t beautiful, Strafford thought, but all the same something in her frail, melancholy looks pressed a bell deep within him that made a soundless, sad little ping.

         ‘Ah, there you are, my dear,’ Colonel Osborne said. ‘I thought you were sleeping.’

         ‘I heard voices,’ the woman said, glancing from Strafford to Jenkins and back again with expressionless eyes.

         ‘This is my wife,’ Osborne said. ‘Sylvia, this is Inspector Strafford. And—?’

         ‘Jenkins,’ the policeman said, with heavy emphasis, and the trace of a resentful scowl. He didn’t understand why people couldn’t remember his name – it wasn’t as if he was called Jones, or Smith, or something equally common. ‘Detective Sergeant Jenkins.’

         Sylvia Osborne gave the men no greeting, only came forward from the doorway, chafing her hands against each other. She had an appearance of being so cold, it seemed she might never have been warm in her life. Strafford was frowning. He had thought at first she must be Osborne’s daughter, or a niece, perhaps, but not, certainly not, his wife – she looked to Strafford to be at least twenty, if not twenty-five, years younger than her husband. In which case, he thought, she had to be a second wife, since there were grown children. He wondered what had become of the first Mrs Osborne.

         The kettle on the stove sent up a shrill whistle. 18

         ‘I met someone on the stairs,’ Mrs Osborne said, ‘some man. Who is he?’

         ‘Probably one of mine,’ Strafford answered.

         She watched as her husband poured boiling water into a big china teapot.

         ‘Where’s Sadie?’ she asked.

         ‘I sent her to her sister’s.’ Osborne glanced at Strafford. ‘Housekeeper. Mrs Duffy.’

         ‘Why did you do that?’ his wife asked in a bewildered tone, wrinkling her pale forehead. All her movements were slow and effortfully deliberate, as if she were wading under water.

         ‘You know what a gossip she is,’ Osborne said, avoiding her eye, and then murmured in an undertone, ‘not that her sister isn’t one, too.’

         Mrs Osborne glanced aside, putting a hand to her cheek.

         ‘I don’t understand it,’ she said faintly. ‘How could he have got into the library, when he fell down the staircase?’

         Again Osborne glanced at Strafford, with an almost imperceptible quick little shake of the head.

         ‘I imagine that’s what Inspector Strafford’s man is trying to discover,’ he said to his wife, over-loudly, then softened his tone. ‘Will you have some tea, my dear?’

         She shook her head, and, still with that dazed expression, turned and wandered out through the doorway she had entered by, her hands still clasped at her waist and her elbows pressed against her sides, as if she were in danger of collapsing and had to hold herself upright.

         ‘She thinks it was an accident,’ Osborne said quietly, when she had gone. ‘Didn’t see any point in enlightening her – she’ll know the truth soon enough.’ 19

         He handed round the mugs of tea, keeping the uncracked one for himself.

         ‘Did anyone hear anything in the night?’ Sergeant Jenkins asked.

         Colonel Osborne looked at him with some displeasure. He was surprised, it seemed, that a fellow who was clearly from the lower ranks should think he had the right to speak without first asking permission of a senior officer.

         ‘Well, certainly I heard nothing,’ he said shortly. ‘Dominic might have, I suppose. My son, Dominic, that is.’

         ‘What about the others in the house?’ Jenkins persisted.

         ‘No one heard anything, so far as I know,’ the Colonel replied stiffly, peering into his mug.

         ‘And where is he now, your son?’ Strafford asked.

         ‘He took the dog for a walk,’ Osborne said. His expression suggested that even to him it sounded incongruous, to say the least. Here a dead man, there a dog in need of walking.

         ‘How many people were in the house last night?’ Strafford asked.

         Osborne turned his eyes upwards, moving his lips as he counted silently.

         ‘Five,’ he said, ‘including Father Tom. And there was the housekeeper, of course. She has a place’ – he nodded towards the floor – ‘downstairs.’

         ‘So, that’s you and your wife, your son, and Father Lawless.’

         ‘That’s right.’

         ‘Four, by my reckoning. You said there were five, not counting the housekeeper?’

         ‘And my daughter, did I not mention her? Lettie.’ Something passed fleetingly over his face, like the shadow of a cloud 20skimming across a hillside on a windy day. ‘I doubt she heard anything. She’s a deep sleeper. In fact, all she seems to do is sleep. She’s seventeen,’ he added, as if this explained not only the girl’s sleeping habits but a great deal else besides.

         ‘Where is she now?’ Strafford asked.

         Colonel Osborne took a sip from his mug and made a wry face, whether at the taste of the tea – it was so strong it was almost black – or at the thought of his daughter, Strafford couldn’t decide. He laid his two palms flat before him on the table and pushed himself to his feet.

         ‘I’d like to see the room where Father Lawless slept last night,’ he said.

         Jenkins too was standing now. Colonel Osborne remained seated, looking up at them, and his hitherto brisk and sceptical manner faltered for a moment, and for the first time he seemed uncertain, and vulnerable, and afraid.

         ‘It’s like a bad dream,’ he said again. He gazed almost pleadingly at the two men standing over him. ‘I suppose that will pass. I suppose it will soon start to seem all too real.’
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         Colonel Osborne ushered the detectives out of the kitchen. Harry Hall appeared, lighting a cigarette inside the shelter of a cupped hand.

         ‘Have a word?’ he said to Strafford.

         The detective looked at him and tried not to let his antipathy show. Not that it mattered – the two men disliked each other, for no particular reason, and didn’t let it interfere with their work. They really didn’t care enough about each other to fight. All the same, the tension between them was palpable, and Colonel Osborne frowned, glancing from Harry Hall to Strafford, and from Strafford to Jenkins, with a look of puzzled enquiry.

         ‘A word?’ Strafford said.

         Harry Hall said nothing more, only turned and walked out of the room. Strafford hesitated a moment, then followed.

         In the library, Hendricks was fitting a new roll of film into his camera, while Willoughby, wearing a pair of rubber gloves, was kneeling by the door and listlessly dusting the knob with a soft sable brush. Harry Hall sucked worriedly at his cigarette.

         ‘This is a weird one,’ he said in an undertone.

         ‘Would you say so? – I was beginning to think something of the sort myself,’ Strafford answered. Harry Hall only shrugged. It always puzzled Strafford that his irony so often went unnoticed. 22

         ‘He was stabbed upstairs and made it down here somehow,’ Harry Hall was saying. ‘I suppose he was trying to get away from whoever it was that attacked him. My guess is he got in here and fell – he’d already lost a bucket of blood – and that he was lying here when his tackle was cut off, balls, prick, the whole shebang. Which we didn’t find, by the way. Someone must have kept it for a souvenir. Clean cut, with a razor-sharp knife. A professional job, by the look of it.’

         He made a hissing sound as he drew on his cigarette, and turned to look at the corpse. Strafford was wondering absently how it could be that someone, anyone, should have notched up a sufficient number of castrations to be considered a professional. Were there professional castrators, outside the realm of animal breeding?

         ‘As you can see,’ Harry Hall went on, ‘someone tidied him up. The blood was swabbed from the floor, but not till after it was dry.’ He snickered. ‘Some job that must have been.’

         ‘And when would the job have been done?’

         The big man shrugged. He was bored, not only with this case, but with his work in general. He had seven years to go before retirement. ‘First thing this morning, probably,’ he said, ‘given that the blood was dry. The stair carpet was washed too – the stains are still in it.’

         They stood in silence for some moments, gazing at the body. Hendricks was sitting on the arm of a high-backed chair with his camera on his lap. His work here was done, and he was taking a break before moving upstairs to start shooting there. Of the three of them, Hendricks gave the impression of being the keenest at his job, while in fact, as Strafford knew, he was the laziest of the lot. 23

         Willoughby was still kneeling by the door, still dusting away. He, like the other two, knew the crime scene had been thoroughly compromised, and that their work would surely prove a waste of time. Not that it mattered to him.

         ‘The housekeeper,’ Strafford said, brushing that wing of hair away from his eyes, ‘she’ll be the one who cleared up, or did her best to, at any rate.’

         Harry Hall nodded. ‘On orders from Colonel Bogey, I presume?’

         ‘Osborne, you mean?’ Strafford said, with the ghost of a smile. ‘Probably. Old soldiers don’t like the sight of blood, so I’m told. Brings back too many memories, or something of the sort.’

         They were silent again, then Harry Hall came a step closer to the detective and lowered his voice still further. ‘Listen, Strafford, this is not good, this thing. A dead priest in a houseful of Prods? What are the papers going to say?’

         ‘Probably the same thing as the neighbours,’ Strafford answered absently.

         ‘Neighbours?’

         ‘What? Oh, the Colonel is worried there’ll be a scandal.’

         Harry Hall again gave a small, sour laugh.

         ‘I’d say there’s a fair possibility of that, all right,’ he said.

         ‘Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,’ Strafford murmured.

         They stood there, Harry Hall working at the last of his cigarette and Strafford stroking his lean jaw thoughtfully. Then he walked over to Willoughby. ‘Anything?’

         Willoughby rose from his knees in weary stages, grimacing. ‘This back of mine,’ he gasped, ‘it’s killing me.’ There were beads of sweat on his forehead and on his upper lip. It was 24nearly noon, and he was badly in need of a drink. ‘There’s prints, of course,’ he said, ‘four or five different sets, one of them bloody, which I suppose it’s safe to say would be the reverend father’s.’ He lifted his lip at one side in what was meant to be a grin but looked more like a snarl. ‘Must have been one strong boyo, to get himself from the landing down to here.’

         ‘Maybe he was carried.’

         Willoughby shrugged. He was as bored as the other two. They were, all three of them, bored and cold and eager to get the hell out of this big chilly gloomy bloody place and head back as fast as their black van would carry them, and the snow would permit, to their cosy quarters in Pearse Street. They were Dubliners – being in the country gave them the jitters.

         ‘What about the candlestick?’ Strafford asked.

         ‘What about it?’

         ‘Any prints on it?’

         ‘Haven’t tested it yet. I had a quick look – seems to have been wiped clean.’

         ‘This is going to be heap big trouble,’ said Harry Hall, slowly shaking his head from side to side. ‘A lot of fingers could get badly burned here.’

         Strafford looked at the nicotine stains on the big man’s meaty hands.

         ‘Did someone call for an ambulance?’ he asked.

         ‘It’s on the way from the County Hospital,’ Harry Hall answered. ‘Though when it’ll get here is anybody’s guess, in this weather.’

         ‘It’s only snow, for God’s sake,’ Strafford said with a flash of irritation. ‘Why must everybody keep going on about it?’

         Harry Hall and Willoughby exchanged a look. Even the 25mildest outburst by Strafford was taken as another sign of his aristocratic aloofness and general disdain for the people it was his distasteful duty to have to work with. His nickname, he knew, was Lord Snooty, after a character in one of the schoolboy comics. He wouldn’t have cared about any of this, if it weren’t that his reputation as a toff added to the difficulties of his job.

         ‘Anyway,’ Harry Hall said, ‘we’re done here.’

         ‘Right,’ Strafford responded. ‘Thanks. I know there wasn’t much you could do, given the—’

         ‘We done all we could,’ Harry Hall cut in heavily, narrowing his eyes. ‘I hope that’s what you’re going to put in your report.’

         Strafford was tired of these Three Stooges, and was as eager to be shot of them as they were to be gone.

         ‘Has Doctor Quirke been informed there’ll be a corpse on the way up to him?’

         Doctor Quirke had recently been appointed State Pathologist.

         Harry Hall looked at Willoughby and smirked.

         ‘He’s away,’ Harry Hall said.

         ‘Oh? Away where?’

         ‘He’s on his honeymoon!’ Hendricks said. ‘Woo-hoo!’

         And he let off a flashbulb, just for the hell of it. 26
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         Strafford wandered about in the downstairs rooms for a while, getting his bearings. This was what he always did at the start of an investigation. He needed to fix in his mind the geography of the place where the crime had been committed. It was a matter of noting the details of the situation and arriving at a point of view. Then he could incorporate himself into the scene, like a cut-out cardboard figure in a stage designer’s maquette, not moving but himself being moved. The notion of being at once a part of the action and above it appealed to him, he wasn’t sure why. Playing at God, his girlfriend, Marguerite – his former girlfriend, rather – would have said, with one of her sour looks. Marguerite was a person of few words. Her face said more than any words would have expressed. She should have been a mime artist, Strafford often thought, not without a flare of malice, sharp and brief as a match flame.

         There were two drawing rooms, one to the right and one to the left of the front door. Only the one on the left showed signs of being lived in. A log fire was burning in the grate, and there were books and newspapers scattered about, and cups and saucers and glasses on a low table, and someone’s tartan scarf was draped over the back of an armchair. How familiar it all was to him, the shabby furniture and the vague clutter, and that faint smell of must and damp that all old houses give 28off. It was in rooms like this that he had spent his childhood years. Old impressions had a way of holding fast.

         He went and stood in the bay of a big window that looked out on bare trees and the snow-covered lawn and the curve of the rutted drive leading down to the main road. There was a hill in the distance, capped with snow. It looked unreally neat and picturesque, like a decorative scene on a Christmas cake. The hill must be Mount Leinster, he thought. Behind it the sky was heavy with purplish, leaden clouds – more snow was on the way.

         Strafford tapped the nails of two fingers against his front teeth, a thing he did when he was distracted, or deep in thought, or both.

         Harry Hall was right, this case was a weird one. It had the potential to land him in a great deal of trouble, if he didn’t take the greatest care and handle it just the right way.

         What that way was, or indeed what exactly the trouble that menaced him might be, he couldn’t say, yet. But priests just didn’t get murdered in this country, and certainly not in places like Ballyglass House. The Catholic Church – the powers that be, in other words – would shoulder its way in and take over. There would be a cover-up, some plausible lie would be peddled to the public. The only question was how deeply the facts could be buried. The violent death of a priest wasn’t a thing to be ignored entirely, like the packing off of a troublesome youth to an industrial school, or the consignment of a pregnant girl to a convent laundry.

         Yes, a weird one. He knew very well that was why Hackett – Detective Chief Superintendent Hackett, his senior officer in Dublin – had put him in charge of the case. ‘You know the 29lie of the land down there,’ Hackett had said on the telephone that morning. ‘You speak their lingo, they’ll talk to you. Good luck.’

         In this case he was going to need more than luck, which was a thing he didn’t believe in, anyway. You make your own luck, or it’s made for you, by accident.

         Something now, some ancient instinct, told him he was not alone, that he was being observed. Cautiously he turned his head and scanned the room. And then he saw her. She must have been there when he came in. In these old houses you only had to keep still and stay quiet in order to fade into the background, like a lizard on a stone wall.

         She was curled up under a brown blanket on an old sofa in front of the fire, with her knees drawn up to her chest and arms wrapped around her shins. Her wide eyes seemed enormous – how had it taken him so long to feel, in that fabled spot between his shoulder blades, the force of their scrutiny?

         ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Sorry, I didn’t see you there.’

         ‘I know. I was watching you.’

         All he could see of her were her face and her forearms, since the rest of her was hidden under the blanket. She had a broad brow and a sharp chin, and those eyes that seemed as big as a lemur’s. Her wiry hair surrounded her face in a mass of unruly and, by the look of them, not particularly clean curls.

         ‘Isn’t it disgusting,’ she said, ‘how your thumb gets all white and shrivelled when you suck on it?’

         Strafford smiled. ‘Do you suck your thumb?’

         ‘Only when I’m thinking.’ She held up her hand for him to see. ‘Look at that – it’s as if I’d just been dragged out of the sea.’ 30

         ‘You must be Lettie,’ he said.

         ‘And who are you? No, let me guess. You’re the detective.’

         ‘That’s right. Detective Inspector Strafford.’

         ‘You don’t look much like a—’ She stopped, seeing his already wearying expression. ‘I suppose people are always telling you you don’t look like a policeman. You don’t sound like one, either, with that accent. What’s your name?’

         ‘Strafford.’

         ‘I mean your first name.’

         ‘It’s St John, actually.’

         The girl laughed.

         ‘St John! That’s almost as bad as mine. They call me Lettie, but I’m Lettice, really, believe it or not. Imagine giving a child a name like Lettice. It’s after my grandmother, but all the same.’

         She was watching him closely, her eyes wrinkled in sly amusement, as if she expected him at any moment to perform some wonderful trick, to stand on his head, say, or levitate. He remembered, from his own youth, how a new face in the house always seemed a promise of change and excitement – or of change, anyway, since excitement was a thing so rarely experienced in their kind of household, hers, and his of old, as to seem the stuff of extravagant fantasy.

         ‘Do you like to watch people?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes. It’s amazing what they get up to when they think there’s no one looking. Thin ones always pick their noses.’

         ‘I hope I didn’t, before I noticed you.’

         ‘You probably would have, given time.’ She paused, fiddling with a knot in the blanket. ‘It’s really thrilling, isn’t it? – a body in the library! Have you solved it yet? Will you be calling us 31all together at dinner time to explain the plot and reveal the killer’s name? My money’s on the White Mouse.’

         ‘The—?’

         ‘My stepmother. Sylvia, queen of the headhunters. Have you met her? You might have, but not noticed, since she’s practically transparent.’

         She threw the blanket aside, rose from the sofa, stood on tiptoe and clasped her hands together high above her head, stretching and grunting. She was tall, lean, dark of complexion, and slightly bow-legged – her father’s daughter. She was not at all pretty, in any conventional sense of the word, and she knew it, but her knowing it, evident in her clownishly slouchy demeanour, gave to her, paradoxically, a certain sulky allure. She was wearing jodhpurs and a black velvet riding jacket.

         ‘Off for a gallop, are you?’ Strafford enquired.

         The girl let her arms fall to her sides. ‘What?’ She glanced down at herself. ‘Oh, the outfit. No, I don’t care for horses – smelly brutes, and liable to bolt, or bite, or both. I just like the get-up. Very slim-making, and comfy, too. These used to be my mother’s – my real mother, that is, who died – though I had to have them taken in quite a bit. She was a big girl.’

         ‘Your father thought you were still asleep.’

         ‘Oh, he gets up at sparrow fart himself and thinks anyone who doesn’t is’ – here she fell into a startlingly convincing impersonation of Colonel Osborne – ‘a damned layabout, don’t-ye-know. Honestly, he’s such an old fraud.’

         She picked up the blanket, draped it over her shoulders and stood beside him at the window. They both looked out at the snowbound landscape.

         ‘My God,’ she said, ‘the frozen bloody wastes. Oh and look, 32they’ve cut down more trees in the copse.’ She turned to Strafford. ‘You know, of course, we’re as poor as church mice? – half the timber is gone, and the roof is going to cave in any day. It’s the House of Usher.’ Struck, she paused, wrinkling her nose. ‘I wonder why church mice should be thought of as poor? And how could a mouse be rich, anyway?’ She drew the blanket close about her. ‘I’m so cold!’ She gave him another sidelong, playful glance. ‘But of course, females are always cold, aren’t they, in their extremities. That’s what men are for, to warm us up.’

         A shadow moved in the window and Strafford turned from the girl in time to see a hulking boy in rubber boots and a leather jacket walking past, doing a sort of clumsy goose-step in the deep snow. He had freckles and a thick shock of tangled hair, so darkly, deeply red it was almost the colour of bronze. The sleeves of his jacket were too short, and his exposed wrists gleamed more whitely than the white snow all about him.

         ‘Is that your brother?’ Strafford asked.

         The girl gave a shriek of laughter.

         ‘Oh, that’s priceless!’ she cried, shaking her head and making the dark curls bounce, her laugh turning into a gurgle. ‘I can’t wait to tell Dominic you thought Fonsey was him. He’ll probably take a horse whip to you, or something – he has an awful temper.’

         The boy was out of sight by now.

         ‘Who’s Fonsey?’ Strafford asked.

         ‘Him’ – she pointed – ‘the stable boy, I suppose you’d call him. He looks after the horses, or he’s supposed to. He’s part horse himself, I believe. What do you call those creatures there used to be in ancient Greece?’ 33

         ‘Centaurs?’

         ‘That’s it. That’s Fonsey.’ She gave another hiccup of laughter deep in her throat. ‘The centaur of Ballyglass House. He’s a bit loony’ – she put a finger to her temple and made a screwing motion with it – ‘so watch out. My name for him is Caliban.’

         She was looking at Strafford again, with those enormous grey eyes, clasping the blanket to her throat as if it were a cloak.

         ‘St John,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘I’ve never met a St John before.’

         Strafford was batting his fedora against his thigh again. It was another of his habits, another of his tics, of which there were many. Marguerite used to say they drove her mad.

         ‘You’ll have to excuse me,’ he said. ‘I’ve some things to do.’

         ‘Hunting for clues, I suppose? Sniffing cigarette butts and peering at fingerprints through a magnifying glass?’

         He began to turn away, then paused.

         ‘How well did you know Father Lawless?’ he asked.

         The girl shrugged. ‘How well did I know him? I don’t know that I knew him at all. He was always hanging around, if that’s what you mean. Everyone thought he was a card. I never took much notice of him. There was something oogey about him.

         ‘“Oogey”?’

         ‘Oh, you know. Not at all pious or preachy, took a drink, life and soul of the party, all that kind of thing, but at the same time always on the lookout, always watching—’

         ‘The way you do?’

         She narrowed her lips into a line. ‘No, not the way I do. Like a Peeping Tom – that kind of oogey.’ 34

         ‘And what do you think happened to him?’

         ‘“Happened to him”? You mean, who stabbed him in the neck and cut his goolies off? How should I know? Maybe it wasn’t the White Mouse. Maybe she and the Man of the Cloth were getting up to monkey business together and Daddy knocked him off in a jealous rage.’ She put on her father’s voice again, jutting out her lower lip. ‘Damned cheek of the feller, comin’ in here and havin’ at my missus!’

         Strafford could not help but smile.

         ‘I don’t suppose you heard anything in the night?’ he asked.

         ‘You mean, did I hear His Reverence getting it in the neck? ’Fraid not. I sleep like a log – anyone will tell you that. The only thing I ever hear is the Ballyglass ghost rattling his chains and moaning. You know the place is haunted, I suppose?’

         He smiled again.

         ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘I’m sure I’ll see you again before I leave.’

         ‘Yes, in the dining room, no doubt, for cocktails at eight. Murder at the Mansion, and all that. I can’t wait.’ He was already moving away from her, laughing softly now. ‘I shall wear an evening gown and a feather boa,’ she called after him. ‘And I’ll have a dagger in the top of my stocking!’
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