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			Epigraph

			When I think of him, he’s gone. He’s at the bottom of a river. In my mind’s eye, I see him, submerged, standing against the current, black hair buffeted about by underwater winds, his cheeks pushed back into a smile; teeth glowing in the green depths. I want to take the bus into the city and stand on the bridge, right over the spot where we dropped him. People would walk past. Smile. They wouldn’t know what we’d done. I’d smile back. A smile can hide many secrets.

			You greet me with a hard kiss when I open the door, step straight inside, out of the sharp sea-breeze night, eyes black as the devil. I meet your inky gaze and try to remember when evil outstripped good. In your grip there is a rope. Brown, grainy and rough. Already, I can feel the rasp of it against the perfumed skin of my throat. A thrill of something ripples on the edge of my breath.

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			CHAPTER ONE

			CHAPTER TWO

			CHAPTER THREE

			CHAPTER FOUR

			CHAPTER FIVE

			CHAPTER SIX

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			CHAPTER NINE

			CHAPTER TEN

			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			CHAPTER TWELVE

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			CHAPTER TWENTY

			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			CHAPTER THIRTY

			ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			There hadn’t been a suicide note. The victim remains resolutely tight-lipped, stone-cold silent; the best and the worst witness of her end. A note would allow mourners to hold on to something. Assert blame. Be angry at what’s written. Tear the fucking thing up if they wanted. Without it, there is nothing. Grief battles alone. Even so, I imagine I see a ghost of a smile at the corners of her swollen mouth, the kind of smile that speaks of secrets. Secrets she’ll take to the grave.

			The narrow-faced pathologist begins the autopsy. She walks the length of the victim’s body, reporting her findings in clipped, clinical tones.

			‘Time of death: Approximately 20.00, 19 October 2011. Cause: Suspected asphyxiation by hanging. Manner of death: Pending. Victim: thirty-nine years old. Female. Autopsy performed by Dr Abigail James; also present, Detective Chief Superintendent Frankie Sheehan and Assistant Commissioner Jack Clancy.’

			We are in Whitehall. Dublin city’s state-of-the-art super-mortuary. The viewing area is fondly nicknamed ‘The Waiting Room’, a sour reminder that there’s a good chance of ending up on some pathologist’s chopping block one day.

			I look down on the doc. She’s peering into the victim’s mouth, a pen-light in her hand. She’s another unfamiliar face – the doc. Another adjustment. Although change is fair game when you’ve been away for months, it makes me feel cheated.

			‘She’s new.’

			Jack Clancy stays focused on the victim below. He sticks his hands in his pockets, rocks on his heels. ‘Still as sharp as ever, I see. I hope your detective skills aren’t as diabolical as your observation skills, Sheehan.’

			‘See that?’ I point to a half-drunk cup of coffee, smiling. ‘Unfinished. No lip till that mug’s empty. What happened to the last guy?’

			‘He fecked off to Australia, like the rest of the bloody country,’ he says.

			‘Detective Harwood?’

			‘Back at the office.’

			‘I thought he’d moved to Special?’

			‘Ballistics.’

			‘What happened? Couldn’t keep away?’ I flash a smile at him.

			A cloud of worry grows behind Clancy’s eyes. When he speaks, every part of his face joins in: his eyebrows punch up, down, his mouth flattens, puckers and the skin trembles over his jawline.

			‘We had to move some staff around, Frankie. Your team, intimidated as they are, turn out to be as loyal as beaten dogs but we don’t have another detective at your level to work with you.’

			‘I prefer to work alone,’ I reply.

			The remainder of my coffee is a cold sludge of half-dissolved sugar, about as welcoming as the day began and as predictable as it would continue.

			I bring the subject back to terra firma. ‘What are we doing here for this fluff then? We’re a bit much for an open-and-shut suicide.’

			The expression on his face tells me he doesn’t think I’m much for anything at the moment. I straighten. Meet his eyes.

			‘The coroner had an uneasy feeling about this one,’ he answers. He raises an eyebrow at the phrase ‘uneasy feeling’. ‘The commissioner is twitchy.’

			‘Twitchy?’

			He doesn’t answer.

			‘About me?’

			Silence. There is a tang of bile at the back of my tongue.

			‘Fuck ’em.’ I glance sideways at him, hoping to see some agreement in his face, but his mouth remains a hard line, his eyes forward.

			After a while, he speaks: ‘What are you thinking then?’

			‘Of the victim?’

			He sighs. ‘The suspect.’

			‘Now that’s a philosophical question.’ A tight grin. ‘You obviously don’t think this is simply a plain old “I’m checking out of this shit-hole by myself” job?’

			His shoulders shift beneath his jacket. ‘There is always that.’

			I turn. The doc, Abigail, is narrating the woman’s story:

			‘The cranium is intact, no sign of fracture. There is a right lateral shift of the occiput on C1 which is compatible with significant upper cervical spine displacement from hanging. Lateral C spine radiological examination shows bilateral pars interarticularis fracture, or hangman’s fracture, which suggests a sudden drop of the body on to the rope.’

			‘Seems to be the death of choice these days,’ Clancy says from over my shoulder.

			I’m aware that at some point during Abigail’s post-mortem, my hand has moved to my neck. Mouth tight, dry, my breath still and small in my chest.

			I swallow, and the walls of my throat stick together. ‘You know, it’s still an unusual choice for a woman. More of a man’s death.’

			Clancy is tense. I can feel it rippling from him in waves.

			I cough, try to sound like I’ve got my game face on: ‘Historically, when women kill themselves, they tend to use less immediate methods such as pills or blades. Hanging, although not uncommon, is not usually their first mode of exit.’ I throw in a smile for good measure.

			Clancy steps up to the window, looks down on the victim in the room below.

			‘Maybe this wasn’t her first choice,’ he says.

			‘Maybe.’ I lean on the intercom. ‘Dr James? What’s on the left arm there?’

			Abigail glares up at the window.

			I let out a brief whistle of air. ‘Someone doesn’t like breaking out of her routine.’

			Clancy nods permission at the doctor and with stiff shoulders she moves down the body and continues to narrate her findings.

			‘On the left forearm, just distal to the cubital fossa, there is a linear cut through the skin, appears to have been created with a very sharp instrument like a razor blade. There is a dark colouring along the edges of the skin. Maybe an old tattoo mark or paint residue from the blade or cutting device used.’

			She stops briefly, takes up a specimen tube and swabs the area. Dates and labels the contents then continues:

			‘The opening of the wound is two centimetres in length. However, no major blood vessels are disrupted.’

			‘Bingo,’ I murmur, half to myself, half to the victim. ‘An attempt at slitting her wrists didn’t work, so she hanged herself.’

			It’s enough. Enough to hope it’s as far as it goes. Small steps. Taking up the case file, I move towards the door. ‘See you back at the office?’

			‘Sheehan,’ he sighs. ‘You should—’

			I have to drag the lightness into my voice, into my frame. I turn, drop my hip, my hand slipping from the door. ‘Come on, Jack. You and I know I got this. I’ll clean it up good. Trust me. No loose ends.’

			He studies my face for what seems like a full minute, tongue pushed against his cheek, chest high with tension. I know he sees beyond the high-collared white shirt, the fresh cut of hair, sharp along the jaw and newly lightened. I know he’s seeing the hollows. In my face. Below my eyes. The dark crease of the case file against clenched fingers. The pink scar running from hairline to left temple.

			Finally, his shoulders fall, he lets out a long breath and a dimple in his right cheek deepens. He looks like he’s aged an entire year in that moment.

			‘All right. But if it gets too much.’

			I’m already moving out of the door. ‘I know, I know. I’ll call you in or something.’

			*

			Once free of Whitehall, I turn left and head a short way down the pavement before ducking into a nearby side road. The road is more of a public driveway, an entrance to a sports ground. The dugouts are empty and littered from weekend matches. The pitches beyond are scarred brown at each end but there are no cars parked up. A good way down the driveway, breath seized in my chest, hands clinging to the case file like a lifeline, I stop, bend double and throw up in a gutter.

			It takes a moment for the retching to subside and when I straighten, nose running, sweat trickling from my brow, I lean back against the wall, light a fag and wait for my hands to stop trembling. Looking back up the drive, pedestrians march by, cars are dark speeding blurs and somewhere beyond that, out in the streets of Dublin City there are more dead bodies being found. More uninvited deaths for me to uncover.

			‘Fuck.’ The fag drops and I crush out the smouldering stub then leave the sports ground. At street level, I check for Clancy’s presence then quickly head for where I parked up this morning. Inside the Waiting Room, Clancy will be ordering the tox reports I should have remembered. He’s pissed. At himself. Frustrated at me. In my mind’s eye, I see him run a large hand through his greying hair.

			‘I’m too old for this shit,’ he’ll say. And when he sees me later, he’ll have to fill me in on all the questions I couldn’t bear to ask.

			*

			Coned party hats, no matter how jauntily positioned on the head, lose all sense of frivolity when greeted by someone who hates small talk and has a fresh corpse to deal with.

			My arm is still outstretched, holding the door open. I intended on walking quietly into the office, giving a nod or two to a couple of my colleagues then heading straight to my own corner of the building, closing the door, knocking the dust from my desk and putting down a plan of action for the suicide case.

			Helen, the only other woman on the team, steps forward and draws me into a hug. An action that reflects, no doubt, what all twenty-odd bodies in the room feel towards me at that moment: pity. I trained as a forensic scientist and profiler for four years, worked my way up through the ranks of Gardaí to Detective Super for fifteen, and I’ve been a Detective Chief Super for two years, and in all that time I’ve never seen anyone bestow a hug on another officer. Plenty of back-slapping, shoulder-punching, knuckle-touching and understanding nods but never a hug.

			Suppressing horror and anger in equal measure I struggle out of Helen’s determined grasp. Stocky, her head only to my shoulder, an immovable bank of fat and muscle. She pulls away, eyes studiously avoiding my temple. The fluorescence of the office a shining circle of light on her forehead, hair so tightly wound that I can see where the teeth of her comb have scraped over her scalp.

			‘We wanted to show you how happy we all are that you’re back,’ she crows, then turns, sweeps a hand around the office. Includes everyone.

			I can’t get my mouth to work fast enough.

			‘Thanks, everyone. It’s good to be back.’ There is resentment in my voice and the whining sound of defensiveness. I swallow away my discomfort. They’re waiting. ‘It’s very kind of you all. But I thought fun and kindness were outlawed here?’ A bark of laughter that no one returns.

			Pitying eyes stare back from the corners of the office, a few understanding nods. Christ. How long do I have to stand here for? There’s a large chocolate cake by the vending machine. Paper cups, plates; the lot. It answers my question.

			Had Clancy known about this? I couldn’t imagine it. I ignore the cake. The desire to reassert myself rises inside me.

			‘So, now that we’ve got that awkwardness out of the way, let’s get to business, shall we? We have a suicide to tie up. Excuse the pun.’ I say, genuinely not meaning to reference the hanging. ‘Cake can wait till home time.’

			Helen shakes her head. ‘But—’

			‘Inspector, you should know me better by now. I don’t suffer pity parties for my staff and I certainly don’t suffer them for myself. Am I clear?’

			Helen is relatively new to the team. A year or so, and that is new in this job. Stripes are earned only by graft and how long you’ve worked through your caseload without stopping for more than a fag and a coffee. She will make an incredible detective one day but for now she’s efficient to the point of grating, has yet to learn which fires to snuff out and which flames to fan and so throws everything into every detail.

			She produces a small spiral notebook from a pocket at her knee, flips to a clean page.

			‘Yes, Chief,’ she murmurs, and makes a note.

			Addressing the entire room, I raise my voice.

			‘By all means, if you can’t bloody resist the chocolate cake, fill your party hats and go at it, but for fuck’s sake then get to work. Who’s on the case-building team?’

			‘I’m with Stevo,’ Helen says. ‘The rest are following our lead.’

			‘Have they recovered any phones from the scene?’

			‘No.’

			‘We need to find the victim’s phone.’

			‘Forensics are still there. I’ll call them.’

			‘Anyone on CCTV?’

			Helen shakes her head. She seems somewhat confused and I don’t blame her. ‘I didn’t think there was a need.’

			‘The manner of death hasn’t been decided yet, Inspector.’

			‘Sorry. Yes. I’ll get started with street cameras.’ She ducks out of my path to the other side of the office.

			I turn to Steve, a thin tech-head with a mighty obsession to detail. Steve was born staring into a laptop. His face wears the signs, pale skin, lavender smudges under his eyes. His chin, so pointed you could open a tin with it, sports a ginger goatee. At his elbow, a constant companion, an energy drink to power him through the day. Steve doesn’t need a strong right hook to take a criminal down. He can do it all from the tap of his keyboard.

			‘Steve, a list of relatives, please. Any background info you can get on her husband.’

			He nods and I look out at the rest of the room. Grey determination and the odd slicing glance of coldness comes swinging my way. That’s better.

			‘Seems like a lot of man hours for a suicide,’ someone mutters.

			I let the comment go and turn for my office.

			It has become a storeroom. Boxes of files stacked in the corner, solved, minor or major crimes, each one a fingerprint smudge against humanity. My eyes catch on a file at the top. The name: Tracy Ward. Case number: 301. No one has made an effort to move it. Weirdly, I find that hurtful. I shrug the emotion away.

			I start up my computer and wait for it to whizz to life. My staff are right. This is a lot of manpower for a suicide. But I can’t risk letting something slip. If the powers that be are as tetchy about this death as Clancy would have me believe, then I can’t afford any complacency. Although, to be fair, complacency has never been my problem.

			Truth is, the moment the plastic sheeting was drawn back from that woman this morning, I’d already begun shaping her personality in my mind. Short, classic, elegant hairstyle; the scent of the morning’s hairspray lifted up from her fringe as if she’d just breezed by.

			I see her hand, poised then waving overhead, fingers depressing a nozzle; sticky vapour clouds the air before landing like shimmering dew over ash-blonde hair. A beat for the hairspray to dry then a quick comb through to soften the effect along the chin.

			Jewellery had been absent, removed prior to autopsy to prevent radiological interference. But in the soft pad of each purpling earlobe were identical puncture marks, where, undoubtedly, up until a few hours before a pair of tasteful earrings were housed. My guess would be studs. Pearl. Luminescent to complement her pale skin. A medium ball, nothing ostentatious.

			A slim-fingered hand with neat French manicure pushes the butterfly back on to the gold-stemmed post. A glance in the mirror to check how they look. The pearl reflects the white glow of her shirt.

			The case file tells me I’m right. There, in the photo stack, item number four: two pearl earrings with gold-plate backs.

			Settling into my chair, I pull my notebook forward to build Eleanor Costello’s picture. The next photo shows an overall shot of the scene as found at 10.16 a.m. today.

			A neighbour had become worried when the victim didn’t emerge for work. Did he always notice when she didn’t leave on time? Well, yes. He had a routine. Breakfast at the window. 8 a.m. The victim would walk by his house. For the morning train. Like a religion, it was. Hard not to notice that. But no, he didn’t notice anything unusual the night before, he’d been out late. They’d been neighbours for seven years. They shared keys; he often locked himself out of his house. Didn’t all neighbours hold copies of each other’s keys? No, he hadn’t been aware that Mrs Costello suffered from depression. If she suffered from depression. Although between him and me, he wasn’t altogether sure whether the marriage was always a happy one, if I knew what he meant. I didn’t. But he was not one for dropping anyone in it.

			This was Neil Doyle: unmarried, intrusive and exactly the type of person I’d cross the street to avoid. Everything about him was weak and soft, from the delicate bones of his elbows that appeared just below his sleeves to the small potbelly that rounded out the bottom of his T-shirt. He worked from home. A consultant, whatever that meant.

			The husband, Peter Costello, is unreachable. But the helpful neighbour supplied us with enough information on the guy to set up a bank account in his name and take out a mortgage. Although a mortgage would probably be rejected. Peter Costello is unemployed and has been for a long time.

			The next photo shows the victim’s hands; the fingers curled, like long petals, in on the palm, the tips blue as if dark ink was pooling along the crescent-moon nail beds. The photos are labelled, left hand then right. Apart from a small detail on the skin, both look very similar.

			On the index finger of the right hand, above the knuckle there is a line of purple-brown dots. Petechiae caused by minute vessels bursting under the skin. The rope rips upwards, grips her throat. Sudden, hard and terrifying. She is gulping. Her body kicking for air. She fights, her right hand pushing against the rope, working its way under. But the rope bites down and something pulls her arm away. Or someone.

			My breathing falters, chest squeezing like a fist on a fly. My head, the scar running along my temple, feels newly sliced, oozing pain, sharp enough to make my eyes water. Anxiety is churning through my veins, thumping away at the undersurface of my stomach, pushing sweat into my eyes and down my back. I can feel fear swirling inside me. I could sense it this morning. My subconscious, ahead of my conscious, preparing me for the task ahead. The investigation not of a suicide but of a murder.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			There is an unsettling truth to be learned when profiling a killer. That is: how incredibly alike all humans are. How worryingly similar our desires, our drives, our fears. There is a sliding scale, of course, but it never ceases to alarm, how even at each end of the spectrum, there is still some part of me that can see evil’s point of view. Even if it turns my stomach to admit it.

			The victim, on the other hand, so often overlooked, is more important. The victim, a by-product of the perp’s obsession, rage or envy, is dusted off for evidence or clues then allowed to fade into the shadow of the killer. But the question is not who committed the crime but what type of person becomes a victim of it.

			The team will be resistant to the idea. No one wants another murder case, least of all me, but the pebble is in the shoe and we either hunt it out or endure the constant rub.

			Eleanor Costello’s fingers fill the large screen in the case-building room. I move the laser beam over the arc of her index finger.

			‘Here. The petechial haemorrhage suggests that at some point between dropping on to the rope and dying, she struggled to free herself, right?’

			‘Instinct? But she eventually succumbs to the suicide attempt?’ Helen suggests. She is eager to please after the misjudged party this afternoon.

			I nod. ‘A need to survive? Perhaps.’

			The flashback is blinding. Eyes squeeze closed, shut tight to the memory, but it plays out anyway. A hard thump at the side of my head. I am trying to run even though I’m already falling to my knees. Sudden pressure in my gut, stars, white flecks of lightning spark across my vision, then darkness and pain.

			I look out at the office. ‘Yes. Survival instinct. She’s worked her finger beneath the rope. It’s tightening as a result of her body weight. But both hands were found by her sides.’

			The team is predictably blank. Fuck, we’re such a cliché. Then from the back a hand raises, the voice deep, scratchy and instantly recognizable.

			‘Someone else was there.’

			I search the team. Spot him. A lean lank of a man who manages to look perpetually dishevelled despite a suit and tie.

			‘What happened to Special Branch, Detective Harwood?’

			Baz moves forward. An ally, a sparring partner and, apart from Jack, the only person I can call a friend. Not that I’d ever tell him that. He has a hard enough time carting round his substantial ego.

			‘Ballistics were fun for a while but, ultimately, not my thing,’ he says. ‘How could I miss all this?’

			I smile. ‘You did a good job of missing it when you were here before.’

			‘Two days absent. Two. Days. You ever going to forget that? I’d the flu.’

			‘Man flu.’

			‘The deadliest kind.’

			Shaking my head, I suppress another smile. ‘The jury’s still out if you’re any better, to be honest.’ I turn to the team. ‘Both hands found by the victim’s sides. As Detective Harwood said, someone else was there.’

			Helen speaks up. ‘She could have just pulled her finger out,’ she announces.

			The statement raises laughter from the office. ‘If only,’ one of them jibes.

			I lie down on the floor. Silence falls over the room. They think I’ve lost it.

			‘Helen, maybe you’d like to attempt this? Steve, an approximation of my weight and height, please. Don’t be a dick, though, I’m still your superior, remember.’

			He stares down at me. Grins at the others, asks for support. ‘Five nine . . . erm, maybe 140 pounds?’

			My eyes widen. He puts up both his hands. Backs off. ‘No fair, Chief. There’s no right fucking answer to that question.’

			‘Pipe down, Inspector. Five eleven and 133 pounds. Helen?’ She moves closer. ‘Why don’t you try lifting me?’

			My height and weight are close enough to the victim’s. I want to illustrate how Eleanor Costello would have had to lift the entirety of her body weight to release her index finger from beneath the rope.

			Helen’s mouth turns down. She squats and her trousers rise to her shins, revealing solid beat-wearing footwear. She prepares to slide her hands beneath my back. I shake my head. ‘No. Only your fingertips.’

			There is comprehension developing in her eyes. I get up and face the team.

			‘Effectively, Mrs Costello’s entire body weight was squeezing down on that finger. Her legs are scissor-kicking, her jaw is locked, mouth open, tongue desperately trying to scoop oxygen into her lungs. Each muscle twitch is tightening the noose, pulling her weight further on to her finger, on to her throat; killing her. That is the force that caused these haemorrhages. But, the body was not found with a finger trapped under the rope. Both hands were by her side. Someone removed her hand from beneath the rope. It would have been impossible for her to release it herself.’

			And there. It is done. The case has opened up like an old paint tin, changed from suicide to murder with a few purplish bruises.

			The team swarm over the pictures. Make notes, calls, begin the set-up. Someone writes, ‘VICTIM: Mrs Costello, 39 years old, married eight years, no children, microbiologist’, on the whiteboard and pins the photo of the fingers beneath the declaration.

			Baz is at my side. ‘Clancy suggested we should work together.’

			‘Great.’

			‘You sure?’

			‘It’s fine.’ I throw him a half-smile.

			He sighs. ‘He didn’t tell you.’

			‘He danced around it.’ I shrug, gather up my bag, my coat. ‘Clancy has trust issues. I’m broken, a possible liability in his eyes. I would’ve done the same thing, probably. He thinks I need a chaperone. I don’t.’

			‘I’m not here to mind you. I’m here to work. Fuck what Clancy thinks.’

			‘You see, we’re already agreeing on something. Could’ve done with someone a little more experienced in the field. But—’ I look around the office. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers.’

			‘Funny. Just put me on interview.’ He tugs the sleeves of his jacket, straightens his suit.

			I smile, fold my arms. ‘I’ve seen your attempts at interview. You barely scrape in at a grade three.’

			‘I scrape in at a grade two, actually. Clancy reckons the Pope lies better than me.’

			‘The Pope lies better than anyone. You seen God lately?’

			He laughs and something not insignificant lifts in my chest; something that was threatening to pull me inwards has lightened and the relief is mighty.

			‘Chief?’ Helen interrupts. ‘We’ve had a call from autopsy, initial thoughts and a possible artefact. The pathologist reckons it could be significant. Firstly, severe erosion of tooth enamel, posterior incisors and molars, possibly due to bulimia. Secondly’ – she checks her notes – ‘there was a dye or something found along the edges of the cut on the left arm.’

			‘Yes. I remember.’

			‘She said the tox have come back and it’s a specific shade of blue. Potassium Hexacyanoferrate or, more commonly, Prussian blue. It’s been used by artists for years.’

			‘A paint?’

			‘Yes.’ Helen smiles. ‘She said the way the compound coated the edges of the wound’ – she looks down at her notes again, reading the pathologist’s statement – ‘appeared purposeful and consistent with post-mortem application. There was also a minute synthetic hair found in the wound that Textiles are working on but to the naked eye it might belong to an artist’s brush.’

			‘Thanks, Helen. Fill in the team.’

			I move to leave the office but stop at the door.

			‘Well?’ I say to Baz. ‘You coming?’

			*

			Costello’s house is at the bottom of a cul-de-sac in Bray. The type of street that makes developers grit their teeth. Prime location, a stone’s throw away from the beach and local amenities but populated with unadventurous detached town houses with bland square gardens and boxy garages. Put up in the seventies and predominantly inhabited by the grey brigade.

			The quiet suburban house is theirs, not inherited, not rented or leased. Sought out in 2004, bought and lived in since. Inside the living room, it’s neat, minimal, the only clutter a few books on art stacked below the coffee table.

			I hear Keith Hickey’s voice before I see him.

			‘Detectives. Back again so soon?’ he says.

			He walks from the kitchen and into the living room towards us, moving on the balls of his feet, anything to add a few inches to his height.

			‘Keith,’ Baz says. ‘How’s it goin’?’

			He stops before us, chin up. ‘We’ve got a good lot of the tagging and processing done now,’ he says. ‘Dublin’s given us a team of four SOCOs. Quality lads now. Should be out in a couple of days. Tops.’

			‘Any phones yet?’ I ask.

			‘Nada. A laptop, though. Ready for you to take to your guy.’

			‘Can we look around?’

			‘Sure.’ He holds up his palms. ‘But you know the drill: keep your hands and feet inside the cart at all times.’

			I dangle a pair of gloves at him. ‘Of course,’ I say.

			‘I’ll be in the bedroom if you need me.’ He winks then heads off across the room.

			I turn to survey the Costello home. The scenes of crime officers, SOCOs, are hard at work, scouring the house like white-suited miners. Every now and then a camera clicks and there is the rattle and shake of an evidence bag. The front door is open, showing a darkening autumn night; the screech of seagulls cuts through the cold air.

			I linger over the coffee table, put on a pair of gloves, reach down and select one of the books on art. Chagall. The cover is striking. It shows off a long stained-glass window, sunshine blasting through shocking reds and oranges. It’s vibrant. I turn it open. There are notes in the margin, phrases like ‘perspective’, ‘medium’ and ‘egg tempera’.

			‘The paint or stain found on the body? Significant? I wouldn’t have imagined she was much of an arty type.’ Baz looks over my shoulder.

			‘She doesn’t seem bohemian enough for you? Are science buffs not allowed to appreciate art?’

			‘All right, all right. She didn’t seem the creative type is all. She seemed like she would’ve been a bit more tightly wound. Stiff, you know?’

			I raise an eyebrow at him. ‘She was dead.’

			‘Fair point,’ he says.

			He nods at the painting on the first page: a woman, a goat playing a violin. ‘There’s a print of that in the downstairs loo. Looks pricey enough. One of the lads says it’s framed by some fancy uppity company in Blackrock. A few hundred at least.’

			‘So she was the arty type.’

			‘Could be the husband’s?’

			‘Maybe we can ask him when we find him.’

			He shakes his head; the corner of his mouth tucks in with a half-smile. ‘Though, there has to be a link. Right?’

			I shrug. ‘A painter’s pigment found on the body and a possible interest in art? Sure. It’s something.’

			I move towards the room. She chose the bedroom. Or her killer did. Probably because of the aged oak beams that run across the ceiling. They aren’t a period feature but rather the kind that has been added to fit in with a nautical theme. The wood has the appearance of driftwood and in places isn’t flush against the white ceiling.

			There are three SOCOs working systematically through the room. They’re finishing up, getting ready to collate, add to the picture. The real work can begin now. The walls, window ledges and door handles are covered in black dust. The sheets have been carefully removed, placed into plastic bags, the pillow cases collected. I bend, check under the bed, although I know that too will have been cleared.

			One of the SOCOs glances up from dusting the headboard of the bed. ‘There’s a laptop in the office. We’ve swabbed and taped it. You’ll want your tech to have a look?’

			‘Thanks,’ I mutter. I’m staring up at the ceiling. I can see her hanging there. As she was found, rigid and cold.

			Baz joins me. ‘I’ve had them dust the Chagall in the toilet.’

			‘Fingerprints?’

			‘A couple. It’s a long shot.’

			‘Sometimes a long shot is all you need.’ I look up at the beams. ‘How’d you think she got up there?’

			His hands go to his hips, push his jacket back from his sides. He looks around, takes in the generous expanse of room. It’s light, airy. There’s no way a woman of Eleanor’s build could climb up to hook herself on one of the beams without a stool.

			‘The window is too far away. As is the bed. The dresser would’ve had to be moved. Probably what set the coroner twitching,’ Baz murmurs.

			Something wobbles inside me but I hold it together. I turn to the SOCO at the bed.

			‘Anything on the husband yet?’

			He shakes his head. ‘Not much.’

			My teeth bump together, frustration twists in my gut.

			‘The office is down the hall, on the right. The small boxy room,’ he says.

			*

			The office is grey, cramped, dull. The desk is some kind of odd plastic that’s supposed to mimic steel. The shelves are aluminium and glass. I flick on a lamp.

			‘Whoa, that’s bright!’ Baz exclaims. He blinks.

			‘A daylight lamp,’ I murmur. I flick it off, turn on the main light. ‘It’s a type of treatment for winter blues, or seasonal affective disorder. Dark evenings, grey skies can leave some very low.’

			‘People need treatment for that? Don’t we grow up used to greyness in this country?’ He laughs.

			‘You’d think, but for some it leads to clinical depression. It can have a profound impact on a person’s life.’

			‘So, we’re in the bowels of one of the gloomiest and soggiest Octobers in five years, Costello here may not be himself and now we have a suspicious death.’

			I’ve moved on, I’m searching through drawers. I can’t help feeling somewhat confused when I find it. His passport.

			‘I really thought this would be gone.’

			I sift through the stiff pages. No stamps. It’s never been out of Europe. I’m surprised to see that he is of Italian heritage. Born in Naples. Dark-haired, strong-faced but with soft round brown eyes. He is handsome. Even in the grainy passport photo he looks powerful. How would a man like this cope with unemployment? How much he would have sickened inside at relying on his wife for money, for security.

			It’s late. After midnight. The streetlights are orange orbs on the other side of the dew-lit window. Time is creeping by, eating through the seconds since Eleanor was found. Each minute takes the case further away from a quick resolution. Each minute means degradation of evidence, time layering dust over witness’s memories.

			Peter Costello’s not coming home. I can feel it. The house is expecting no one. It has been opened up, scraped clean, relieved of the secrets it holds. It’s no longer a home to this couple. For one it’s a grave, the other a net.

			The laptop is on the desk. It commands attention. It’s taunting me.

			‘Have they tried to get in?’

			Baz shakes his head. ‘Keith says no. We’ll send it back. Have Steve look at it.’

			‘The password is right here.’ I only need to glance at the wall and he sees it. Tacked to a calendar, which is still open on the month of May, is one of those mini Post-it stickers. Written on it is the artist’s name: Chagall.

			Baz takes a glove from his pocket and lifts the laptop carefully from the desk.

			I follow him out of the office, back down the hallway and out the front door. The sea breeze lifts the hair from my forehead, rushes up my nose. The raw saltiness of it stings the gritty tiredness in my eyes. Baz passes the laptop to one of the investigators and I see them nod under his instruction. It’s packed carefully in a box and driven off into the night.

			I take out my torch, look over the front door. There is nothing to suggest someone tampered with the lock to gain entry into the house. Either the killer had a key, had gotten in elsewhere, or Eleanor knew them and invited them inside. I cast the light over the house; the windows are tight against the late-autumn weather. In the distance there are fireworks cracking across the black night, early Halloween celebrations.

			I step down from the porch, away from the bustle of the investigation. I check the eaves of the house, follow the guttering round the side and finally into the back garden. In the limited light, it appears that the garden wasn’t used much. A simple lawn stretches into overgrown straggling bushes. I bring the torch round, to the edges of the house. A bucket beneath the gutter, a drain thick with leaves. I push the leaves away with my foot then, placing the end of the torch in my mouth, I crouch down and lift the grate. The round eye of a terracotta drain looks back at me, nothing hidden, nothing lost inside.

			‘Anything?’ Baz makes me jump.

			The torch falls from my mouth down into the drain. ‘Christ.’

			‘Sorry,’ he says.

			I fish the light out and stand up. ‘No. I’m hoping CCTV will show something. I can’t see there being many cameras about here.’ I look out into the street.

			He’s shaking his head. ‘There’s nothing. Helen came back on the cameras already. There’s nothing in this area, the closest is an ATM on Quinsborough Road. Best we can do is put an appeal out on social media for commuters passing the main road there.’ He points out beyond the cul-de-sac to a road that runs parallel to the coast.

			‘We’re in a black hole,’ I say.

			‘Tell me about it.’

			By the time we leave, the Bray coastline is filling with dawn birdsong even though the sky remains black as deepest night. The temperature has dropped and our breaths cloud up before our faces. I carry a box of Eleanor Costello’s stuff to my car, open the door and slide it on to the floor in front of the passenger seat. Baz leans up against the boot.

			‘You sure you don’t want me to help out looking through that?’ He makes a pass over the stack of bills, junk mail and papers that I’ve rescued from different areas in the house.

			‘Hell no, this eye-drying monotony is all mine.’ I walk round to the driver’s side. ‘I need to get back to the office. Call me with anything new.’

			‘Will do, Detective,’ he says.

			I’m already pulling off, foot too heavy, too fast on the gas. I wheel-spin away and, in seconds, the house and Baz are swallowed up by the October darkness.

			Beside me on the passenger seat is a recommendation from my doc – the shrink who finally cleared me to return to work. Return to normality. Or normality as I know it. You’ve suffered a great trauma, she whined. You should take time to let your mind heal. My hands tighten on the steering wheel. Panic rises in me, exhausting unrelenting waves of panic. Panic that wrings the air from my throat.

			Changing down a gear, I lower the window, let the sea air strike blood into my cheeks; tunnel icy passages through my hair. The scent of death clings to the inside of my nose. My mouth fills with saliva. I gag, stop the car just short of the promenade on Strand Street. It takes a couple of minutes to settle my stomach, to let the sweat rise, cool then dry on my forehead.

			My eyes settle on the passenger seat. A new hobby. A bonsai tree. The barometer of my mental well-being. Another method of absorption. Something about controlling an entity’s growth seems appealing. Blowing air slowly out through my lips, I pull away from Bray and back towards the office.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The case room is a hum of phone chatter, fax machines and tension. Anyone who thinks the not-sleeping, not-eating and subsisting-on-caffeine detective is a fictional cliché has never suffered the fever of a murder investigation. Especially one in the first twenty-four hours after a victim is found. There is not one face that isn’t pinched in concentration. The need, the urgency to scrape together this case trembles in the warmth of the room.

			When I step on to the floor, Helen, like a dog out of the traps, is at my side.

			‘Chief, we’ve got something on the cameras. I think you should see it.’

			I walk to her station.

			‘As I told Baz, there’s no CCTV around her house,’ she says. ‘But I did get some from the university she worked at, UCD. They’ve a digital system over the gate which runs twenty-four seven. The night porter was happy to courier us the most recent recording. It arrived only half an hour ago but . . . we’ve got the victim leaving work.’

			She flicks the screen over on her computer to a clear image of Eleanor Costello mid-stride about to exit the university grounds. The date on the top-right corner of the image displays Wednesday 19 October 2011. I lean in. Her clothing is the same. She’s laughing, her hand at her ear holding back waxen blonde hair. The white collar of her shirt peeks out beneath a pale pink scarf. Her coat, black, long and to her knees, is blown back behind her by some perpetual breeze.

			There is a man with her. His smile matches his companion’s. He’s youthful but there’s something in the way he holds himself that displays a quiet confidence.

			‘We don’t know who the man is yet,’ Helen adds, pointing her pen at the screen.

			I move to the nearest computer. Open up another window and search for the university’s website. From there I open the staff profiles. A list of their lecturers, professors and student representatives. Scrolling through the science department, I stop at a man’s face, check the screen for likeness then take a screenshot.

			‘Lorcan Murphy. PhD student, under Eleanor’s supervision and teaching assistant in microbiology.’ I get up, offer the chair to Helen. ‘Good work. I’ll need a background check, criminal records – that kind of thing – and anything else you can scratch together in the next few hours. I suspect he’ll be taking over Eleanor’s lectures so I’ll pay him a visit this morning.’

			‘Yes, Chief.’

			I move to the top of the room, to the whiteboard, and as if I’d signalled to the entire staff, the team stop what they’re doing and turn their chairs to face me.

			The question is always the same.

			‘How are we doing?’ I ask.

			One by one the answers come in, the dividing and conquering of knowledge, the sharing of information, the setting of new goals.

			Between them, my team relay Eleanor’s movements up until her death. She worked yesterday until approximately 4 p.m. She had one lecture on the division of mast cells. According to three different witnesses, there was nothing unusual about her delivery.

			She finished the lecture at one then worked in the lab until 3 p.m. Her lab work consisted of preparing twenty Petri dishes with agar solution for her students’ classes, followed by work on a paper she was writing for the Dublin Biochemist’s Partner, a science journal. Lastly, due to the CCTV footage and the identification of her teaching assistant, Lorcan Murphy, we believe she may have caught up with him to review his post-doctoral thesis.

			Then the room falls silent. Eventually, a voice speaks up from the back, Paul Brady, a round-faced officer whose shirt is consistently too tight.

			‘The trail goes a bit cold after that, I’m afraid,’ he says. ‘We know she sometimes or usually took the number 145 into the city centre and then got the train out to Bray but we’ve checked all the footage around the stations and on the train and we can’t locate her.’

			‘It’s possible Mr Murphy may have driven her home,’ I suggest. ‘Helen, can you see if he drives? Then follow up on more CCTV footage.’

			‘Yes, Chief.’

			‘How about Cell Site? Phones? Anything on Peter Costello, his movements, his phone?’

			‘There were a couple of phone bills seized at the house last night but no phone. The bill is in the victim’s name. We’ve contacted the phone company, they’re both on the same contract, one phone assigned to Eleanor and the other to her husband. Cell Site picked up Eleanor’s phone on a mast in Bray just before six on the evening of her murder.’

			‘So, assuming that she’s with her phone, she went straight home after leaving the university.’ I add that to the board. ‘It’s crucial we find Eleanor Costello’s phone. It may have been disposed of near the crime scene. Check street rubbish bins, the coastline. Extend the search. Also, if someone could put an appeal out on social media for Peter Costello to come forward for questioning. We’ll see what Lorcan Murphy has to add to the picture.’

			I search the team for Steve, who begins speaking before I find him.

			‘The laptop rolled out some deets that could be relevant. Empty of almost anything telling, apart from the start of what seems like a terrible novel, an ancient game called Crusader Knights and, interestingly, the Tor Bundle.’

			‘Any closer to deciding which of the Costellos used the computer most?’

			‘Initial fingerprint analysis shows both sets of prints. Last log-in was early yesterday afternoon, where the user accessed the Dark Web via Tor.’

			I address the room. ‘Tor is a package used to enter secure networks that are mostly untraceable. In urban language, people use it to access the Dark Web.’

			Helen speaks up. ‘So the last user must have been the husband, yes? Eleanor was working then, right?’

			Steve shrugs. ‘Nothing to say she hadn’t taken it with her. In the footage of her leaving work, she’s carrying a large enough bag. Also, the laptop is one of those where the VDU can be removed and used as a tablet. Very portable.’

			My fingers want to snap through the pen in my hand. ‘Is there anything else you can take from it?’

			Steve shakes his head. ‘I’ll keep trying but the Dark Web usually spells a dead end.’

			‘Right, in the meantime: Peter Costello. Find him. Find Eleanor’s phone. She was still in her work clothes when she was found the morning after her death. Who was there? Who put that rope around her neck?’

			I step away from the whiteboard and the team return to their posts, eager, focused and hungry for a lead, a suspect, a name. I print out the smiling images of Eleanor and her colleague then stick it up on the case board. I take a moment to study their expressions. They look happy, as if their laughter was the kind born of a shared secret.

			*

			Grafton Street is the worse for wear after a raucous Thursday night. A few revellers stumble down the echoing streets. Drunken laughter and the occasional shout drift up into the dark morning. I’ve come back to change my clothes but can’t help linger in the quiet of the flat.

			Up four floors, I enjoy the bustle of the city but at a pleasant hum that feels like a distant, comforting friend. The lamp is still lit from when I was called out this morning. The sofa cushions are smashed up against the corners. I massage my neck muscles, remembering that I’d woken on the couch again.

			I make a large mug of coffee and crack open the window. Lighting a cigarette, I check myself and realize I’ve eaten sod all in the last twenty-four hours. I check the cupboards, find a porridge pot, add water and set it rotating in the microwave.

			On the coffee table is the box I removed from Eleanor Costello’s house and a copy of whatever the team have gathered so far, a sizeable stack of faxes and paper. Sitting cross-legged in front of the table, I push the box aside and put down my mug. Under the table, sandwiched between last month’s New Scientist and this month’s Hello! mag is a creamy manila file. The file is a copy; the original sits, waiting for closure, in my office.

			Tracy Ward’s case was pinned down within a month. It should be open and shut, when the trial comes around. One advantage of nearly being killed along with her is that it gave us enough to hold the suspect in custody until we could gather the case together.

			A previous victim of Ward’s killer had stepped forward. Rachel Cummins, a red-headed, fragile survivor who was clearly broken. She testified that he’d attempted to kill her and had almost succeeded. I remember Clancy asking me to visit her. It was barely a month after the attack, the wounds on my neck and on my head were newly joined. Clancy had advised: ‘You’ve both shared an experience, it might help her talk.’

			And I asked her to look at the face of her attacker once more. I remember the shake in my hand as I rested it over hers when she selected his face from a line-up of e-fits.

			I know little about the killer. Apart from his psych profile. Of that, I remember every miserable wobbling line. I lift the cover of the envelope and tingling starts up in my fingers. The coffee trembles in my hand. It’s too soon. I slide the file back between the magazines.

			Inside Eleanor’s box there are maybe ten unopened letters, the sort with shiny envelopes that give themselves away as junk from banks, garages and opticians. Still, it provides the whitewash for the foundation of her life.

			There is one from a car manufacturer inviting Eleanor to the launch of their new sports model. I check the background information that the team have provided. Eleanor sold an A3 hatchback four years ago. No car since.

			The microwave pings, makes me jump, my knee cracks against the table and coffee threatens to pitch over my case notes. I catch the mug just in time and move it to the floor.

			I eat the stodgy meal by the window, admiring the narrow branches on my new bonsai tree and gazing out over the darkness that still swamps the early morning. There is a tremulous silence from the city. The type of silence that’s filled with possibility and makes you question whether you have invented all of humanity and its stinking crap. Somewhere in the blackness spread out beyond my window, someone knows about Eleanor Costello’s death.

			Finishing the porridge, I chuck the container in the bin then reclaim my seat in front of the coffee table. I take a pad of sticky notes and a pen and prepare to immerse myself in all the details we’ve accumulated about Eleanor Costello.

			Occupation: microbiologist, part-time lecturer, freelance occasionally for pharmaceutical companies. Hobbies: unknown, although I scribble ‘amateur artist’ on a sticky note and tack it on to the page. Her old family home address is sited as Eshgrove Estate. I grimace. The estate is a thin-walled concrete forest in the north of Dublin, marshalled by gangs of drug pushers and petty criminals.
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