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			Prologue

			Present day, 2012

			It’s the first spray of my husband’s blood hitting the television screen that will haunt me in the weeks to come – a perfect diagonal splash, each droplet descending like a vivid red tear.

			 That, and the sound of his skull cracking as the blows from the golf club rain down.

			There’s something so utterly shocking about that noise. I’d never heard it before and yet, the moment I did, I knew instinctively what it was. The crunching sound of a fractured head is strangely and horrifically unmistakable.

			A few minutes earlier, the two of us had been watching a crime thriller on that television, now criss-crossed with blood. We were sitting separately in our armchairs – expensive black leather recliners. A particularly scary scene was playing out on the wide LCD screen. The killer in the show was on to his third victim and as he hunted her in deserted, creepy woodland I placed my hands over my eyes, unable to watch the inevitable. Harry laughed at me for being so girly.

			That was when the stranger walked into the centre of our living room.

			We hadn’t even heard him enter the house.

			A golf club dangled loosely from his right hand, but he didn’t seem threatening, if you ignored the unexpectedness of the situ­ation. A pair of jeans, a T-shirt. It was like he’d just strolled in off the golf course that sat to the rear of our property.

			Harry turned to me, completely bewildered. Then my husband stood up, his body faster than his brain, a mammal reacting to this peculiar invasion of our space. His mouth was just opening to form the first indignant question when the man swung the golf club at him.

			Harry buckled, momentarily winded. He was stunned but his eyes met mine and I saw him make a quick calculation. My husband has always been great like that. Throw him into any awkward situ­ation and he’ll negotiate himself out of it in minutes. Charm the birds out of the trees, my mother always says. Although, this time, it didn’t look like words were going to work.

			Harry is a strong, athletic man. He works out several times a week and one of those sessions is with a boxing coach. He’s had a lot of stress in the last few years and there’s nothing like laying into a punchbag to let off steam.

			So when he pivoted to deliver a right hook to the man standing so nonchalantly in front of us, I thought, This is it.

			Except it wasn’t.

			The man hit Harry again while my husband’s fist was mid-air.

			And again and again, and he’s still hitting him.

			Harry didn’t stand a chance.

			My husband is on the floor now, his attacker visibly sweating and grunting from his exertions as he brings the golf club down repeatedly. His knuckles are white on the iron, his arm muscles tense. Every time the weapon lands it makes a stomach-churning thumping sound, and each blow draws fresh blood, cartilage, saliva, teeth. There’s vomit spewing out of Harry’s mouth and a damp patch has spread down the leg of his beige trousers.

			I’m still in my chair, watching all this.

			I don’t speak.

			I don’t run for my phone.

			I don’t launch myself at the stranger.

			What I really want to do as all this is happening is cover my eyes. I want to block out the sight of the horror, just as I did with the thriller on TV.

			At last the beating stops. The man releases his grip on the golf club and surveys the damage.

			Harry is unrecognizable. There’s blood everywhere. This is what they mean when they use the expression ‘beaten to a pulp’. This . . . mess. A barely human form. Here lies the man I’ve known nearly all my adult life. A man who has held my hand, kissed my lips, lain beside me, been inside me – I know every inch of his body and recognize not a bit of it right now.

			Then the intruder bends down to Harry’s ear and whispers something, quietly, softly, like a lover’s sweet nothing.

			What? What did he say?

			The man stands up and studies me. He has dark eyes – black, in fact. Black hair too. Not dark brown – coal-like. Thick eyebrows. Full, red lips. Younger than me but not by much, maybe ten years or so. He is good-looking. Even covered in my husband’s blood.

			I know what he is.

			A reckoning.

			We aren’t perfect, Harry and I. All of us have our secrets, don’t we? The little petty lies. The bigger sins.

			But what has Harry done to provoke this?

			My eyes are drawn back to his body, and I whimper. I’ve imagined Harry dead many times but not this . . . I never thought it would be like this.

			Then the man turns on his heel and walks out of the living room door. Just like that, he’s gone.

			I dimly register the front door opening and slamming shut.

			I’m alone, bar the bloodied and battered form on the floor inches from my feet.

			That’s when I finally do something, when my body throws itself into action.

			I wet myself.

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			Julie

			When I first met Harry, he told me he worked in finance.

			What does that even mean? I asked. To me, finance was a title sharp-suited men gave to ambiguous jobs in new-build office blocks in the capital. They weren’t real jobs. I grew up in a little village in rural Ireland. I was used to men in overalls, with calloused hands and bent backs, weather-beaten faces and an all-round lesser sense of entitlement.

			In the early nineties in Ireland, ‘finance’ took off in a big way. The eighties had been bleak for our little country – mass emigration and unemployment, high taxes, politicians up to their necks in brown envelopes and dodgy deals. But in the nineties there was a shift. None of us knew it, but the state was about to embark on its Celtic Tiger journey. Wealth was flooding into Ireland and, Jesus, you’ve never met a nationality that could get comfortable with money faster. You’d swear we’d always had it.

			My background didn’t prepare me for what was coming. Dad managed a small farm long before the European Union made it profitable, and Mam stayed at home, rearing child after child. She’d missed the memo in the seventies that said nobody gave a shite any more what the Pope thought about condoms and what went on in the marital bed. Luckily, for me. I was the youngest of our large family. I was adored and spoiled, for all that you could be spoiled with what little we had.

			But I was never content. Leitrim had nothing to offer. Thankfully, as the last of the brood, there were no expectations on me to hang around the farm or live close by. My older siblings carried all those responsibilities. I was allowed to finish school, and I worked hard – hard enough to earn myself the golden ticket: a place at Trinity College Dublin to study the arts. My plan was to become a teacher. I’d read Maeve Binchy’s Circle of Friends. New pals, the capital, three months off every summer and a great pension? Yes, please.

			Leaving the county was the first indication I was a breed apart. My poor grandmother almost had a heart attack when she heard where I was headed. Fair enough, it was the nineties, but she was of her age – eighty-five – and she’d had a number of rules beaten into her over the decades. Firstly, single girls didn’t move from Leitrim to Dublin on their own unless it was to deal with an unpleasant and unwanted surprise in their bellies. Secondly, they didn’t go to college unless it was to learn hairdressing or secretarial skills. And thirdly, if they were going to flout every rural tradition going, they certainly didn’t go to Trinity, which was bursting at the seams with sneaky, superior Protestants. She still thought the college had its ban on Catholics.

			Turns out, she was right. Trinity would prove very dangerous for me. Not the place, but the people I would meet there.

			I first saw Harry McNamara at the college ball in my third year, 1994.

			My date had got, as we country people say, langered, and it wasn’t even midnight. My pal Grace had also abandoned me, in order to suck the face off a PhD biology student. Left to my own devices, I walked around the various old stone courtyards, my face changing colour every time I passed one of the multicoloured ground lamps strategically placed to illuminate Trinity’s ­Victorian-era walls. I hoped I’d bump into one of my friends to finish the night in company. I was never comfortable being alone.

			I heard a low whistle, followed by the words:

			‘Well, now, if it isn’t Jessica Rabbit.’

			Harry called out to me through a circle of people, all gathered around him, the centre of their universe. He was leaning casually against the wall of the provost’s garden, holding court. His bow tie hung open around his neck and a cigar stuck out of the side of his mouth. He was, without exception, the most handsome man I’d ever laid eyes on. He was so un-Irish-looking. Thick, wavy brown hair framed a tanned, sculpted face, and his tux was expensive – perfectly tailored, the way a man should wear a suit. And tight-fitting enough for me to see he had the toned and muscular body of an athlete.

			But his smile – oh, his smile was the clincher.

			The group parted like the sea for Moses as he moved towards me, all of them envious at the newcomer who’d unintentionally and so easily won his attention.

			‘Are you addressing me?’ I said, eyebrows raised as I looked around, pretending to check he hadn’t intended the comment for somebody else. ‘Is that your thing? Yelling sexist remarks at random women?’

			I was well able for him, used to the attention of the opposite sex. I’d been born with natural flaxen curls, sky-blue eyes and plump red lips. Attractive to most men, I guess. My curves, though, as Harry had so evidently noticed, were my selling point. I’ve always been petite (Polly Pocket, my older sisters affectionately termed me early on). But as soon as I hit my teens, I developed, big time. All the Ferguson girls were alike, blonde curls and pretty faces. But none of them got my chest. My sisters were disgusted.

			The night I caught Harry’s attention, I knew I looked sexy. I was wearing a tight emerald-green evening gown. It had started out as a cheap thing from Primark but had been transformed into something magical after Grace’s mam got her hands on it and gussied it up on her sewing machine.

			‘Jesus,’ Grace had said, green-eyed. ‘Mammy, you wouldn’t let me across the threshold in that get-up, and you practically stitch Julie into it.’

			‘I love you, petal, but Julie has a figure to work with,’ Mrs Delaney had replied, giving poor Grace’s two fried eggs the once-over.

			‘Everything I haven’t got, I inherited from you, you horrible old woman,’ Grace grumbled.

			The dress would have been put to better use on my sex-mad friend. Unlike many of my peers in college, I wasn’t there to find a man. I loved that our mam had always been home, but the thought of being a young, settled housewife sent me into a panic. And I certainly didn’t want to end up with a bun in the oven before I had a ring on my finger.

			I’d kidded myself into thinking I was Ms Independent.

			I knew nothing about myself.

			Harry had laughed when I snapped my retort back at him, then tutted playfully.

			‘Is it sexist to point out you’re the best looking woman here? Honestly, I don’t know who you came with tonight, but the man is a simpleton leaving you alone. Unless you figured that out yourself and it was you who abandoned him?’

			I smiled, despite myself.

			‘He’s . . . somewhere.’

			‘I see. So, while he’s somewhere, I’m going to seize this opportunity to woo you, and I’ll start by getting us some champagne. It’s just not right, you gliding around, goddess-like, without a drink in your hand. And it can only be the best.’

			‘It’s far from champagne I was reared,’ I snorted. ‘And did you just say “woo”?’

			He blushed.

			‘I did, didn’t I? It’s your dress. It looks like it was made for you and your . . . eh, assets. I can’t remember my own name, let alone what century we’re in.’

			‘Wow. Tell me. Did you practise in a mirror before coming out tonight, or is this just you?’

			‘Seriously now – would you fake being this cheesy?’ He lowered his head and smiled out at me from under his fringe, an adorable brown-eyed puppy. ‘Please. Don’t torture me any longer. That gang behind me are watching to see if I can pull this off and if you knock me back my reputation will be ruined, utterly. Can you even pretend you don’t think I’m a total arse?’

			‘I would take pity on you, but you promised me fancy champagne and they’re not serving it.’

			‘Well, now. I see light at the end of this tunnel you’re making me crawl through. They have it all right. You just haven’t been to the right bar.’

			‘U-huh. Just so you know, I can’t be bought. Fizz or no.’

			‘Are you saying you’re priceless?’

			‘Got it in one.’

			I’m not a cliché. I didn’t fall for Harry McNamara just because he was a smooth talker and happened to have a case of bubbles behind the bar reserved for the alumni of the college. And, even with him charming and me tipsy, there was no way I was jumping into bed with him. I was still a girl from a small country village – nowhere near cosmopolitan enough for one-night stands.

			We talked and, as we did, I discovered that he was actually a former, not a current student, which explained his access to the alumni bar.

			‘Dear God, how old are you?’ I asked. ‘Is the college aware you’re here, preying on young, vulnerable women? And what is your actual job – in finance, I mean?’

			He was amused by that.

			‘I’m twenty-seven,’ he said. ‘I hope that’s not too old for you. What are you – early twenties? Come on. I’m hardly a predator. And my job? I’m a banker. Of sorts.’

			‘Oh! Well, why don’t you just say that? You work in a bank. Why does everybody have to use fancy terms these days like “finance” and “consultancy”? I’m going to be a teacher. Not a “provider of knowledge”. What? What are you laughing at?’

			‘You,’ he said, leaning in, until his long-lashed chestnut eyes were centimetres away from mine and I could feel his breath hot against my lips, mint and alcohol-flavoured. ‘I could listen to that accent all night. It’s melodic. Are you always so frank?’

			‘Oh. I thought you were laughing because I just want to be a teacher.’

			He came close to my ear and whispered, ‘Come on, now. You could never be just anything.’

			I pulled back, blushing, alarmed at how much my body was responding to his. I was still a virgin but all I could think was I want this man to fuck me senseless. Turns out I was a latent harlot.

			‘Do you want to get out of here and we can get a drink somewhere more private?’ he asked.

			‘No. My friends are here too. I need to find them. We have a policy – no woman left behind.’

			‘Ah, go on. Ditch ’em. The night is young. It’s only . . . shit, it’s not even light out yet. I’m not giving up on you.’

			‘Yes, well, I don’t give up easy either,’ I said. ‘And I can see my pal Grace over there. It looks like she’s come up for air. I have to go.’

			Everything about Harry was an aphrodisiac. It wasn’t just his looks – it was his confidence, the power he exuded, that assuredness. He was that little bit older and he was seducing me, but not in a sleazy way.

			And there was something about him. Something . . . dangerous.

			Like he didn’t play within normal rules.

			I’d always been a good girl. Good girls are meant to go with good boys. But being the focus of Harry’s attention was intoxicating.

			In the end, there was more pulling me towards him than even I knew. I was an ambitious young woman but I was used to being loved. A large, tight-knit family will do that for you. I might have wanted to carve my own path in the world but I didn’t want to do it alone.

			And I think I sensed something similar in Harry. I’d learn, as time went on, that he wasn’t as confident as he came across. He liked having people around him, lackeys and sycophants. But he’d never really had anybody who mattered. No family, I’d later find out, and no real friends. He let very few people get close.

			The night of the Trinity Ball, I gave him my number.

			Here’s something I didn’t know at the time.

			Harry had come to the ball that night with a date. She wasn’t with him when he saw me – maybe she’d gone to the loo or to touch up her make-up or something. Harry was gone by the time she got back.

			You could say it was love at first sight and she was incidental to the story.

			That would be the romantic interpretation.

			Would it have mattered, anyway, if I’d known how easily he could pick up and drop women? Harry probably would have just spun it another way and I’d have most likely chosen to believe him. We were both good at that, but him especially.

			Like when he told me that night that he was a banker – what he failed to mention, or at least correct me on, was that he didn’t just work in a bank.

			He owned one.

			In his early twenties Harry had started his own bank; it dealt predominantly with funding up-and-coming property developers, headed by an up-and-coming financier. Here was a man well used to getting what he wanted.

			I resisted him for months, which made the chase all the more exciting.

			By that stage, I was head over heels for him and he with me.

			You see us, don’t you?

			Young, innocent, hopeful, in love.

			That was us at the beginning of our fairytale.

			But here’s the thing about fairytales.

			Sometimes they’re darker than you can ever imagine.

		

	
		
			Alice

			‘Rummy.’

			‘What? What do you mean, “Rummy”? You can’t have Rummy. We’ve only started.’

			‘Rummy.’

			Doherty held out his hand so they could see the four jacks and three aces.

			The officers around the table groaned and threw their cards down in disgust as the young Guard swept up his winnings.

			‘You’re a jammy cunt, Doherty,’ Station Sergeant Dean Gallagher grumbled, at the same time thinking he should start a lotto syndicate and get Doherty to place it every week. Only Alice was luckier, but she’d never waste her time on something as trivial as gambling.

			Where was she, anyway?

			The sergeant lifted his cup to take a sip of tea, spitting it back in when he realized it was lukewarm. He used his feet to shunt his chair back over to his desk, tossing the remains of the tea into an artificial pot plant. His quack kept telling him to walk around more. That was the best cure for sciatica, apparently. But his treatment of choice when his back seized up was ibuprofen, a heat patch, the occasional muscle relaxant and venting at anybody who dared to look at him sideways.

			‘Doherty,’ he called over his shoulder, ‘I’m giving you a chance to redeem yourself and be my favourite again. Make fresh tea and, while the kettle is boiling, nip out to the all-night garage and get some biscuits.’

			Gallagher pulled a bundle of paperwork towards him, glanced at the top sheet and dropped his head into his hands. He was on a week of evening shifts and it was the early hours of Sunday morning. He figured he should get a commendation just for turning up, not be expected to clear up after the day shift as well. He envied his detectives who still did a job that could be considered proper policing, not this desk shite.

			He was getting no sympathy at home from his fiancée of two years. She was planning the wedding of the century – by herself, apparently – which left her totally exhausted and absolutely not in the ‘bloody humour for a bloody early night’.

			‘Are you at least in the humour for sex?’ he’d quipped recently, and got slapped in the head with a bridal magazine the size of a block for his trouble.

			Doherty was back, hovering over his boss.

			‘I don’t see any Jammie Dodgers,’ Gallagher said, his eyes fixed on the charge sheet on the top of the pile. He scratched at a spot beneath his beard – a bite or a hive, he wasn’t sure which, but it was bloody itchy. It was probably a hive. He was very stressed.

			Doherty didn’t reply. He was wringing his hands.

			The sergeant looked up at the lanky lad and noticed his regular, poker-straight face was filled with panic.

			‘Spit it out.’

			They’d been busy earlier, a typical Saturday night, but it had eased off over the last few hours. He should have known.

			‘There’s a man downstairs, covered in blood. He says he’s killed somebody.’

			‘You’re joking me.’

			‘No. Really. I am definitely not joking, Sarge.’

			‘I know you’re not bloody joking – it’s an expression. Jesus wept. Right. Where is he? Who is he saying he killed?’

			‘Nobody. I mean, no, he says he killed somebody, he’s just not saying who. Somebody, anyway, by the looks of things. He’s in the holding area.’

			‘It’s like listening to Shakespearean prose.’

			‘What?’

			‘Forget it. The holding area. Is he covered in his victim’s blood or is it his own blood? Nobody is to go near him without gloves, you hear?’

			‘He doesn’t seem to be hurt himself. He’s sitting on the ground, not saying anything. He hasn’t said a word since they put him in there. It’s . . . creepy. He’s creepy.’

			‘Creepy? You sound like a five-year-old. I’ll be down now. A mystery wrapped in a conundrum tied up in a riddle at 1 a.m. on a Sunday. Marvellous.’

			Gallagher was about to attempt a painful standing position when Sylvia from reception came jogging up the stairs. Even while trying to process what he’d just heard from Doherty, the sergeant couldn’t help but admire the way Sylvia’s tits jiggled in her jumper as she trotted into the open-plan office.

			Three weeks ago, he’d been tempted. They’d gone out for a work do and, rat-arsed, she’d told him how miserable she was. Thirty-five and not a sniff of a date, let alone a relationship.

			‘I’ve more pyjamas than going-out clothes,’ she’d snotted on his shoulder. ‘And really, Sarge’ – she’d lowered her voice and breathed heavily into his ear – ‘all I want is a good ride.’

			It was a devastating reminder of why he’d stayed single into his early forties.

			‘What now?’ he sighed as she made a beeline for his desk. Not fifteen minutes ago they’d been playing cards.

			‘We’ve just received a call. Harry McNamara. He’s dead. Murdered.’

			Sylvia nearly vomited the words out.

			‘His wife rang. Their house is in Dalkey. We’re the closest fully manned station. She—’

			‘Hold up.’ Gallagher felt the colour drain from his face. ‘Harry McNamara? The Harry McNamara?’

			‘Yes! That’s what I said. Harry McNamara. His wife rang 999. It took a while for Emergency Dispatch to calm her down, but she says a man just walked into their home and attacked him. A total stranger. There’s an ambulance there now.’

			‘Whoah.’ Gallagher held up his hands, as if he could stop the force of the oncoming train wreck. ‘This can’t land with us. McNamara is rich. He’s famous. He’s . . . this is huge. I knock off in a few hours.’

			The sergeant sat back in his chair, an idea dawning on him so ludicrous that he almost couldn’t articulate it.

			‘The man who’s handed himself in downstairs. There’s no chance . . .’

			Gallagher, Doherty and Sylvia looked at each other, all thinking, No, it couldn’t be, could it?

			The sergeant clutched the arms of his chair, assessing how to respond to both situations or whether he should even consider them linked. He needed his best on this. The bigger the crime, the more intense the media focus, the greater the risk of a cock-up.

			‘I presume a First Response car is already on its way?’ he said. ‘And where’s moody Alice?’

			‘My name is Alice Moody, you twat. I’m here.’

			Gallagher’s senior detective sergeant arrived at the top of the stairs, sweat patches already forming under her armpits from the three flights, her thin mousy-brown hair gleaming with the perspiration emanating from her scalp.

			Every time that woman took the stairs she gave a convincing performance of somebody on the verge of a heart attack.

			Gallagher shook his head as he watched Alice gasp for breath. She has a record-breaking solve ratio, he told himself, not for the first time. Her size shouldn’t matter. And yet he couldn’t get over the sheer height and girth of the woman. It was breathtaking. A walking sequoia.

			‘I’m just off the phone with First Response,’ she said, propping herself against the banisters at the top of the stairwell. ‘They were in the area and got to the house sharpish. The paramedics say Harry McNamara is alive. Barely.’

			‘Right, then,’ Gallagher said, standing. ‘He’s not dead; we have breathing space. You come with me, Detective Sergeant Moody. Let’s check out this fruit loop who’s turned himself in before we do anything else.’

			Alice groaned at the prospect of having to take the stairs, even if this time it was down, but it looked like Gallagher was going to make it easy for her. He limped over from his chair, each tentative step accompanied by a wince. Sylvia the receptionist was about to return to her post but, observing the slow progress of the walking wounded and the barely breathing, turned back towards the kitchen area at the rear of the office to make a coffee.

			‘So, is this McNamara’s attacker, Sarge?’ Alice asked. ‘Or another headache? Could we be that unlucky?’

			Gallagher shrugged.

			‘Of course we could. I’ve no other detectives available this week. Murphy is off sick and Tweedle Dum and Dumber are dealing with the gang hit. Of course something huge and horrendous could plant itself in our laps.’

			Alice sighed, but he knew she didn’t care about the absence of other detectives. She preferred working alone. It was easier than having to drag idiots along with her to every obvious conclusion.

			Downstairs, he opened the door to the holding room.

			It had been cleared of other suspects for its newly installed resident. He was sitting in the centre of the floor, arms wrapped around his denim-clad legs, rocking back and forth. His light T-shirt was splattered with blood. As were his hands, his arms, his face. He was youngish. Maybe early thirties? Black, almost tar-like hair, the same colour as his furrowed brows. An attractive-looking man, beneath everything.

			His eyes were two big moons on a blank face as he stared up at them.

			Alice opened her mouth to say something, but no words came out. Gallagher was only slightly less taken aback. It was like the man had arrived fresh from some sort of blood sacrifice.

			‘Eh – Station Sergeant Dean Gallagher and this is Detective Sergeant Alice Moody,’ he said. ‘We’re told you’ve handed yourself in, claiming that you’ve murdered somebody. Who do you think you might have killed?’

			‘I did kill him.’

			Gallagher exchanged a glance with Alice. She took the reins.

			‘Would you be more comfortable sitting over on one of the benches, sir?’

			The man said nothing, but kept rocking.

			Psych assessment, Alice mouthed at Gallagher.

			The sergeant shook his head, growing more irritated with each passing minute. He was too tired for this drama. Not to mention there was no way he was blowing his budget getting some suit into the station to tell them the fella on the floor was nuts. That much was obvious.

			‘Can you tell us your name, sir?’ Alice said.

			‘JP.’

			‘JP. As in Jay Pee, or are they your initials?’

			‘JP, for the pope, John Paul. I was born in 1980. The teachers shortened it to JP when I came to Ireland because there were about five of us in every class and my surname was common. I grew up in London but my parents were Catholic.’

			Lots of words and still the rocking. Back and forth. It was almost hypnotic.

			‘And what is your surname?’

			‘Carney.’

			‘Hmm. Common enough.’

			The two officers stared at the man, who now had a name. It was progress of sorts, but they were still unnerved to hear calm, normal words from a man clearly in turmoil.

			‘So, JP,’ Gallagher said, ‘we just need you to tell us the name of the person you think you killed. We can hear all the details as soon as we have you in a proper interview room. There’s a solicitor on duty – we can get her over here, unless you’d like to call one yourself?’

			JP shook his head.

			‘You don’t want a solicitor?’

			‘No. I don’t know the name of the man I killed.’

			‘Excuse me?’

			Gallagher and Alice looked at each other, then back to JP.

			‘How can you not know – did you run into him with a car?’ Alice asked. Maybe he had concussion. That would explain the weirdness. They’d a doctor en route to check him out; they’d know soon enough. ‘Or did you have a fight with somebody? How did you end up covered in blood?’

			JP shrugged.

			‘I kept hitting him,’ he said slowly, like he was in a daze. ‘I just walked into their house. I don’t know who he was. The back door was open and I walked in and they were in the sitting room, a man and a woman.’

			Alice felt her blood run cold. This had to be the man who’d attacked Harry McNamara.

			‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘but you’re saying you gained entry into some couple’s house, a house unknown to you, and attacked the man inside? Where was this?’

			JP shrugged.

			‘I don’t know. Somewhere nice. I was walking and walking and I couldn’t shake this feeling . . . I–I couldn’t . . . I was just so full of anger. Then I was on this golf course and the lights were on in the house—’

			‘Don’t say any more,’ Alice said, holding up a finger. ‘Sarge, can I speak to you for a minute?’

			Gallagher nodded, and they stepped outside.

			‘The McNamara house backs on to a golf course,’ she said, once they were out in the corridor.

			‘How do you know that?’

			‘How do you not know that? It was in all the newspapers during the trial. Big pad, floor-to-ceiling glass windows. No houses overlooking it, obviously. He shouldn’t say any more until there’s a solicitor present.’

			‘Agreed.’ Gallagher nodded.

			‘He obviously thinks McNamara is dead,’ Alice said. ‘It’ll be interesting to see how he reacts when he discovers he’s alive.’

			‘I imagine he’ll be relieved. I am. This will all wrap itself up nicely.’

			‘Seriously?’ Alice cocked her head to one side. ‘You believe it was just a random attack, then?’

			‘You don’t?’

			‘Harry McNamara has just been cleared of multiple counts of financial fraud in the High Court. Most of his colleagues in HM Capital were convicted. He was up to his neck in all sorts as the head of that bank and has come out of the manure smelling of roses. People are probably queuing around the block to do him in. Do you really think the Teflon man could be so unlucky that, having come through all of that, some stranger just arbitrarily strolled into his living room and started beating the crap out of him? Your man in there must have recognized him for a start.’

			Gallagher frowned.

			‘Recognition is not a given with bankers. He’s not a reality-show star. He’s mainly known from news clips outside a courthouse or the odd pic in The Times. Most people filter that out. I know him by name and reputation but even I’m not sure I’d recognize him in the street or relaxing in his own home in civvies. And just because he’s been lucky in business doesn’t mean he has a free pass to be lucky in life. Believe it or not, wealth can’t buy you immortality.’

			‘You need a pysch assessment.’

			‘You’re killing me, Moody. Right, let’s get one of the oddballs in here with their crystal ball to confirm that JP is a few sandwiches short of a picnic.’

			‘That’s a psychic, Sarge, and I think you need to bring in an expert to prove he’s not nuts,’ Alice said. ‘I’m telling you now, if that man didn’t know he was attacking one of most famous bankers in the country, I’ll buy the whole shagging station a round of drinks next Friday.’

			‘Ha. Mine’s a triple whiskey. Bad things happen to good people, Moody.’

			‘That’s the thing, though, Sarge, isn’t it? Harry McNamara is not a good person.’

			‘Maybe not. But if that poor sod in there is crackers, it doesn’t matter if McNamara is the devil himself. Looks like Harry got unlucky, that’s all I’m saying.’

		

	
		
			JP

			They say if bad shit happens to you when you’re a kid, your memories are more vivid.

			It’s true.

			Not all mine are bad. It’s funny that it’s this one in particular that fills my head while I sit here thinking about what just happened.

			What I did.

			I don’t know what time of the year it was. I think it was hot – sunny, anyway. Mum was taking me to the seaside. That was a big deal. We lived in a tower block in East London and I’d only ever seen the sea on the box.

			We got on a train at Victoria. It was crowded – office workers legging it to East Sussex for the weekend – but we got a seat, anyway, because she had me. I sat on her lap, almost five, all limbs and sharp angles.

			‘Where’re we going?’ I asked.

			‘Away,’ she said.

			I wondered why Dad wasn’t coming. I knew enough not to ask. Sometimes Mum and Dad would fight and she would scream a lot and hit him. Then she’d have to go away for a little while. I guess I thought that maybe this was one of those times and she was taking me with her.

			I watched through the window as the city disappeared and was replaced with suburban housing estates, then fields. I slept at some point and then we changed trains and were there.

			I was tickled pink with the golden sand of the East Sussex coast and ran around barefoot, whooping as I kicked the soft surface up into the air. I wanted to go in the water but she hadn’t brought any togs for me. I wondered why anybody would go to the beach and not bring a swimsuit.

			Mum seemed more nervous and worried than usual. I thought she went away on these trips to ‘get well’. That’s what I’d overheard Dad say to our neighbour this one time. I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t enjoying herself with me. We were on our holidays; it was the best day ever, in my head.

			But she kept clutching her stomach and whispering things to herself about babies and everything being better this time.

			As the hours wore by she seemed to relax a little, the corners of her mouth turning up as I raced at the waves with my trousers rolled up almost to my bum.

			‘Let’s go get supper,’ she called. ‘You must be starving, John Paul.’

			We walked along the pier and she bought us fish and chips – the tastiest I’d ever had.

			‘Wha’ are those men doing?’ I asked.

			‘We’ll have a look, shall we?’ she said, and brought me over to the fishermen who sat at the end of the pier.

			‘All right, lad?’ The first man we arrived beside had perched his bum on a fold-out chair like I’d seen in the allotments beside the playground. He’d a bucket beside him, a flask of tea, and was smoking Benson and Hedges. He held his rod in one hand the line disappearing into the water beneath us.

			‘Wha’ are you doing?’ I said, nosiness overcoming shyness.

			He smiled up at my mother.

			‘London?’

			She stared at him, frightened. Her grip tightened on my hand.

			‘Why would you say that?’ she asked.

			He shrugged.

			 ‘Just the accent, missus. Sorry. No harm meant.’

			‘Oh. Of course. Yes.’ Mum’s hand relaxed a little. ‘Sorry.’

			‘What’s your name, lad?’

			‘JP. My mum is called Betty. Two Ts.’

			She clicked her tongue in annoyance, her hand squeezing mine, hurting me. I didn’t know what I’d done wrong.

			He looked up at her and then back to me.

			‘You don’t get out of the city much, eh, son?’

			I shook my head.

			‘Well, see that fish you’re munching on? I probably caught that for you.’

			‘How?’ I said. I wasn’t so stupid that I didn’t know a fish was a living thing, but I was that innocent you could have told me they lived in trees.

			‘The fish are in the sea,’ he laughed. ‘I’m fishing with this line. Look in the bucket there.’

			I peeked into his metal bucket and saw three or four small dead slippery things staring back at me; blank black eyes.

			‘You got them out of the sea?’ I asked. ‘You’ve loads.’

			His mouth twitched. His rod wobbled a little and he gripped it with both hands.

			‘Well, they’re not out of the shop. That’s only a dozzle.’

			‘A wha’?’

			‘A small few. I’ll need to catch a few more before I go home, but it looks like I’m about to get another one. Do you want to help me?’

			‘Can I? Can I?’ I was jumping up and down with excitement.

			Mum hesitated before relenting.

			‘Go on, then.’

			The old man let me sit on his lap and wrap my hands around the rod while he reeled and released, reeled and released, slowly drawing in his catch.

			When the fish appeared into view, it was wriggling and leaping about on the line.

			‘It’s alive!’ I said, astonished.

			‘Of course it’s alive. I’d have to fling him back in if he was dead. He’d be no use to anybody.’

			‘But the ones in the bucket are dead.’

			‘You miss nothing. They are indeed. Let’s put that to rights.’

			He set me down off his lap and grabbed the body of the fish. It was then I could see how it was stuck on the end of his line. A nasty silver hook had pierced its mouth; a speckle of blood gleamed on its surface. Before I could say anything, the man unhooked the fish and whacked its head on the edge of the bucket then flung it in.

			I let out a cry.

			‘It’s all right, lad,’ the man said. ‘He’s dead now. He didn’t feel nothing. Bloomin’ ’ell, the colour of you. I’m not sure you have a fisherman there after all, missus.’

			Mum kissed the top of my head.

			‘He’s just young, isn’t that it, John Paul? He doesn’t like to see God’s creatures harmed.’

			The man started to thread a squirming worm on to the end of his hook and I turned my head in distaste.

			 I didn’t know how anybody could hurt another living thing. I wouldn’t hurt a fly. I wasn’t a typical little boy. I didn’t delight in pulling the wings off dragonflies or scaring girls with spiders. Not even five, but I’d already seen too much by way of violence.

			The next morning the nurse from the clinic and two policemen came to our B&B. They told Mum we had to go home and that she’d need to be minded for the next few months, for the baby’s sake. I didn’t know what the nurse was talking about. I wasn’t a baby.

			It was years before I realized what had happened that day. Before I knew what Mum was.

			Why, all these years later, am I sitting in this cell thinking about that day?

			Maybe because I’m wondering if there’s a lot more of my fucking crazy mum in me than I’d ever realized.

		

	
		
			Julie

			He looks like a mummy.

			I’m sitting beside Harry, my hand resting on the stiff blue ­hospital-issue blanket.

			I’m afraid to touch my husband. His head and face are covered in bandages. The parts of him still visible are swollen purple and red, his nose bent at a strange angle, stitches sewn in his lips and cheeks. They only managed to save his left eye.

			When he opens his mouth he’ll be missing his front teeth. His hair has been shaved and, if it ever grows back, it won’t grow over the two long scars that now run along the side and base of his skull.

			Even at forty-five, Harry was still very handsome. All the years of worry and nerves after the banking crash – all those sleepless nights – none of it left the marks they would have on an ordinary man. The papers said he was Teflon – nothing stuck. When he was found not guilty, it seemed they’d called it right. Eighteen counts of financial fraud. It took the office of corporate law enforcement years to compile the charges, all those grey-suited little civil service clerks wading through piles and piles of data on my husband and his business. The trial was postponed multiple times and when it finally went into session it dragged on for months. I only ever attended court twice – for the opening arguments and the verdict.

			I suspected how things would go that first day. The jury looked terrified at all the complex financial jargon. They were completely out of their depth. And of the six women on the bench, I could see five of them looking at Harry sympathetically as he sat hunched over in the dock, hands clasped together, sad and shocked at how everything had unfolded. The sixth woman was just bored to tears.

			It killed Harry, but his defence team had decided to paint him as an innocent bystander to the goings-on at his own bank, of which he had been only chair by the time the bubble burst. They were throwing all the dirt at the then CEO who’d replaced Harry.

			‘As if I’d have let that fucking stooge make any decisions on his own,’ he said to me that first night as we lay in bed together, staring at the ceiling.

			‘Oh, Harry, that’s your bloody ego talking,’ I replied irritably. ‘What do you want to do, go into court tomorrow and make some grand statement about how it was all you, how nobody in HM Capital moved an inch without the great McNamara say-so? And then what? You’ll be sent to prison for ten years. We’ll lose everything. I’ll lose you.’

			He squeezed my hand under the bedclothes and turned to look at my profile in the half-light.

			‘Julie, you’ll never lose everything. You know what to do if anything ever happens to me. You know where the money is and how to secure it so it can’t be found. Don’t you?’

			Of course I did. He didn’t even need to ask.

			There’s a soft rap on the glass and I look up to see an extremely large woman staring in at me through the blinds. She’s not a nurse – she’s wearing an ill-fitting black suit jacket and a light blue blouse, the buttons of it ready to pop. She doesn’t look like press and it’s unlikely they’d get this far into the hospital anyway. She can’t be police, can she?

			I make myself stand up, gently pat Harry’s hand and go out to the corridor to see what she wants. Every time I leave his room I’m seized with terror that it will be the last time I see him alive. I might look normal as I emerge into the corridor but inside I feel like I’m trudging through emotional quicksand. Every fibre of me is screaming STAY WITH HIM! I’m convinced he’ll die if I’m not beside him – as if my hoping and praying is the only thing keeping him alive.

			I need a second chance with him. That’s what this whole episode has taught me. I need another chance. I need to say sorry.

			‘Mrs McNamara, I’m Detective Sergeant Alice Moody. My apolo­gies for disturbing you at your husband’s bedside. I need to talk to you for a couple of minutes, if that’s okay? Bring you up to date?’

			I nod, surprised to discover I’d been wrong about her. Maybe it doesn’t matter what size you are in the police force these days.

			She’s not an ugly woman, I realize, despite her pear shape. Her hair is awful, sure. Greasy and thin, an insipid brown scraped back in a severe, unforgiving ponytail. But her face is very pleasant. Warm eyes and a generous smile, deep dimples in her cheeks. She’s wearing a nice scent, something almondy and feminine.

			What’s wrong with me?

			I’m standing here assessing this woman’s looks while my husband lies feet away with a fractured skull and barely breathing. I’ve never been that shallow. It’s the shock. It’s stripped me of my ability to function properly. Thoughts skid around my head like marbles on a plate.

			‘There’s a family room,’ she says, guiding me by the elbow. I look like I need to be guided places. I caught sight of myself in a mirror in the bathroom earlier and thought I was looking at somebody else. It’s as if I went asleep and woke up ten years later – my face shadowed and lined and freeze-framed, like it’s going into the drop of a rollercoaster.

			We enter a room of cream – cream walls, cream curtains, cream sofas. I look around at the soft furnishings and shudder. I’ve had a vision. This is where I’ll be sitting when they tell me Harry won’t pull through. They’ll bring me here, to this comforting room of cream nothingness, and break the news.

			She’s handing me something, and I reach out and take it, without knowing what it is.

			‘Your phone,’ she says, seeing she has to explain. ‘Forensics let me take it from the house. It’s been ringing non-stop. Relatives, I imagine. You’ll want to speak to them. I’m sorry, but it’s already been leaked to the media. The emergency personnel are usually good about these things, waiting for family to be informed, and so on. But in these circumstances, with Harry being who he is . . . Anyway, sorry.’

			I look at the screen. Forty-five missed calls have been logged, and countless texts. Even as I’m holding it it rings, and I jump. It’s my mother.

			‘I . . . I can’t,’ I say, and drop it on the couch beside me. ‘I’ll ring them later. Don’t you need it for evidence?’

			‘We’ve already examined it.’

			She scrutinizes me, studies my reaction to the phone. She’s wondering why I’m letting our family and friends stew in panic.

			She doesn’t understand.

			I can tell them that Harry is in the ICU.

			I can tell them a man came into our home and attacked him.

			But I can’t answer the questions that will follow.

			What did you do? Did you phone the Guards? Did you scream? Did the man hit you?

			Because then I’ll have to tell them how I did nothing during the onslaught.

			How I sat there and watched as Harry was beaten to within an inch of his life.

			How, when the man left, my first act wasn’t to call the police. It was to hurriedly change out of my pee-stained trousers and put them in the wash. I was embarrassed to be discovered in them.

			I didn’t even check Harry’s pulse. I assumed he was dead.

			Who wants to have that conversation?

			‘You should ring them soon,’ the detective says. ‘The news is saying he’s alive, anyway, so they know that at least. Does he have any immediate family you’d like us to talk to? I know you’ve no children, but siblings? Parents?’

			I bristle, even though her voice is gentle.

			‘No. He’s an only child. His parents are dead.’

			‘Sorry, but doesn’t he have a stepmother? I recall reading something. Is she dead too?’

			‘I doubt it. She’s a modern-day miracle.’

			‘She’s what?’

			‘The woman’s a hypochondriac. She pops prescription drugs all day long. She’ll probably go until she’s one hundred, outliving all her peers. He can’t stand her. He wouldn’t want her here. She has another family somewhere, anyway. Wouldn’t want to know.’

			‘Ah. I see. Families. Complicated, huh? Well, if you think of anybody . . .’

			‘Thank you.’

			She hesitates. I guess she’s wondering if she should keep questioning me or if I should be lying down somewhere, sedated. I know I’m coming across as very odd. I want to tell her that I feel like I’m a few seconds behind myself, but she’d never understand what I mean.

			‘Mrs McNamara, can you talk me through what happened last night?’ she says, her mind made up. ‘I imagine this is very painful for you, but we need to know the sequence of events and you’re the only witness we can talk to properly.’

			I nod. The only witness. There were three of us in the room, but the man who did it won’t be volunteering information.

			The words spill out of me, just as they did when the woman at the end of the 999 line asked me to explain what had happened. I add a ridiculous amount of unnecessary detail. It seems important to give an exact picture.

			I tell DS Alice Moody about the show we were watching. The Scandi thriller that everybody is talking about. We were relaxed. We’d had a late dinner – linguini in a tomato and garlic sauce with clams – and stayed up to let it digest. We didn’t want to go out. We’re still adjusting to our new lives, being liberated from the demands of solicitors and barristers and the High Court.

			I suppose we were quietly celebrating, but I don’t tell DS Moody that. We’re not meant to be celebrating.

			Then the man walked in. I describe to her, calmly, what he did, and what I didn’t do. I leave out the part about wetting myself.

			‘You were in shock,’ she says.

			‘Don’t you think there’s something wrong with me?’ I whisper. ‘I did nothing.’

			She pauses, uncrosses then recrosses her legs, shifts her massive weight on to the other bum cheek. ‘Mrs McNamara – Julie – let me tell you a story. When I was eleven, I was attacked by an Alsatian dog. I was running to the newsagents’ and he saw me from a neighbour’s garden and jumped the gate. I froze – I mean, completely froze – and he ran at me and bit my leg. Just one bite, then he was gone. I yelled my head off as soon as he was out of sight.

			‘Afterwards, in the hospital, my mother kept asking me why I hadn’t screamed and fled when I saw the dog coming. The doctor who was dressing my wound looked up and said, “Mrs Moody, your daughter’s reaction saved her life. If she’d run, that dog would have taken her down by the throat.” Now, Julie, let’s ignore the fact that even at eleven I was already ten-ton fucking Tessie and wouldn’t have got more than a couple of feet. Do you get the gist of what I’m saying?’

			‘You think if I’d tried to escape, or to protect Harry, that man would have killed me?’

			‘Maybe. There’s no wrong or right reaction when something like this happens. The human body does what it does.’

			I look down at my trainers, thrown on hastily with a tracksuit before the ambulance arrived.

			‘My husband was dying and I did nothing to help him. He knew I was doing nothing.’

			DS Moody eyes me curiously.

			‘And you had never met this man in your life? You didn’t recognize him?’ she asks. ‘Did your husband appear to know him?’

			‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘Not at all.’

			‘Well, Mrs McNamara, the good news is we already have a suspect in custody whom we believe is the man who attacked Harry. We’re running DNA tests to confirm that the blood about his person is your husband’s. He handed himself in, claiming he murdered a man. He doesn’t know yet that Harry is still alive.’

			‘What?’ This information leaves me reeling. ‘Say that again? He handed himself in?’

			‘Yes. His name is JP Carney. He claims he doesn’t know the identity of the man he attacked, but his statement of what happens fits with your description. Is the name familiar at all?’

			I shake my head, still in shock.

			‘He’s mid-thirties. Jet-black hair and eyes—’

			‘I–I don’t know. Yes. That could be him.’

			DS Moody is nodding.

			‘Well, we’ll know soon enough, anyhow. As I said, Mrs McNamara, he claims that he had no reason to attack your husband, that he just walked into your house and—’

			‘That bloody back door,’ I say.

			‘What?’

			‘Harry. I spend my life telling him to lock the back door. He goes out to smoke, and when he comes in he always leaves it unlocked. Just when we’re up, obviously. We lock everything at night. We even have an internal alarm. But during the day he leaves it open. I’m always taking him to task on it. I told him somebody would just walk into the house one day.’

			DS Moody is peering at me with an intensity that is just soul-stripping. She’s being perfectly nice to me, but I can sense something at the back of it.

			Suspicion.

			‘I see. So the attacker didn’t have to break in to enter. And you’re absolutely sure it wasn’t you who left the back door open? It was definitely your husband?’

			‘I never leave it open. I’m the one who goes around the house at night, making sure everything is locked and switched off.’

			‘I see. Actually, we did notice, Julie, that in general external security is pretty lax. No electric gates, walls that are easy to climb. Harry is . . . well known. And you’re a very wealthy couple. Were precautionary measures not considered at some point?’

			I sigh.

			‘Not really. Harry could be very stupid about that sort of thing. We have a top-class alarm system, as I said, but my husband has this notion that . . . I’m sorry, I don’t quite know how to explain it. He thinks we’re untouchable. We live at the top of a quiet hill, we’re surrounded by wealthy people on all sides. We’re not idiots. I keep my jewellery in a safe and we never keep large sums of money about the place, but—’

			‘But?’ she says.

			‘He takes chances.’

			‘Chances?’

			‘Yes. Harry isn’t risk-averse. Does that make sense?’

			She gives me a peculiar look that implies it makes absolutely no sense. She doesn’t know Harry though. She doesn’t get how arrogant he can be, even now, after everything that’s happened.

			‘Right. Anyway, as I was saying – it’s important, you see, to establish whether Mr Carney did just randomly attack your husband or is lying and has a motive. We’ve established he must have picked up the golf club from your husband’s bag in the hall and that he didn’t arrive armed. But anybody can source a weapon in your average home. Premeditation is a serious matter, do you understand? It will make a huge difference when it comes to prosecuting and sentencing – if what he did was planned. If he knew Harry and targeted him.’

			‘We don’t know him,’ I say adamantly.

			‘So you say. Can you think of a reason why he might have wanted to harm your husband? Why anybody would?’

			I look at DS Moody, wondering if the question is as innocent as it seems.

			I can think of one hundred and one reasons somebody might have for harming Harry. Unless she’s been living under a rock for the last few years, surely she must be able to as well.

			I shake my head. At the question, not in response to it.

			‘Was there anything else?’ she asks. ‘Anything the man did that struck you as odd? I mean, aside from the whole thing.’

			‘There was something,’ I say, thinking of the unexpected move at the end of the attack.

			‘Yes?’

			‘He whispered something in my husband’s ear.’

			‘What?’ She leans forward eagerly.

			‘I don’t know. He bent down and whispered something.’

			She considers this.

			‘I see. Very interesting.’

			You know, I think the shock is beginning to pass. In its place something else is growing, an all too familiar feeling.

			DS Moody is so intense. It’s like she knows everything.

			A yearning takes hold.

			Thirst.

			I want a drink.

			No.

			I need a drink.
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