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			CHAPTER 1

			Some murder cases come in quietly. They ease you in, allowing you to enter from the shallows, to take your time before wading in deep. Each investigation leaves its stain, its scar somewhere, either on the body or the mind but, by the time they began to make their cuts, you’re halfway there to expecting it. Then, once in a while, a case lands on your desk and immediately the tiny hairs on the back of your neck stand on end. These are the cases that, despite all your experience, all your skill, you find yourself asking, am I cut out for this? 

			The Box arrived at the Bureau yesterday. It was wrapped nicely, an unsigned card stuck on the front. The box itself is of high quality, finished in a glossy red. Inside, the contents are arranged like games pieces – each item slotted into its own cubbyhole. There is a case file, a bus ticket, two pieces of card, each covered in protective plastic. On one, a strand of hair. On the other, an earring – a silver knot from which hangs a shimmering tassel. There is a brown envelope. Inside the envelope, a blue plastic case containing a glass slide, of the kind you view with a microscope. There are six round pins, their tops like drops of crimson blood. And lying beneath it all a fold-out board, a miniature case board, on which to fix my findings.

			Welcome to The Murder Box, the addictive murder-mystery game, says the introductory letter. And you might think that with my day job being actual murder I would’ve set that sucker aside, but I didn’t. The headache of a case the Bureau is working on, finds me craving diversion. It’s a case that’s been kicking my backside for a month. The disappearance of TV personality Teddy Dolan. No leads, the foot of my superior digging so far into my back I can taste shoe leather, and half my team paralysed by apathy.

			Or perhaps the box grabbed my attention because the contents look so convincing that if I were to remove the case file from within, I could drop it alongside all the other real-life cases in my filing cabinet and it would be right at home.

			This box contains everything you need to begin cracking this case, the letter goes on. Inside, you should find: a case file including a post-mortem report, victim details and an envelope containing crucial pieces of evidence. It tells me there’s an online community, a website, where, should I need to, I can share my findings with other detectives. Other players. As you investigate, enter your progress into our online portal to unveil more vital pieces of information. But don’t dally. Life and time are short. And this killer respects neither. I felt a prickle of adrenalin at that.

			The PE, the post-mortem examination, is dated, 11th of August 2013. The state pathologist’s address stamped at the top. Whitehall, Dublin 9. A satisfying flourish of authenticity. The report shows the external auditory canal – the ear – was sliced off. Blacklight picked up traces of ink on the back of the victim’s right hand. A rupture of the left cornea, fractured orbital floor. Stab wounds, seven inches deep through the lower chest bilaterally. Pneumothorax, collapsed lungs. Cause of death: heart failure. Manner of death: homicide.

			In the end, it was Baz, who got the game started. Detective Baz Harwood became my partner just over two years ago. I wouldn’t say I’d to be dragged kicking and screaming to the idea of working with a partner, but I wasn’t begging for one either. I’ve spent years dragging my forearm across the desk of life, pushing anything from the table that might clutter up my career. I guess to some that makes me the lone wolf. The maverick. Laughable, really, when there are few people outside of my work who can say without a breath of hesitation they’d put their life in a colleague’s hands. But I would do it. I have done it. Particularly Baz’s. Jack Clancy, my boss, must be laughing at that one. I remember that day in Whitehall, peering down on the corpse of another victim. Feeling the need to prove myself, drinking coffee to rinse the bile from my mouth, desperate just to get through the autopsy. Jack, friend and stranger in the same moment, telling me I needed a partner and my response: I prefer to work alone. And I have to wonder whether that was ever true. I felt sure about it back then. But time has ways of showing us to ourselves.

			Now, I can’t imagine a case without Baz by my side. It’s not that I couldn’t get the job done without him. That’s not it. I’m good at what I do. But we work well together. Where one of us acts the other reacts, like a Newton’s cradle.

			Late last night, Baz and I were still in my office, off the clock, the guts of a bottle of wine down, the eyes bleeding out of our heads from going through witness statements, emails and calls from the public on Teddy Dolan. It was coming up on eleven by the time we gave up for the day. I tidied up my notes, closed the case file and took up my wine. Baz did the same and we sat quietly for a bit.

			The Bureau for Serious Crime is the brainchild of Assistant Commissioner Jack Clancy. Designed to bring together the best of the best, across all ranks. No point in accruing all the bells and whistles that come with experience for those skills to grow mouldy behind a desk. In my view, a case is never well managed from afar. That’s one of the benefits of leading a department like ours. I can get up close and personal with all our investigations. We’re a multidisciplinary team who tackle Ireland’s most complex and often most headline-grabbing crimes. But if you’re only as good as your current investigation, then we are falling desperately short.

			‘There’s more to this Dolan case,’ Baz said, casting his eyes down at the bundle of papers. ‘The wife must know something.’

			‘We’ve questioned her twice. Everything checks out her end,’ I said. He knew that. He was there with me. ‘What are you thinking?’

			He ran a hand through his brown hair, leaving it standing up at the back. ‘Don’t know. Mightn’t be anything major. Could well be something she hasn’t told us because she doesn’t think it’s important.’ He unbuttoned his cuffs, rolled up his sleeves and stretched his arms above his head. ‘My mam used to have this habit, still does, to be honest, where she’d cover stuff up. Stupid things like where she was off to for a night, like if she were off to a fancy bar instead of the local. Or it’d be, “Don’t be mentioning this to so and so.” And it’d only be about where she’d bought the sausages at the weekend, and you’d find yourself telling a different story on her behalf over a pack of sausages when no one could’ve given two shites where she got them.’

			I sipped my wine, gave him a grin: ‘Some people might call that lying.’

			A half-smile, then, ‘I reckon there’s something like that here. We’re not getting the full picture and it’s not that I think there’s malice at the other end of it, but it could be important all the same.’

			I let out a sigh, sick to the eye teeth of the puzzle of Dolan’s disappearance and placed my wine on the desk. ‘Let’s give it a rest for tonight.’

			‘Happily,’ he said. Then his eye caught on the red box in the corner of my office, ‘What’s that?’

			I got up, retrieved the box. ‘Birthday present, I think.’

			‘It’s your birthday today?’

			‘Tomorrow. Don’t get sweaty-palmed. It’s not in your job description to remember my birthday. It’s a murder-mystery game.’ I said.

			‘Let’s have a look then.’ He held out his hand and I passed it to him. He opened it, looked the contents over, straightening in his chair. ‘Who’s it from?’

			‘There was no signature on the card.’

			‘Huh! Secret admirer, then?’ He emptied the box onto my desk and laid out the clues. The strand of brown hair, the histology slide. The earring. ‘Looks unnervingly realistic,’ he said.

			I picked up the earring, examined it through the protective covering, rubbed at a rust-coloured smudge on the earring post. Dirt. Old blood, my mind said. Then I remembered it wasn’t real.

			‘I would’ve gone with flowers myself,’ Baz said, ‘but these young buckos nowadays certainly know what to get the detective who has everything.’

			‘Funny.’

			He unclipped the glass slide from its casing and held it up to the light. ‘What are you doing for your birthday?’

			‘Working.’

			He raised his eyebrows at that.

			‘We’ve a high-profile case,’ I said, a touch defensively.

			He tilted the slide to and fro, squinting up at the fragment of tissue trapped on the surface. ‘Larry, on front desk, whose tweezers can’t even find that giant nose hair that’s been curling out of his left nostril since time immemorial has more chance of finding a lead in this case than you do tomorrow. Take the day off.’

			‘And do what?’

			He returned the slide back to its case. ‘I don’t know. Contemplate your mortality or something. Have fun. Isn’t there someone—’ he began, scanning the desk innocently.

			‘Don’t even think about finishing that question.’

			He held up his palms. ‘Alright. Alright. Just saying. I know a couple of blokes—’

			‘Good for you,’ I interrupted.

			He laughed again, then passed me the bus ticket. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Reckon that’s a good first step. The ink on the back of her hand mentioned in the post-mortem report. It’s probably the stamp from a nightclub.’

			I looked it over. Timed, dated. Route 8a. A tantalizing starting point. I found myself opening up a search engine to track the route of the bus. We spent some time, writing down the stops, Baz commented on how convenient it would be if our real cases gave up their answers so readily.

			The victim was found clothed but dead in the basement of a nightclub. But the case notes don’t provide the club’s name or address. In the file, there were labelled photos of each item of clothing. They were stained in places. Mud and blood. She’d been dressed in open-toe heels, tight jeans, a diamante detail along the seams, a pale pink one-shouldered tank top.

			The bus stopped close to Temple Bar. A quick search online gave me the clubs in the area. Three within a block of each other. Two closed for renovations on the night our victim was murdered. I typed in the web address provided with the game, created a username and logged on. We fed the name of the club into the site and I felt the glow of satisfaction when I discovered we were right. In seconds, we were rewarded with another clue. A witness statement and a digital receipt. A local corner shop employee who said she came in for cigarettes and a tooth cleaner.

			There were no real victims here. No grieving family who we’d have to tell we’d found their daughter’s body. But what was most appealing was that I knew there was an answer. There would be a solution at the end of this. Our killer would not slip away into the grey mists of the cold-case archives, out of my hands, away from justice. Someone had put The Murder Box together to be solved. That was the point, right? To play the game. Unmask the killer. To win.

			The Dolan case, active for a month, had sucked us dry. In every sense. Over a thousand calls and messages from the public. And nothing yet to give us an idea of what’s happened to him. All other cases, as directed by the commissioner, Donna Hegarty, to be sidelined, passed to other departments until we find him. And, as if pressure wasn’t bad enough with Teddy being the nation’s sweetheart, he’s also our commissioner’s nephew. Every day, Dolan’s face in the papers. And just when it looked like the press were inclined to give a different story a spin, Dolan’s amputated finger turned up in his wife’s post and back he was again, more headlines, more press briefings and still nothing.

			And so, The Murder Box was the perfect distraction. It never crossed my mind to think about which one of my family or friends would’ve sent it. All I knew was that when I read the invite to solve the murder of a twenty-two-year-old woman, like a sighthound entranced by the flashing tail of a rabbit, I couldn’t help but go after it. It was fun. Safe. That’s what I thought. And I did think that, right up until twenty minutes ago, when Neve Jameson walked into my office and began to tell me about her missing friend.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2 

			I drag a line through another potential witness’s name. Wrong dates. Wrong times. Teddy Dolan could be a turn of a page away, but I can barely make myself look. Outside my office door is the collective murmur of the distracted. The odd laugh, a phone left ringing too long. The hum of the coffee machine. When this case came through, we grabbed at it. I could feel the team, mentally stretching out their limbs, cracking knuckles, ready to show the force what the Bureau for Serious Crime could really do. But each day brought us further into nothing.

			To my right, on the wall above my desk, I’ve pinned a picture of Teddy. It’s a PR head shot provided by his wife, Monica. When we asked her if she had another, more natural-looking photo, she said: ‘When this is over, I don’t want some shitty photograph haunting Teddy for the rest of his life.’

			In the picture, his hair is cut short with a little length at the front which he styles to the side in a high quiff. Short forehead, a good nose, straight. His smile is showbiz wide and as white. Some might be surprised to learn that he’s a small build, barely hitting five seven. In the photo he’s wearing a black T-shirt and even though you can’t tell, I know he’s wearing black trousers and a pair of thick-soled white trainers.

			Teddy Dolan is the face of Irish TV. His most recent gig being a quiz show on Saturday evenings. He hosts the easy-listening slot on Sunday radio and if there’s a presenter needed to step in for morning TV or for fringe shows, you bet that it’s Teddy who’ll be called on first. There’s not a wine bottle opening in the city where he’s not cutting the ribbon. But because he’s risen from one of the people, the public eat him up. Can’t get enough of him. The problem for us being that despite Teddy Dolan’s recognisable get-up on TV, in reality, he has a very ordinary face, a less than striking physique and once removed from the glow of celebrity, I’d say anyone would be hard put picking him out of a crowd.

			On the night he went missing, he was at an art exhibition on Cope Street near Temple Bar. The exhibition had a guest list but the curator confessed that after nine-thirty, it was open doors. Anyone could’ve come in off the street. Teddy, as far as the curator knew, seemed grand. Happy enough. ‘But how would you know, really?’ he’d said. ‘I’d say he has to hang up his smile at the end of an evening like it were a piece of clothing.’

			The last people who saw him were a group of smokers who noticed him outside the gallery. He kept his distance, cigarette in mouth, phone pinned between ear and shoulder, while he cupped his hands around the cigarette to light it. Dolan was still on the phone when the other smokers went back inside. No one saw him re-enter the building. Phone records tell us, he’d been on the phone to his wife. The call lasted three minutes and thirty-two seconds. Monica Dolan said she’d been booking flights. Teddy was planning a golf trip in Wales for the following week. He and his mates go once a year, she explained. It had become a thing. Boys only. At first, I thought she was covering up an argument. One that cemented Dolan’s decision to make a getaway. Leg it from whatever it was his wife was covering for but with no sightings since, his phone not in use and his passport still at his home, now I’m not so sure. His bank account has not been used, which is never a good sign.

			There was no CCTV inside the exhibition, but a camera captured Teddy’s last known movements and shows him outside, on the phone. There’s a heaviness to his movements that suggests he’s had a few. He hangs up, drops his cigarette to the ground, taps it once with his foot, but just as he turns to go back inside, he pauses. He looks out on the street. Then he walks unsteadily away. Towards what? We don’t know. There are times I imagine him straightening, closing his eyes, crossing his hands over his chest and vanishing into a cloud of smoke.

			Then at the end of August, the amputated finger arrived in the post. Cleanly excised; as delicately as if by an artisan butcher for a Michelin-star restaurant. ‘See how they’ve gone in along the joint, followed it precisely,’ our pathologist had said. Sharp knife with patience and a lot of finesse. Unease had curled in my stomach. It was addressed to Monica Dolan. No traceable sender. The best of forensics studied envelope, print, tissue and flesh, but apart from confirming that the finger was Dolan’s, that was it. We waited for a ransom note. None came.

			Despite what Dolan’s wife thinks, we have followed every lead. All necessary resources have been expended, expanded and then some. If it had been any other misper, the case would have been filed by now, albeit Dolan’s celeb status would’ve ensured we kept a candle in the window for the public’s sake. We’ve no leads, we’ve nothing to work on and there are plenty of cases waiting in the wings for our attention. But the commissioner is insistent we can’t let it go. Regardless, if or when Teddy Dolan appears, dead or alive, we’ll be facing a review. I rub a hand against an ache in my chest. Someone will pay for either a finger or a life. I remind myself that one of the reasons I wanted the challenge of the Bureau was this. To be the one armed with just enough power to push against the system. The downside? The system demands a price for that.

			Detective Helen Flood, one of the Bureau’s best assets, knocks at the open door of my office.

			‘Sorry to disturb you,’ she says. ‘There’s a woman here. Young. Well, compared to us.’

			I shoot her a look.

			‘You know what I mean. You get to a certain age and everybody under thirty looks like a teenager. Sorry.’ Worker bee to the core, Helen wears her hair scraped back into a tight bun at the back of her head, clothes and shoes of the no-frills variety. She’s everything you want in a detective: innovative, problem-solving, thorough – if a bit too much at times. But she’s not a risk-taker. The rules are the rules. Her flair for investigation doesn’t take her beyond even the most hazy of lines in procedure.

			‘Isn’t there someone on the floor who can talk to her?’

			‘She wants someone senior. Said she’s already made a report and no one’s done anything.’

			‘With us?’

			‘No. Her local station. Although, I couldn’t get anything on the system.’

			A headache is threatening at the base of my skull. If I’m honest with myself, another case is exactly what I’m longing for – anything to justify a break away from the static nature of the Dolan investigation. I’m halfway to believing that he actually did lop off his own finger to escape his charmed life. Opening the drawer beside me, I find a blister pack of paracetamol, pop two into my hand and swallow them down.

			Closing Dolan’s file, I hold out my hand and Helen passes me the check-in sheet showing the woman’s name: Neve Jameson; age: twenty-four; address and relationship to the missing woman: friend. The friend’s name: Lydia Callin.

			‘Security checked her over?’

			‘Yes,’ Helen replies.

			I read the name again, unsure why it sounds familiar. ‘Okay.’

			‘You’ll see her?’ Helen asks, surprise registering on her face.

			‘If I’ve to read about one more sighting of Dolan at a shopping centre, golf course or taking a stroll down the fucking M50 at three am, I’ll lose my mind. Send her in.’

			‘Yes, Ma’am,’ she says. ‘More coffee?’

			‘Please. Strong. Two sugars.’

			A minute later, coffee on my desk, dark as tar, the scent of the roast setting my mouth to water and Neve Jameson sidles into the room. She’s tall. Five ten easy. Long-legged, athletic, but her posture is apologetic, her shoulders rounded inwards, as if she was trying to make herself smaller. She’s dressed casually, blue jeans and a navy checked shirt, her brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. A pale green satchel is looped across her chest.

			I stand, put out a hand. ‘Detective Frankie Sheehan.’

			She waits for Helen to close the door, then edges forward, reaching out over the desk to shake my hand, as if afraid to get too close. ‘Thank you for agreeing to see me,’ she says.

			I gesture to the chair across from me. ‘Take a seat.’

			She creeps closer, pulls the chair back from the desk. As she sits, her gaze slides up to the photo of Teddy Dolan.

			I look down at the report. ‘You’re worried about a friend? Lydia Callin?’

			‘Yes. My flatmate,’ she says, skipping ahead. ‘She’s been missing almost a month.’

			‘You filed a report with your local station?’

			‘Yes. At Kilmainham station.’ She slides a business card across the table. It shows the station’s logo and a series of numbers and letters is written across the back. ‘Here’s the reference number.’

			I pick it up, put it to the side. ‘How long have you known one another?’

			‘We’ve lived in the same flat for almost a year now.’

			‘Where?’

			‘On South Circular Road.’

			‘Just the two of you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You’ve tried her mobile or messaging her, I take it?’

			‘Yes. I mean, I did at first. But when she didn’t respond, I didn’t see the point.’

			‘When did you see her last? Date? Time?’

			‘Tenth of August. She was going out. She didn’t come back, which has happened before, but when she hadn’t come home after a day, I began to get worried.’

			‘Did she say where she was going?’

			‘She just said “out”.’

			‘And you stayed in?’

			‘I wasn’t feeling great that night.’ She pauses, bites down on her lip, then presses the back of her hand against her mouth. ‘Sorry.’ Eyes squeeze shut. ‘I just keep thinking that if I’d gone out with her, she’d be okay.’

			I reach for the box of tissues on my desk, hold it towards her.

			‘Thanks.’ She takes one and dabs at her eyes, turning her face to the ceiling and blinks rapidly.

			‘Are there any items missing from her room? Coat? Clothes? Her bag, money?’

			‘I didn’t want to touch too much but I checked and her phone charger is still there. Her laptop. No sign of her purse that I could see, but as I said, I didn’t want to search too hard.’

			‘Okay. How about work?’

			‘She was working in a bar in town, The Hanamaran on Reuben Street.’

			‘Could she be staying with one of the staff?’

			‘She stopped working there at the start of last month. She’d applied for teacher training. She was due to start this week.’

			‘Do you have the name of the college she was going to attend?’

			‘Oh yes, sorry, hang on.’ She pulls her bag onto her lap, opens the front. It takes her a few seconds but eventually she extracts a slip of paper and hands it to me. ‘Here you go.’

			‘Thanks,’ I make a note. ‘What date was she due to start?’

			‘Today.’

			I look over the college details. ‘Have you tried to phone them? To see if she showed?’

			‘I didn’t think to. Should I?’

			‘We can take care of that. What about family?’

			She looks at her hands. ‘I’m not sure. I always got the feeling they were either dead or didn’t speak.’ She pulls the sleeve of her sweater over her left hand, fiddles with the cuff.

			‘Lydia told you that?’

			She shrugs. ‘I don’t know why I think that. She always changed the subject when they came up.’

			I reach for a notepad and click my pen. ‘You know where they live?’

			‘I couldn’t tell you the exact address. I think it was close to Ballyfermot.’

			‘Their names?’

			‘I’m sorry. I don’t know.’

			I remember being in my early twenties – life all about what you were doing, what you’re about to do. Who you are seeing, sleeping with, where your work was going. We didn’t speak about family often. There’s a part of you at twenty that wants to make life on your own terms – you’re cutting the ties physically and mentally, so it’s not all that surprising that Neve wasn’t told much about Lydia’s family.

			‘Has she taken off before?’

			‘There was one time, months ago, when she didn’t come home for a weekend. But nothing like this.’

			‘Is there a reason she wouldn’t want to be in touch with you?’

			It takes her a moment to hear the implication in my question, then she places a hand on her chest and says, ‘No. We get on well. It’s not that she doesn’t want to return to the flat.’

			‘Has she any enemies? People she was having trouble with?’

			She shakes her head. ‘I don’t know of anyone.’

			I click the top of my pen, put my notes to the side.

			I smile at her. ‘Try not to worry too much. Often when people disappear, it’s simply a matter that they left of their own free will. And sometimes they don’t want to be found. That could be the case here with Lydia. But we’ll run some searches, try to get in touch with her family. Do you have a mobile we can reach you on?’

			She grips the underside of the chair, shuffles closer. ‘Please!’ She gives the notepad a desperate glance. ‘She’s tall, like me, brown hair, grey eyes that on some days might be mistaken for blue. Pale skin, like really pale. This tooth—,’ she pulls down her bottom lip and points to her lower right incisor. ‘This tooth isn’t real. She fell from a trampoline when she was eight, knocked it clear out with her knee. Scarred herself just above the kneecap. She still has the scar.’

			And she goes on like that. How she met Lydia at the bar a year ago. Lydia was looking for a new place. Neve a new tenant. How bright Lydia was but that she’d never got to finish school. I heard about how when Lydia was ten, she won some kind of scholarship or bursary for some high-end private school. She left the school – not because she found it difficult, Neve insists, but because she was bored. A decision she regretted, so in the last year, she’d studied for her school finals. Studying part-time around her shifts at the bar, so that she could apply for teacher training.

			And I know where Neve’s going with all this. She’s telling me Lydia Callin had plans. She’s telling me that Lydia was in control of her life. Moving forward. That she’d invested too much time in her future to walk away.

			Finally, she pauses, locks her eyes onto mine. ‘Please. I’ve waited all this time. I know something’s not right.’ She grasps a handful of her shirt. ‘I can feel it in my gut.’

			It’s not really our gig, missing persons. Or mispers of this kind. We have Dolan’s case on the boil because it’s of national interest. Unfair as that sounds. I know the public wouldn’t like it were they to look closely at what it takes to graduate from local plod investigating to the Bureau’s multi-system case management.

			But I know the feeling Neve describes. That feeling of unease that pulls in the gut like a servant’s bell demanding attention. Every detective knows that feeling.

			I turn to a fresh page in my notebook. Click the top of the pen again. ‘How about money problems or romantic relationships? Is there anyone new in her life? Boyfriends? Girlfriends? That kind of thing.’

			A quick shake of her head. ‘No money problems. I mean, she isn’t rolling in it, but she’s always been able to put down for rent.’

			I wait for her to answer the relationship question but she doesn’t. I think about asking her again, then decide that if I’m going to look into this case and Neve Jameson hasn’t given me information on her friend’s love life, something as Lydia’s flatmate she would know about, then she’ll not be giving the true version now. An interview isn’t always about harvesting information; sometimes it’s about the gaps. What people don’t tell you. What they avoid telling you. These are the strings you use to set out your tripwire when you next have the chats. When I ask her this question again, I want to have someone else’s version of events up my sleeve.

			Picking up the phone, I dial DI Paul Collins who answers with a polite, ‘Yes, Chief’. I can imagine the flush of colour making its way from his jaw to his hairline, the tuck of his chin as he draws it in above the collar of his shirt. Paul, in many ways, is the pan in the river, shaking dirt free from anything that looks to be of worth. He deals with the public – he reaches out and they reach in; there’s rarely a moment when he’s not murmuring down the phone, dealing with online queries or with the press.

			I tell him to contact Kilmainham station and see where they are on Lydia Callin.

			When I hang up, I catch a dark look on Neve’s face.

			‘Everything okay?’ I ask.

			She swallows down something.

			‘We’ll definitely look at this closely. Don’t worry,’ I say when she frowns.

			She looks at her hands, pushes her tongue against the inside of her cheek; a pout on her mouth. She reaches into her bag and produces a folded sheet of paper then flattens it on the desk. She tells me it’s a picture of herself and Lydia. They are arm in arm, their heads tipped towards one another, the smooth green flats of Phoenix Park stretched out behind them.

			‘This was taken over the summer,’ she says.

			I take the picture and place it to the side. ‘Thank you,’ I say, then close my notebook and push back from the desk, stand, signalling that it’s time for her to go. But she doesn’t move.

			‘Teddy Dolan,’ she says. ‘She knew him.’

			I sit back down, study her face for a few seconds then ask carefully: ‘Why didn’t you mention this sooner?’

			‘Because it’s not all about him,’ she says. ‘Why should it be?’

			I push a hand through my hair, massage the ache at the base of my skull. The petulant tone in her voice makes me think she’s lying. That she clapped eyes on Teddy Dolan’s picture on my wall and pulled out his name, like a rabbit out of a hat, so that the Bureau would take on her friend’s case. But desperate and all as Neve Jameson is for us to look into Lydia Callin’s disappearance, we’re more desperate for a lead on Teddy Dolan.

			‘The wrong information at the start of an investigation can really hinder a case further on down the line,’ I say, letting the warning sound clear in my voice. ‘If what you’re saying is not true, it won’t help your friend.’

			‘She knew him,’ she says. ‘She told me not to tell anyone.’

			‘They were together?’

			‘Together. Shagging. Whatever,’ she says, and I think, perhaps unfairly, how old she sounds. ‘He was using her.’

			‘Using?’

			‘She thought he was going to leave his wife for her.’ Her mouth twists.

			It was no secret that Dolan had a severe case of the wandering eye. We’d interviewed all the women we knew about, but this one slipped through the net somehow. Besides, it might not be the truth – God knows we’ve not been lucky with the fucking truth on the Dolan case.

			‘Is that so?’ I ask. ‘How long did they know each other?’

			And Neve gives a half-smile of satisfaction. She figures she’s got my attention now. And she figures right.

			 

			The moment Neve Jameson leaves my office, I run a search on her name. She comes up clean. Opening a browser on the internet, I click through her social media which is set to public, but she’s not a regular or big poster. The odd competition shared. A stream of birthday wishes last month. I scroll through her friend list, make a copy and print it out. Finding Lydia Callin among the names, I highlight it. Lydia’s page gives me nothing. Not even a friend list. Not a single photograph. She joined in 2008. The rest is set to private. I try a few other social media platforms and the same: all accounts locked.

			I pick up the phone, call out to the floor.

			‘Chief,’ Detective Steve Garvin answers.

			‘I need you to run some background on a Neve Jameson and a Lydia Callin. I’m forwarding you their details now.’

			‘Sure, is this in relation to the Dolan case?’ he replies.

			‘Possibly.’

			The sound of tapping comes down the line. ‘I’ve got a Lydia Callin here. Born April second 1991. Address: Cherry Tree Close. Ballyfermot. You want a search warrant for that address?’

			‘That and her flat on South Circular Road.’

			The tapping on the keyboard gathers momentum. Detective Garvin, Steve, stays on the tech side of our investigations and has the complexion to show for it. He and Emer Kelly transcribe for the rest of us the ones and zeros of the digital world. The computer footprint side of crime has never been something to blow the coals for me – evidence, psychology, faces are what keep me hungry. Computers. They’re not a fair playground. There was a time, not too long ago, it seems to me, when paper, hand-written statements, reports and in-your-hand evidence were all we had to deal with in crime but now the shape-shifting digital world takes precedence. Less paper to deal with but, in its place, we have the spectre of the faceless criminal. Or teams of them working silently against us. Invisible. And our tech team, led by Steve, with what looks to me like some kind of witchcraft, coaxes them forth. When it comes down to it, eventually, it all plays out in real life: the foe manifesting from the digital ether, flesh and blood. Because there is always flesh and blood behind it.

			I hear the crack of a can opening. Steve, like he’s warming up for a race, prepping with some sugary concoction for what will hopefully take us on to the next square of this investigation. Spreading the picture of the two women out on the desk, I study the gentle point of Lydia Callin’s chin. Shoulder length hair, smooth skin, her eyes glinting like pale stone from beneath dark lashes. She’s wearing a deep maroon scarf over a white T-shirt. A fashion accessory, rather than something to guard against the cold. The weather is good in the picture. Phoenix Park is an oasis of green spread out behind her and Neve. The trees are full. Even though Neve shares the same space, I have to make myself look at her; Lydia draws the eye. Not a beauty, but magnetic. Of the pair, she’s the only one looking directly into the camera. Neve’s gaze is on her friend’s face, a soft smile of what looks like pride or admiration curves around her mouth.

			Steve is giving me details on Lydia’s family but I’m only half-hearing him. I lift the picture from the desk, peer down into it. The reflection of cloud and blue sky is mirrored on the sunglasses perched on Lydia’s fringe, and just about visible, her earrings, long strands of silver that rest on the fabric of her scarf. And it dawns on me why I recognize her name.

			I pause, Steve’s voice drifting further away.

			‘Chief? Should we phone her dad first? Oh, there’s just her dad—’

			‘Hang on, Steve. I’ll call you back,’ I murmur and hang up.

			Reaching down, I open the bottom drawer of my desk. The red gloss of The Murder Box looks up at me. I take it out. Careful. Pushing notes, files and my keyboard aside, I place it on my desk. The overhead light glows gold on the red lid. I open it, remove the envelope of evidence contained within and turn the contents out on the desk, locating the hair strand and the bus ticket. And the silver earring. Taking up the picture of Lydia and Neve, I look from image to reality. The earring in the picture is identical to the one in the box. A match. Happy birthday to me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3 

			The team are huddled around the case board like half-starved children, ready to fill their bellies on what they hope will be the scraps of a lead in the Dolan case. Steve and I have taken photographs of the murder-mystery box contents and as we pin them up, there’s plenty of ‘I don’t believe it’ and ‘would you look at that’. I can hardly believe it myself, and there’s a good part of me thinking this is some far-fetched wind-up that’ll end up going viral online and taking my career with it. The chance that the earring is not Lydia’s at all, that this is some strange coincidence is there. But generally, I’m not one for believing in coincidence, especially when it comes to potential murder investigations.

			The box itself is on fast track to the labs. As soon as I realised what we could be dealing with, I phoned our lead scene-of-crime officer, Keith Hickey. Eager as the rest of the team to get a look at The Murder Box, he was here within twenty minutes. When he arrived to test the contents for blood, we crowded around him as if he were a magician about to perform a trick. Of course, Keith being Keith, nothing short of basking in our attention, straightened his white coat, lifted a hand and waved out at us as if we’d only turned up for him. Then he hooked a paper mask to his face, laid out his tools like a surgeon, donned his gloves and peered down at the earring.

			‘Now what do we have here?’ he murmured.

			On a good day, I work along with Keith grand, even though he’s got more confidence than a twenty-year-old lad hitting the dance floor after ten pints. On those days, I can tune out the banter, as he calls it, and appreciate the fact that he’s the best crime-scene investigator Dublin has, hands down.

			‘Just relax now, this can’t be rushed,’ he said, despite the fact he was doing nothing more than a simple Kastle–Meyer test on the post of the earring. I had to bite down on my tongue to prevent myself from telling him to get a fucking wriggle on.

			A swab of the earring and a series of drops from different bottles later, then the test was complete. The room fell silent as we watched the cotton tip in Keith’s gloved hand turn pink.

			‘That’s blood, alright,’ he said, holding up the result for us to see before taking a narrow tube from his kit and sliding the cotton swab inside. ‘Well, isn’t that a dark little box of tricks,’ he said to me. ‘You’ll be wanting to send a few SOCOs to the gaff, then?’

			I hesitated, unsure what path to go tramping down first. If the game was to be believed, then we’d a potential crime scene at the nightclub. A crime scene that was already a month old. There were no reports on our system and I’d have assumed the club owners would have called it in if they’d come across a body. But you never fucking know.

			‘Yes. Go out to their flat,’ I said. ‘And we may want you for the club later though.’

			‘No bother, I’ll get going with this now, get it seen to sharpish.’ He sealed the earring in a bag and labelled the contents. ‘A little birdie told me it’s your birthday.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well, happy birthday to you. How many candles is it then so?’ His small eyes flashed at me over his mask.

			‘Enough,’ I said. ‘Keep me posted with how you get on.’

			And he raised his hand to his forehead and gave me a mock salute. ‘I will indeed.’

			 

			Baz leans in to get a better look at the picture of the slide. The label on the case says myocardium. ‘That’s heart, isn’t it?’ he asks.

			‘Heart muscle,’ I answer.

			He takes a step back, looks over the case board. ‘Any hits between their phones. Between Lydia and Teddy?’

			‘Nope,’ says Steve.

			Steve has already taken over from me on the murder-mystery game’s website. His perverse wonder at what the box could mean, something to behold. I don’t think I could’ve handed him a better project. I’m just hoping whoever’s put this box together has underestimated our tech’s ability, although I’m mindful of not underestimating theirs. They’ve gotten this far. I know Baz is thinking that Neve Jameson pushed a connection with Dolan because she wanted us to take on her friend’s case, but if the contents of this box come back relating to Lydia Callin, then considering the breadth of planning that’s gone into putting it together, I won’t be crossing Dolan’s name off the list any time soon.

			‘Let’s get ourselves ready for when those results come in. Baz and I are going out to the Callin house now. Helen, liaise with Keith to take a team to the flat on South Circular Road. Full search of Lydia’s room.’

			‘Anything in particular we’re looking for?’ she asks.

			‘Any connection to Dolan. Signs that she wasn’t planning on leaving, seize any electronic devices. Whether any of the neighbours have CCTV, dashcams.’

			She makes notes, nods. ‘I’ll go to the nightclub after too, have a look at the bus route suggested in the murder-mystery box. Most of them have cameras now.’ She stands, gathers up her bag and coat.

			Detective Inspector Ryan Twoomey watches her go, then looks to me askance. ‘I could head out to Dolan’s place, ask the wife if she knew the victim?’

			Ryan’s a good midfielder but wants to be a striker. His eye never lifts from the next rung on the ladder. He’s consistent, but won’t push himself beyond what’s asked of him. He’s a move-it-along kind of bloke, not one to look too closely. In some ways, a good thing in a detective; in other ways, it can make you sloppy. Investigations are often solved on the details.

			I shake my head. ‘No, go out to the bar where she worked, The Hanamaran on Reuben Street near Earls Court. Take a uniform with you. Verify why she left there. Was there friction between her and any of the staff? Any relationships that we should know about and, crucially, when was the last time she saw or spoke to any of them?’

			He nods, removes his suit jacket from the back of his chair, shoves his mobile into his back pocket. ‘Yes, Ma’am,’ he says.

			Baz waits beside me. When they leave, he says, ‘Lookit. I’ve to pop out for an hour or two so don’t think I can head out to the Dolan house with you. Could you take Jack or Paul on this one?’

			‘Very funny,’ I say. There’s not a chance in hell that Baz would miss out on a lead like this. Taking out my phone, I double-check Lydia Callin’s family’s home address.

			When Baz doesn’t move, I look up from the screen. ‘You’re serious?’ And I notice that he’s dressed smarter than usual. His suit pressed into sharp creases down his arms and legs. His tie neat at his throat.

			‘Something’s come up and I have to deal with it now,’ he says.

			I wait for more but when it doesn’t come I look over his shoulder towards Jack. ‘You alright to come out to the Callins’?’

			‘Sure,’ Jack says.

			I look back towards Baz. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ I say to him and mean it. No one could ever accuse Baz of being slack when it comes to a case. ‘I’ll update you later.’

			‘Thanks,’ he says, a ghost of a smile, then he retreats to his office.

			 

			The Callin family home is situated in a wide rectangle of terraced houses named Cherry Tree Close. The houses, two-up two-downs, are varying shades of grey with the occasional red brick breaking up the colour scheme. In the middle of the close, is the council’s version of recreational amenities in the form of a green space. The grass is worn down in patches, a large puddle on one side, a blaze of sunshine captured on the surface. Not a cherry tree in sight.

			We’re parked near the Callin house. Jack is taking up too much space beside me, his coat falling over the handbrake, his thick hand clasping the fabric of the seat. He’s looking out the passenger window. Nerves coming off him like steam from piss. His eyes are fixed on the black carcass of a burned-out car that’s wedged at the opening of an alley on the other side of the green. There’s a swing set between it and us and a young fella is standing on one of the seats, holding the bar above, knees pumping the swing over and back. From the tip of his head, it’s clear he’s not lifted his eyes from us since I pulled up.

			‘Number eighteen,’ I say. Joe Callin, Lydia’s dad, is her only living relative. Helen’s summary of the family’s background was grim. Two brothers, one dead of an overdose seven years ago; six weeks later, the other dead after a motorbike accident. Mother also deceased. Mr Callin is not a stranger to opening the door to a guard bearing bad news.

			I push out of the car. A quick look over at your man on the swing. He’s stopped, now balanced on the seat and peering over at us.

			Clancy huffs out of the passenger side. ‘We’ll have no bloody wheels by the time we get out again.’

			‘Should perhaps throw a few coins this direction next time you’re signing off the budget,’ I reply. I click the lock and walk towards the house. Stepping over a discarded toy car, I make my way up the short path that leads to the Callin door.

			Jack catches up, pulling his collar around his throat and breathing with the tightness of someone worried they’ll catch something.

			‘When was the last time you did one of these?’ I ask.

			He sniffs. ‘I’m not above dealing with the public,’ he says, scanning the flat-faced houses around us. ‘Just be careful around the Dolan case. You say anything about that and it’ll be in the papers first thing.’ He means our commissioner doesn’t want her nephew associated with a young woman’s disappearance. It’s good to be reminded that the law can be choosy about who they go after.

			The doorbell triggers a series of barks from inside.

			‘Alright. Alright,’ comes a male voice. The barking stops and we see the shadow of a man approach on the other side of the glass pane.

			‘Who is it?’

			‘Mr Callin?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘It’s the Gardaí. I’m Detective Frankie Sheehan and I’m with Jack Clancy. We wanted to ask you a few questions about your daughter?’

			The door opens a fraction and he holds out a hand for my badge. I hand it over, he traces an index finger over the bottom.

			‘Come in,’ he says and reaches down to give the collar of a golden retriever a tug backwards. ‘Don’t mind him. Bark’s worse than his bite.’

			We step inside the hallway. Joe Callin is not a tall man. A stomach as proud and round as a mother-to-be’s strains against the pale cream of his shirt. He’s ruddy-faced and clean shaven, a few wisps of hair combed into obedience over his skull.

			‘Is Lydia okay?’ He pushes a pair of tinted glasses back up his nose.

			‘Let’s go in, have a seat,’ I say.

			We follow Mr Callin down a short hallway. The house is warm, homely. Plenty of framed pictures on the wall. Baby photos, school photos, wedding. A picture of a young man standing next to a motorbike, helmet tucked beneath his arm, a possessive hand on the seat. Lydia poses in her school uniform in one. Her smile is of a wideness gifted only to the youth, the two rows of her small teeth pressed together. I can almost hear the word cheese.

			The dog circles behind us.

			Jack asks: ‘What’s the dog’s name?’

			‘Charlie. Supposed to be a guide dog to help me get around, you know,’ he points to his eyes. ‘Useless, would walk me into a brick wall in the pursuit of a pat on the head. But we get by,’ he says, ruffling Charlie’s ears.

			He leads us into the kitchen where, up along the doorframe, there’s a series of lines drawn in pencil, a scrawl beside each one. I know that if I looked closer, I’d find Lydia’s and her brothers’ names there, aged four or maybe six, their height recorded proudly. My dad used to do the same thing for my brother Justin and me. Every Christmas, we’d press our backs to the wall, chins tipped up as far as they’d go and my dad would pluck the pencil from his ear and declare us growing like weeds. The image gets me full in the throat, drives home why we’re here.

			‘Make yourselves comfortable,’ Mr Callin says. He points to a round table pushed up against the inside wall, then lifts the kettle from its stand. ‘Tea?’

			‘That’d be lovely,’ I say, just as Jack declines.

			The washing machine trembles to a spin beneath the worktop.

			Joe laughs. ‘One of youse is eager to go.’ He gives up on the tea, faces us and folding his arms over the top of his stomach, he leans against the sink. Charlie, sensing a change in mood, settles under the table. ‘So what’s this about?’

			It’s a little jab of a question but I know what it’s taken to ask it. No one wants to be on the other side of the answer to that one. Joe Callin especially. I can see him bracing himself for the answer: his shoulders come up, his chin draws in.

			‘Mr Callin,’ I say. ‘One of your daughter’s friends contacted us this morning, her flatmate, Neve Jameson?’ I give a pause here for him to acknowledge the name but it doesn’t register on his face. ‘She says she’s not seen Lydia for nearly a month. We were hoping you could tell us where she might be.’

			His arms tighten atop his stomach. ‘I haven’t seen her. She came round for a few hours, must be – what date are we now?’

			‘It’s the ninth of September.’

			‘Would be . . . God now, it’d be over a month ago,’ and a tiny flash of pain moves across his face. ‘It was a Sunday. I did a roast. We had dinner together, watched the TV. God, is it that long ago?’

			‘Have you talked since then, on the phone, text?’

			‘I don’t text, just find with being a bit poor-sighted I can’t get on with it. And if we need or want to talk, she’d call round or phone on the landline. I think she might’ve phoned that week. I’ve always been one for company over chatter myself. Lydia has a bit of that too.’ The washing machine kicks up a gear and he reaches back, holds a ceramic tea caddy in place to stop it skipping across the counter. ‘Is Lydia okay?’

			‘We are concerned about her,’ I admit. ‘Is there anywhere she might go, if she wanted to escape or needed some time on her own?’

			A shake of his head. ‘She always comes here. It’s only us since her brothers passed. Have you tried her work?’

			‘We had her down as working at The Hanamaran pub up until August the second?’

			‘Yeah. She was planning on leaving, but she got on well with the staff. She told me they’d sometimes get a takeaway together after a shift. She could be with one of them.’

			‘That’s good to know. We can check that out. Do you know if there was a reason for her leaving her job?’

			‘She got herself a position in one of the colleges for teaching. When she called round, she needed a few bob to see her over which I was always happy to give. She doesn’t ask for much, never has. Do you want me to try her phone? She might answer to me?’

			‘Maybe in a moment. When she visited last, how did she seem? Happy, depressed?’

			He frowns, thinking. ‘She seemed grand. As I said she wouldn’t be one for burning your ears off but there was nothing on her mind. She often tells me if things are worrying her. If anything, she was excited about starting teacher training, her grant was in place, she had it all organized.’

			‘It sounds like you two are close?’

			‘We are. They say that about fathers and daughters. When she was born, I wasn’t much sure what to do with her. After two boys, I guess I just panicked about stupid stuff, like I wouldn’t get what she was into or know what to do with her hair.’ He shakes his head, ‘But she was the easiest child. Full of warmth and kindness. A smile that’d turn a day around.’ The colour in his face deepens. I can see the muscles in his throat working, trying to batten down emotion. He gives a quick, sniffling inhale, then asks: ‘Should I try her phone now?’

			Jack gives a nod. ‘That’d be good, Mr Callin.’

			Using the worktop as a guide, he shuffles out of the room.

			A few moments later, we hear his voice coming through the thin walls. ‘Lydia, love, it’s your dad. Just wanting to know you’re alright.’

			Understanding the loss Lydia has experienced in her life, it’s not all that surprising that she didn’t share that past with her flatmate. People are weird about death. I’ve no doubt that were we to ask any of the Callins’ neighbours about what kind of people they were, they’d lead with the tragedy first. No judgement on that – it’s the kind of story that puts a groove so deep in the landscape of a person’s life, how would you not mention it? Reading between the lines about who Lydia was seeing and what shape her social life was in, her career plans, I can see why she’d hold that part of herself back, if only to feel a little lightness for a while.

			Jack gets up while we wait, takes his time looking around the kitchen, leans towards the photos on the windowsill. Charlie remains under the table, his shaggy tail thumping beats out on the linoleum floor.
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