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one



The small, dark-headed man sitting in front of McCadden in the Accident & Emergency waiting room seemed to have lost his place in the queue.


And even more uniquely, it didn’t seem to bother him.


Sentimental drunks with minor injuries who’d shuffled in an hour or more behind him were placed on a list and seen by doctors and sent back home clutching packets of Anadin, while the little man just went on sitting there, pretending to read his Irish Times. Never quite reaching the end of the page he was on. And never turning over to the next.


The man was alone.


He might’ve been waiting for someone to come back from X-ray or a long consultation, McCadden conceded. Except that he never raised his head from the newspaper when patients returned to the waiting room. They had no interest for him.


And yet, whenever the front entrance doors were opened and another casualty stumbled in from outside, he always peered around the side of his newspaper, checking on the newcomer.


He was in his mid-thirties, McCadden reckoned. And he was dressed in expensive casual clothes. A heavy wool sweater over a check shirt and light blue designer jeans. A green wax jacket had been draped over the back of the plastic chair to his right. By his side he had a shopping bag filled with exotic fruits that he occasionally ate. On the seat to his left he’d placed a neat bunch of fresh red roses, still wrapped in protective plastic and brown paper.


This was Thursday night. A little after nine o’clock. And early in October.


The hospital’s visiting hours had long since ended for that evening.


Bored with the long wait for his injured colleague, McCadden began to speculate …


Two hours earlier, speeding along Michael Street in an unmarked car, Detective Garda Rose Donnelly had skewed into a lamp-post on the opposite side of the road after swerving to avoid a child who’d broken from his parents and darted out in front of her. The kid himself was fine afterwards, apart from the expected hysterics. McCadden, strapped tightly into the front passenger seat, had also escaped injury. But Donnelly, they thought, had broken or dislocated her right shoulder.


The man with the exotic fruit and the bright flowers had already been sitting in the waiting room when the two detectives reached Accident & Emergency. But it wasn’t until Donnelly had been taken to X-ray that McCadden, bored with his own company, had developed an interest in him.


That was about eight forty-five.


And less than thirty minutes later, at nine fifteen, McCadden’s curiosity finally wore his patience down.


Leaving his own overcoat and Rose Donnelly’s handbag behind, he stood up and walked through the rows of plastic seats and up the aisle between them to the reception counter.


The young nurse behind the perspex screen was very attractive, he’d already decided. Dark black hair that was barely visible under the white cap, deep brown eyes, and very full and colourful lips. But she also seemed to resent her own beauty, as if it prevented her from doing her job properly. And she’d developed a curt manner as a defence.


‘Inspector McCadden,’ he reminded her quietly when she came to attend him now.


She stared at him resentfully.


Initially, she hadn’t really believed that he and Donnelly were detectives. Not that McCadden looked as rugged as usual. In fact, he was clean-shaven and his hair had been recently cut and styled. But he was wearing a tuxedo. Rose Donnelly had on a blue evening dress. And the nurse had thought at first that they were a pair of party-goers flying high on drink or drugs.


The embarrassment of her mistake had made her even more abrasive.


‘Yes, yes,’ she said now. ‘Detective Inspector Carl McCadden. As you were told already, Inspector, your colleague is currently in X-ray and you—’


‘No, no,’ McCadden interrupted. ‘I don’t want to talk about that.’


‘What do you want to talk about?’


McCadden leaned confidentially forward. The nurse smelled invitingly of a faint lavender perfume. ‘See that man reading the newspaper … No, no, don’t look at him now.’


‘How can I see him,’ she demanded, ‘if I don’t look at him?’


‘This is a valid point,’ McCadden conceded. ‘It’s clear the nursing schools still have rigorous standards. But what I mean is, don’t look at him immediately.’


She actually smiled slightly. Although it was more that her cheeks caved in to two dimples than that her lips fully relaxed. But still …


‘I understand,’ she said.


McCadden nodded. ‘Do you know if he has presented himself for examination?’


She shook her head. ‘No, he hasn’t.’


‘Sure?’


‘I fill out a record card for each patient. They pay a fee, so I also issue a receipt. I remember every one tonight. He’s not among them.’


‘How long has he been here? Longer than me, I know. But much longer?’


‘I don’t think so, no. Ten or fifteen minutes maybe.’


‘Do you remember him coming in?’


‘Not really, no. I noticed him later, when he was sitting down.’


‘Looking at him now, and at the things he has with him, and with your knowledge of hospitals, what would you say he was doing if he wasn’t in this waiting room?’


‘Visiting a patient.’


‘Right,’ McCadden said thoughtfully.


Rose Donnelly showed up at that point, pushing backwards through the swing doors into the waiting room and noticing immediately as she turned that McCadden was at the counter. Her right arm was in a heavy sling.


‘What’s the damage, Rose?’ he asked her as she approached.


‘Nothing broken, anyway,’ she told him.


‘Good.’


‘I’ve got torn ligaments in the shoulder joint. A couple of sessions in physiotherapy will clear it up. I didn’t think you’d still be here, though, sir.’


He waved away her concern. ‘Oh, I rang in and told them we both needed treatment.’


They’d been on their way to the Tower Hotel when the accident had happened. As one of the minor spin-offs of Ireland’s current presidency of the EU, the head of the German Bundesbank was in town tonight, lecturing the formally dressed local entrepreneurs at a five-hundred-pound-a-plate dinner.


McCadden turned as he spoke and looked back down the waiting room. The little man, he saw, was still concealed behind his newspaper. He pushed away from the counter and walked down to collect his overcoat and Donnelly’s handbag. When he came back, he said goodnight to the nurse and slipped the coat over Donnelly’s shoulders before going out into the night.


But he did everything slowly. Reluctant to leave the puzzle unsolved. Detained by a vague feeling of unease and a characteristic tingling along the nape of his neck.


Their car was parked about a hundred metres away. The night had cooled since their arrival and a biting wind was rising. They walked crisply along the footpaths.


Two rows down from them in the car park, a stocky, crew-cut man, wearing only a light denim jacket over jeans and T-shirt, was standing by a white Honda Civic and obviously starting to get extremely cold. He was stamping his feet and furiously rubbing his hands together as he waited.


‘I bet his wife has the keys, Rose,’ McCadden joked.


She didn’t laugh. Even after a year working with him, she was still uncomfortable with his irony.


The driver’s door of their Ford Sierra was bent awkwardly inwards and wouldn’t open any more. McCadden unlocked both doors on the passenger side.


‘Better sit in the back,’ he advised. ‘It’ll make it easier for me to get in and out if I don’t have to climb over you as well.’


A little sleet started slanting against them as they drove through the hospital grounds towards the exit. McCadden flicked on the windscreen wipers and said suddenly, ‘He could’ve been waiting for a member of staff to come off duty, you know.’


‘Who, sir?’ Donnelly asked.


‘Someone with a birthday today. Hence the flowers. Or a patient about to be—’


He broke off to swerve slightly as the car’s headlights picked out four men striding towards them in single file along the edge of the road, their heads down and shoulders hunched against the wind and the rain. McCadden didn’t recognize any of the three who were walking behind. But their leader interested him.


‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘Joey Whittle. A long way from home.’


‘Do you know him, sir?’


‘A bad man with drink taken, Rose. He ruined a promising football career because of it. He was only seventeen when he won an FAI Junior Cup winner’s medal. Wouldn’t think it to look at him now, would you? Leeds United, over in England, signed him afterwards. And they let him go just as quickly again when they saw his intimacy with the booze. You follow soccer, Rose?’


‘No, sir. Boxing.’


‘Boxing? Right.’ McCadden glanced in his rear-view mirror at the receding figures. ‘You reckon Joey’s been drinking tonight?’


‘I don’t know. I thought he was working here.’


‘Why did you think that?’


‘He was here earlier.’


‘Was he?’


‘In the car park. Like an attendant, you know.’


‘When was that, Rose?’


‘When we arrived and parked ourselves.’


‘Hm, right.’


McCadden drove on in silence, up to the main exit. There he stopped. The road to the left led to the fishing villages of Dunmore and Passage. The road to the right would bring them back to the city. Both were free of traffic. Behind them, a red Fiesta had pulled up. And was waiting.


But McCadden didn’t move.


In the rear seat, Donnelly started getting a little uncomfortable. ‘The car behind us, sir,’ she said. ‘It’s flashing its lights at you.’


McCadden glanced in the rear-view mirror, but without actually seeing anything.


‘Right,’ he acknowledged absently. ‘Not that nurse from reception, by any chance, is it?’


‘What nurse, sir?’


McCadden laughed. And then he suddenly depressed the accelerator, released the clutch, and swung the Sierra in a wide arc, until he’d managed a U-turn and was driving back again through the grounds of the hospital and heading at speed for Accident & Emergency once more.


‘I bet you a fiver, Rose,’ he called behind him, ‘that he’s driving a white Honda Civic.’


‘Who, sir? Whittle?’


‘No, no, not Whittle. The little man in the waiting room.’


‘What little man in the waiting room?’


McCadden pulled up outside the entrance to Accident & Emergency. In his eagerness, the damaged driver’s door defeated him for a few moments, until he remembered again that it was jammed shut. He slid across and out the passenger side.


‘Wait for me, Rose.’


The young nurse looked up at him expectantly as he burst into the waiting room. He smiled at her quickly and turned away, searching across the rows of dulled faces staring back at him. The red roses were gone. The bag of exotic fruit was no longer on the floor. Between them, the seat the little man had occupied was now empty, except for the folded newspaper he’d been reading.


‘He left,’ the nurse said. ‘A few minutes after you.’


‘Was he alone?’ McCadden asked her.


‘Yes.’


‘Did anyone call for him?’


‘No, he just stood up and left.’


McCadden swore. As he went back outside, an ambulance with its siren wailing pulled into the bay to deliver a patient on a stretcher. He ran past it, across to the car park. The white Honda Civic was still there, but no one was standing beside it any more.


He looked around after noting the car’s registration number. Against the fluorescent glare from the waiting room and the flashing red light of the ambulance, the driving sleet was visible. Otherwise, he could see nothing in the darkness. And it was only when the siren was switched off and the wind gusted favourably that he was able to discover what was happening.


The sounds came from his right, in the green area to the side of the car park. They were the noises of a frenzied chase. The high-pitched whimpering and desperate breathing of a terrified quarry. The savage grunts and shouts of an eager pack behind it.


McCadden ran from the car park, through a border of shrubs, and on to the grass. Paper snagged in his shoes as he went. Something firm but brittle crunched under his feet. When he looked down he saw that the grass was strewn with long-stemmed red roses and passion fruit and kumquats.


Ahead of him, in the dim light that was spilling from the nearby wards, the little man weaved and ducked as he sprinted away from his heavier opponents, like a hare pursued by five overweight, lumbering greyhounds. Given open country to run in, he might’ve made it to freedom. He had more pace and stamina than his attackers. But he was running up a blind alley right now, towards a building whose shape was going to trap him. He had ten, maybe fifteen seconds of liberty left. And probably of health as well.


‘Stop!’ McCadden shouted from behind. ‘Armed Garda! Stop!’


They all heard. Because they all glanced quickly back.


The three in the rear pulled up immediately and stood there awkwardly, with hang-dog expressions on their bowed faces. McCadden had a clear view of one of them. An anxious, middle-aged man with thick, untidy hair and a heavy moustache. But they were all the same, he guessed. Solid community men. It made him think of vigilantes. And, inevitably, of drugs.


Beyond them, the man who’d been watching over the Honda Civic stuttered a little, tugged equally by worry about the law and by his commitment to Whittle in front of him, and finally slowed to a compromising walk. But Whittle himself, a stocky, muscular man, drove relentlessly on.


McCadden ran on through the ones who’d stopped or slowed. ‘You lot stay where you are!’ he ordered humorously. Knowing they’d melt away as soon as he’d passed.


Against the pebble-dash wall of the building ahead, Whittle had now pinned the little man, his massive left hand encircling the other’s throat, his right drawn back in a fist to smash the face he held as an immobile target.


The windows on either side had sucked in pallid figures in dressing gowns, abandoning the television sets in their wards for real excitement. Perhaps the spectators cheered as McCadden charged through shrubs to the rescue. But McCadden himself knew that he had no chance of reaching the struggle in time to prevent Whittle’s blow. So he opted for the only lie that might confuse and delay the big man.


‘He’s one of ours, Joey!’ he shouted. ‘He’s a guard!’


Whittle hesitated. His fist wavered behind his right shoulder while his mind slowly processed the information. And by the time he’d decided that it was nonsense or that the other’s occupation was only a better justification for punishment, McCadden was up to him, barging into his left side and knocking him off balance.


Whittle’s strike had already been launched. But the blow that had been intended for the little man’s face now passed it by and Whittle’s fist crashed into the wall instead. A second before Whittle’s cry of agony sounded close to his ears and drowned out everything else, McCadden heard that distinct snap of broken bones.


The two went down together. The rough concrete tore through the knees of McCadden’s evening wear and grazed the flesh underneath. Whittle lashed out in pain and fury with his flailing legs. A white sneaker flashed past McCadden’s cheekbone without making any contact. A knee caught him in the stomach under his ribcage. Winded and bruised, he rolled a little away to safety before getting to his feet.


Whittle’s face was screwed up in agony, he saw. The man was lying on his back on the ground. His left hand was propping up the other arm. The right wrist was dangling with unnatural limpness. Like the neck of a dead chicken, McCadden thought. And worst of all, perhaps, the little man, the mysterious object of all this unexplained violence, was no longer with them.


From behind, McCadden heard high heels clacking along the concrete. When he turned he saw the white sling first, and only afterwards Rose Donnelly’s light brown hair.


‘Rose,’ he said gratefully.


‘Can I help, sir?’


He nodded. ‘Remember that white Honda Civic I was joking about in the car park? Go back and stand guard over it. If the owner approaches, arrest him. Disorderly conduct.’


As she left and he knelt to lift Whittle to his feet, two male orderlies and what looked like a young intern came from the wards to help. The intern took a quick look at his patient.


‘Casualty!’ he instructed decisively. ‘Casualty!’


And after that, it was out of McCadden’s control. He was given no chance to put his questions and no option but to tag along behind the hurrying group.


The same young nurse in Accident & Emergency looked out at him with weary indulgence when he turned up again. He thought she might’ve understood if he’d come back with the little man needing surgery. But to drag in yet another stranger who was injured …


Whittle was whisked off to X-ray. McCadden followed, waiting for him in the small seating area outside the theatre. And while he was there, Rose Donnelly found him again.


He didn’t really have to ask for her report. He could see the disappointment in her face.


‘No luck, Rose?’ he said anyway. It was better to dump the blame on fortune instead of making her feel any worse.


She shook her head. ‘It was already gone when I got there. I asked the hospital security to stop it at the exit if it’s still in the grounds, but I think we’ve lost it. What’s going on, sir?’


‘I don’t know,’ McCadden admitted. ‘I haven’t a clue. I’m waiting to ask Whittle.’


She sat beside him and glanced at her watch. It was only ten fifteen.


‘I’ve got the baby-sitter booked until after midnight,’ she said.


But he couldn’t judge her mood or discover her reasons for mentioning it. Regret? Resentment? Reassurance?


Like McCadden, Donnelly was separated from her spouse. Unlike McCadden, she hadn’t agreed to the split and she had a small child to care for on her own. Cathy was eight years old, McCadden remembered. A lively, mischievous kid who was academically bright and good at sports. But Donnelly still worried about her.


‘It hits them so hard, sir, when they don’t have both parents,’ she’d told him once. ‘It really knocks their confidence. Cathy’s always asking for reassurance.’


McCadden and his wife never had children. ‘No, we’re not ready for it yet,’ Jenny used to say. ‘I don’t think you’re ready for it. I know I’m not.’ Earlier that year, three months after the legislation permitting it in Ireland had been enacted, McCadden and Jenny had been granted a divorce. A week ago she’d written him a letter, telling him that she was finally marrying Michael, the weekend gardener with a talent for dull attentiveness, and that she was pregnant …


Did a child need that much security, McCadden wondered. With everything regulated for its placid comfort? He doubted it. Although he’d responded to the news only with congratulations and good wishes.


Thinking about it now, he was on the point of telling Rose Donnelly to knock off and take a taxi home when a trolley, with Whittle stretched along it and apparently unconscious, was wheeled from the X-ray theatre by the young intern.


McCadden stood up. ‘Hey, hang on. I need to interview this man.’


The intern looked aghast. ‘This man is suffering from concussion.’


‘I thought it was a broken wrist?’


‘That, too. But concussion also.’


‘You walked him across here.’


‘He shouldn’t have walked.’


‘What do you mean, he shouldn’t have walked? You marched him over here!’


‘We didn’t know.’


‘We?’


‘In any case, he’ll be under sedation and observation until the morning. They’re likely to operate on that wrist tomorrow.’


McCadden sighed and turned away. ‘Come on, Rose,’ he said wearily. ‘I’ll drop you home. And I suppose we’d better organize someone to let Whittle’s wife and kids know where he is.’


They went back downstairs, through the corridors, into the Accident & Emergency waiting room again. The little man’s Irish Times was still lying on the seat where he’d left it. But the young nurse was no longer behind the reception counter. Instead, there was a severe elderly woman, who looked without understanding or sympathy on McCadden’s ill-treated evening wear and Rose Donnelly’s sling and, misreading the signs, muttered something wistful about the sedate courtships of her own youth.





two



According to the records, the registered owner of the white Honda Civic was Denis T. Quaid, living on Water Park Road in the east of the city.


McCadden called there a little after eleven the next morning, on his way back to the hospital to interview Joey Whittle. No one answered the first time he rang the bell. Whoever was inside had the television on loudly, tuned to a children’s cartoon, and he had to ring again, more insistently, before the door was finally opened. A well-dressed elderly man and a small boy stood in front of him. The child had thick curly hair and smears of chocolate on his plump face. The man was smoking a cheap cigar.


‘Good morning,’ McCadden said. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Carl McCadden from—’


‘McCallum?’


‘McCadden.’


‘There’s a crime programme on the television called McCallum.’


‘Right,’ McCadden accepted. ‘Are you the owner of a white Honda Civic, registration number—’


‘Not any more, I’m not.’


‘Don’t tell me,’ McCadden said wearily. He’d met the obstacle too many times before not to know the twists of the story. ‘You sold it over the last few weeks and the change of ownership hasn’t been processed yet.’


‘I don’t know about the processing. That’s not any of my responsibility.’


‘It is, actually. But go on.’


‘I sold it, all right. Well, what I did was, I actually traded it in on a newer model to a garage over in Ferrybank there …’


McCadden glanced at his watch. He was only a couple of minutes away from the hospital. Ferrybank was a longer journey, north across the River Suir. And there wasn’t much point chasing over there immediately.


He thanked the old man, smiled faintly at the pouting kid, and left.


The hospital public wards were a lot worse than merely overcrowded that autumn, and Joey Whittle had been squeezed into a corner where a bed wasn’t supposed to fit. He was without a cabinet, without a reading light and without a power point anywhere near him. His right arm, encased in plaster, was suspended in a sling attached to a free-standing frame beside the bed.


He looked extremely groggy, propped against stacked pillows with his head lolling to one side and his eyes closed. But the ward sister assured McCadden that it was only boredom and not the lingering effects of the anaesthetic since the operation.


‘He’s had no visitors, you know,’ she whispered.


His wife and kids, apparently, hadn’t yet filed in to cheer him up, even though they’d been notified before eleven the previous night. Some time that morning, when he was still weak from the operation, his mother had bustled along to fuss over everything and to complain about the decline in public health standards. Otherwise he’d been ignored by the outside world.


As McCadden drew up a chair to sit beside the bed, the noise of its legs scraping along the floor jolted Whittle from the light doze he was in. He half-opened his tired and bloodshot eyes, struggled to focus, and then stared out balefully when he recognized who it was.


McCadden took a single kumquat from his jacket pocket and placed it on the tray above the bedclothes. ‘I brought you some fruit, Joey,’ he said.


Whittle glowered at the little orange-coloured oval rocking back and forth across his tray. ‘What is it?’ he asked suspiciously.


‘It’s a kumquat.’


‘It looks like a shit an orange might have.’


‘I found a couple of them on the ground last night.’


‘Some people have all the luck, don’t they?’


‘You remember the old apple market off Michael Street, Joey?’


‘That’s gone forty years ago.’


‘Your mother would remember it.’


‘What about it?’


‘One of the women who had a stall there went on to open a fruit shop later,’ McCadden explained. ‘She was supposed to be the first to bring kumquats into Waterford. May Breslin. She was known as Kumquat May for a while. Except that very few people were familiar with the fruit and she got an undeserved reputation for being determined instead.’


‘What the fuck are you talking about, McCadden?’


‘Strong-willed? Determined? Kumquat May? No?’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘Are you in hock to someone at the moment, Joey?’


‘What?’


‘In deep, are you? Is that why you were trying to rip off that little guy last night?’


Whittle’s mouth fell open so wide and so shamelessly that it was quite obvious robbery hadn’t been the motive. McCadden persisted with the line, though. Fishing for the little revelations that objections always dragged along with them.


‘How come you knew exactly what he was carrying in that—?’


‘Hey hang on there!’ Whittle interrupted. ‘We never knew anything about any money.’


‘Money? Nobody mentioned money.’


‘You ask Christy …’ Whittle glowered and looked confused and fell silent.


‘I don’t want any names, Joey.’


‘I’m not giving you any names.’


‘I take it they were friends of yours. Or neighbours of yours. All right? I’m happy enough with that. So what did he do to you?’


‘Who?’


‘The little guy you lot were chasing last night.’


‘What do you mean? Don’t you know?’


‘I wouldn’t be asking you if I knew.’


‘You mean you haven’t caught him yet?’


‘No, I haven’t, Joey. I don’t even know who he is.’


Whittle struggled to pull himself forward in the bed. ‘You’ve got to tell Corina, McCadden!’ he shouted. ‘You’ve got to contact my wife!’


‘Your wife already knows.’


‘Not about me! About Ryle!’


‘Ryle? Who’s Ryle?’


‘His name is Ryle! The bastard we were after. John Ryle!’


‘Okay. So his name is Ryle. What about him? You haven’t told me what he’s done to you.’


‘He didn’t do anything to me. He did it to Jason.’


‘Jason?’


‘My young fellow, Jason.’


‘One of your sons, you mean?’


‘He’s only after starting secondary school this September.’


‘How old is he?’


‘He’s thirteen. Ryle wanted to take photographs of him without his clothes on. Last Thursday. As far as I know, that’s as far as the bastard ever got to. But that’s one of the things I was aiming to find out when I caught up with him last …’


A nurse took that delicate moment to wheel in the mid-morning tea trolley. She saw from Whittle’s chart that he wasn’t allowed anything yet, so she smiled instead at McCadden.


‘Would you like a cup, Inspector?’


‘Got any coffee?’ he wondered.


‘Not in a hospital, Inspector,’ she reproved.


When she’d moved on, McCadden drew his chair a little closer to the bed and leaned forward to lay a hand on Whittle’s good arm.


‘Joey,’ he said, ‘I need to hear the details on this. All right? When did you find out about it?’


‘It was last night,’ Whittle told him. ‘We were having the tea. Around about six o’clock. Right in the middle of it, Jason started screaming. About Ryle taking photographs of him without any of his clothes on.’


‘You said it happened last Thursday. How do you know?’


‘That’s when Jason said it was. A week before.’


‘And this was the first you heard of it?’


‘How many times do you have to hear of it, do you think, before you get it stopped?’


‘I know.’


‘If that was one of your kids—’


‘I’m not arguing with you, Joey. I’m just trying to get everything straight. Okay?’


Whittle glowered, but nodded truculently. ‘Yeah, okay.’


‘How would this Ryle know Jason? What opportunities would he have for taking photographs? Is he one of his teachers?’


‘Naw. He lives down the road from us.’


‘Who lives down the road from you?’


‘Ryle. He’s a couple of doors away. He’s one of our neighbours.’


McCadden stared. Whittle and his family lived in one of the older local authority estates. The last decade or so, unemployment had been high there. Most of the men read the English tabloids, stretched about as far as lemons on Pancake Tuesday when it came to exotic fruit, and couldn’t afford anything better than department store clothes. Whichever way you looked at it, Ryle didn’t seem to fit. But it wasn’t good enough, of course, to be suspicious merely of difference.


‘You’d better tell me how you came to be chasing him around a hospital, Joey,’ McCadden asked.


‘His wife’s a patient out here.’


‘That only explains what he was doing here.’


‘The rest of the chaps, Christy—’


‘I don’t want any names.’


‘They all have lads in Jason’s class in school. They knock around together. The young fellows. We went to call on Ryle, anyway, last night, when I told the others what he was up to with Jason. He wasn’t there. Someone said he’d gone to visit his wife in hospital. Someone else drove us out here. We found his car in the car park. He’s only after getting it last week. A Honda Civic. But we couldn’t find him.’


McCadden nodded. Thinking of the fury that the alleged molestation of children released in adults. Thinking of the terrors they harboured of homosexual advances. And of the strange, idealized visions of both childhood and sex that these feelings tapped into in a world where the realities were mostly grim.


‘I’m going to have to look into this, Joey,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to talk to the boy. You’ll probably want to be there.’


‘I’m not out of here until tomorrow.’


‘Then I’ll have to wait.’


Whittle shook his head. ‘No. Get the wife to do that. Corina. Now that you’re on to it, you’d better follow it up. I want the bastard pinned to the wall as soon as possible.’


McCadden pushed back the chair and stood up. ‘I’ll be back, Joey,’ he promised.


‘Hey.’ Whittle summoned him. ‘Are you going to charge me? You know. About last night.’


‘You hadn’t any drink on you, did you?’


‘No. I wasn’t out. I told you, I was having the tea. What’s that got to do with it? Are you going to charge me or not?’


‘Don’t drink, Joey. And stay away from Ryle until I’ve sorted things out. Then we’ll see. Do you still have your winner’s medal, by the way? From the Junior Cup win?’


Whittle frowned suspiciously again. ‘How do you know about that?’


‘Remember the team you beat in the final that day?’


‘I do, yeah. Why?’


‘Remember the name of the player who played sweeper for them?’


Whittle shook his head. ‘No. Why? What was it?’


McCadden smiled ruefully. ‘No one ever remembers the losers, do they? Do you still have the medal?’


‘No. I gave it to Jason a good few years ago. Him being the eldest and all. You know, pass it on, like.’


‘Does he play?’


Whittle looked embarrassed by his inability to conceal an old disappointment. ‘He don’t, no. He’s not, you know, sporty, sort of …’


When McCadden left, he walked across to the hospital’s main reception to ask if a woman named Ryle was a current patient. A chirpy nurse breezily directed him to another ward and then enlisted an idling porter to guide him through the grounds.


But Miriam Ryle was sleeping just then and couldn’t be disturbed.


McCadden stood at the end of her bed, looking down on her. She was a dark-haired, deeply tanned woman in her early thirties, very attractive, with fine, smooth skin and the kind of fresh appearance that suggested prosperity.


‘But I’m afraid she’s been quite distressed since last night,’ the matron confided.


‘Her husband?’ McCadden appeared to guess.


The matron frowned.


‘He didn’t visit her as expected last night and she hasn’t been able to contact him this morning.’


‘How could you possibly know all that, Inspector?’


‘Ah!’ McCadden said mysteriously. ‘Will you let her know that her husband is fine? Just a little delayed.’


‘Of course, yes.’


‘What was she admitted for in the first place, by the way? What’s wrong with her?’


‘Don’t you know?’ the matron enquired crustily.


‘No,’ McCadden admitted.


‘She fell from a table at home while posing for a photograph and broke her collar-bone.’


‘Right …’


‘Who would want to stand on a table to have their photograph taken?’


McCadden nodded agreeably. ‘That’s a good question, isn’t it?’





three



McCadden didn’t drive immediately to Whittle’s home after leaving the hospital. Co-operative parents or not, he wasn’t walking in alone to interview a pubescent boy about an alleged sexual assault.


He rang Rose Donnelly first, ostensibly to enquire about her health, but really on the off chance that she might be interested in staying involved, despite her sick leave. He was lucky. He found her bored and exasperated. Her confinement to home had given unusual stability and confidence to her little daughter, who’d skived off to a fun fare on a day trip with the minder.


Once he’d side-stepped the Chief Superintendent’s nervous lack of enthusiasm, he picked Donnelly up and filled her in while travelling.


‘I don’t know,’ Cody had faltered. ‘It’s not as if Whittle has lodged a formal complaint, is it? It’s all so vague. And this whole area of child sex abuse, you see. It’s a potential minefield for us all. But we’ll have to follow it up officially now, I suppose.’


‘I’m going to interview the boy this afternoon.’


‘No, no. I don’t want you getting any further involved in it. You’ve done enough as it is. It’s not that I don’t trust your discretion, mind.’


‘Right.’


‘But we need someone with more experience of these matters. Hasn’t Detective Sergeant Hyland just completed a course in headquarters …?’


‘Paul Hyland is on holidays. Liam de Burgh is tied up on the drugs investigation. Frank Ryan is in Dublin, giving evidence in a case, and won’t be back until tomorrow. I was thinking of asking Rose Donnelly along.’


‘Detective Donnelly is on sick leave. I’ve just signed the form.’


‘Her injury is minor. It certainly won’t affect what I need her to do.’


‘Yes, but I’m not entirely sure, you see—’


‘She has training and experience in the area. Absolutely essential, as you mentioned. When she worked in Dublin, she was assigned to cases of rape and sexual abuse.’


‘She’s still quite new to the district. I’m not quite sure if this is the right occasion …’


‘I’ll go along with her,’ McCadden volunteered.


Whittle’s home had three bedrooms, seven boys under the age of fourteen, a noisy mongrel terrier and two bullfinches in ornate cages that were hanging in the front room. The birds looked plump, the dog was holding his own, the kids were undernourished, and the mother had the wrong end of the stick.


She didn’t ask about Joey’s condition in hospital. When McCadden volunteered encouraging news, she only snapped at him angrily. ‘I hope they keep him in there until we’re all dead and buried, the stupid fecker.’


With dyed blonde hair straggling around her face and a smoking cigarette always dangling from her lips, Corina Whittle seemed to live on the edge of breakdown, constantly harassed and irritated. Inside her flapping jeans and limp sweater, she was painfully bony. About eight stone, McCadden calculated her weight. He thought again how there seemed to be a standard allocation of fat for poor couples. If the man, like Whittle, was big and brawny, the woman always shrank to feed him. If the wife was heavy, her husband was invariably slight.


‘Is Jason home?’ McCadden asked.


It was almost five o’clock by then, an hour since school had ended.


‘He’s out,’ Corina Whittle told him. ‘I’ll go get him for you.’


‘In a minute. I want you to fill me in on what happened last night first.’


‘Didn’t Joey tell you?’


‘Joey’s a bit woozy from the anaesthetic. He said to ask you.’


‘I don’t know.’ She crushed one cigarette in the crowded ashtray on the hall table and lit another immediately. ‘I was in the kitchen making tea.’


‘But you must’ve heard something?’


‘I heard Jason screaming his head off about Ryle wanting him to take his clothes off. Then I heard his father losing the head and screaming about getting Ryle. That’s all I know.’


‘Did Jason specifically mention Ryle?’


‘I’m sure he did, yeah.’


‘Had he been disturbed earlier that day?’


‘Who? Ryle?’


‘No, your son.’


‘Jason? Disturbed? How do you mean? Disturbed at something he was doing, is it?’


‘Was he upset?’


‘He was quiet. But he’s always quiet. You can’t get a word out of him edgeways.’


‘He hadn’t been any different than usual, then?’


‘Not that I noticed, no.’


‘Right.’


‘Can I go and get him now?’


McCadden and Donnelly waited in the cluttered front room. Until McCadden switched it off, the television relentlessly pumped out images of all the things the Whittles couldn’t afford, from stylish clothes to peace of mind. But when the sound died, the two finches in the room suddenly became more agitated and started flapping their wings so violently against the bars of their cages that he had to turn the set back on again.


Corina Whittle was gone almost twenty minutes. Clearly, she had no idea where the boy actually was and only a hazy notion of where he might be. They heard her distinctly as the two of them returned to the house, verbally abusing her son for an absence she’d obviously encouraged. And she was still at it when they came into the room. It was an act, of course. Designed to demonstrate her maternal concerns. But the performance was too pathetic to do anything with but turn away from discreetly.


Jason Whittle was a short, scrawny boy for his thirteen years. He dressed tough, in a hooded sweat top, pre-torn jeans and black sneakers, but he hadn’t either the height or the weight to carry the image. And he lacked confidence. His eyes dipped away from contact with others. Even indoors, he would’ve preferred to wear the hood to hide his face.


He couldn’t have been much admired by his burly, aggressive old man, McCadden thought.
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