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PROLOGUE
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Carline was eating watermelon and pancakes in Laila Barrett’s kitchen when she heard about her father’s death. They were on a playdate – though at twelve Carline and Laila thought they were too old to have their social lives arranged for them. It was one of the few things they agreed on. Laila’s au pair Alice was watching the news on the television. A blonde journalist in a ski jacket and a hat spoke directly to the camera.


‘Eoghan Darcy, son of John Darcy and heir to the multinational pharmaceutical company Darcy Therapeutics, was killed yesterday in an avalanche. Mr Darcy was skiing with a small group of friends in the Glacier du Pisaillas area of the Val d’Isère resort. The glacier had been closed due to avalanche risk. There were no survivors.’


Carline swallowed and put her fork down. On the TV the journalist gestured towards a distant mountain that was all but obscured by falling snow. She was still speaking, but Carline couldn’t hear the words through a sudden roaring in her ears. Alice stood up, fumbled with the remote control, pressing buttons until the screen changed to show a soccer match, then pressing again until the screen finally went black. They sat for a moment in frozen silence. Carline closed her eyes. The roaring in her ears faded, and she could hear her own breathing, the distant sounds of traffic, the spatter of rain on the window panes.


‘My dad isn’t dead,’ she said. But when she opened her eyes and looked straight at Alice, Alice just looked afraid. Laila was staring at her, eyes wide and mouth slightly open, as if it were her father the journalist had been talking about. As if she didn’t have a mother and a father safe somewhere in the city, along with two older sisters, and a younger brother who was right at that moment playing in the other room. Laila didn’t even want Carline there. She’d told Carline that herself. Her mother had made her ask Carline over and she had been angry because she’d really wanted to ask Aoife.


‘I want to go home,’ Carline said. ‘Please can I go home now?’


Carline and Laila waited in the front room for Marie to pick her up. It seemed to take a long time.


‘I’m sorry about your dad,’ Laila said eventually.


Carline shook her head.


‘You can cry if you want to,’ Laila said.


Carline stared straight ahead and after a while Laila got up and left the room. Carline sat as still as she could on the couch, as if by staying quiet she could keep the dark thoughts at bay. Her father couldn’t be dead. Maybe he had been knocked down the mountain by the avalanche. Maybe he was lost somewhere and they hadn’t found him yet. Or he could be unconscious in a hospital and the doctors didn’t know who he was. Yet one thought forced its way into her head, crowding everything else out. They wouldn’t have said it on the television if it wasn’t true, would they? Carline leaned forward and pushed the palms of her hands into her eyes. She pushed hard, but the tears came anyway.


Marie got to the house at six o’clock. She said it was traffic. Traffic was terrible. She gave Carline a long hug and kept her arm about her all the way to the car and when they got back to the house, she made them both tea. Then they sat together at the big table in the kitchen.


‘I’m so sorry that you had to find out that way. From the news,’ Marie said. ‘I didn’t know, you see. No one called me to tell me.’


Carline looked at her plate. ‘Do you think he’s really dead?’ she asked. ‘Not just missing?’


Marie put her hand on Carline’s and squeezed. And then she told Carline that there was no doubt. That her father had been carrying a geolocator, and his body had been found. The avalanche was just too big. Once it started none of them had a chance, but it would have been very quick, and her father wouldn’t have suffered.


Carline thought about what her father must have felt when he saw the tsunami of snow barrelling towards him, felt its brutal weight bearing him down, burying him. And then the realisation that he was under the snow, the panic as he tried to claw his way out. The cold, the snow in his mouth and then his lungs. Suddenly her own breathing felt constricted. She opened her mouth, took a single gasping breath, then another. Tears burned in her eyes. She wrapped her arms around her body and found that she was rocking herself and crying, feeling like she might never be able to stop. Marie came around the table and hugged her hard, and they sat together like that until her tears ran dry.


That night Carline’s sleep was broken. The shadows in her bedroom were unfriendly. It was cold and she needed her quilt for warmth but the weight of it troubled her. For much of the night she lay, dry eyed and staring at the ceiling, thinking about her dad. He loved to ski. He loved to drive fast cars and he loved to travel. Work hard, play hard. That’s what he said when he ruffled her hair as he left for another trip, left her with Marie or the au pair before Marie or the one before that. Why couldn’t he just have stayed home? All night long Carline thought about what she could have done to prevent him from leaving, and it was only when the sun came up that she realised how stupid she had been. All through the night she had thought about her father and never once about what would happen next. But she should have. She should have been thinking about that because she was only twelve, and that meant she had to live with someone until she grew up. And there weren’t very many options.


She needed to do something before it was too late. She got up and went to the bathroom. She brushed her teeth extra carefully, tied her hair neatly in a French plait, and dressed in a clean pair of jeans and a bright blue jumper that her father had once said brought out her eyes. Then she found her best coat and boots, put them on, and let herself quietly out of the back door.


Once, Carline had watched a movie about a girl whose parents had decided to divorce. The girl loved her parents and was determined to stop them. She did all sorts of crazy things to try to keep them together, to make them realise that they still loved each other. In the end they didn’t get back together but they did become friends again and the girl was sad but accepting. Nothing about the scenario had been familiar to Carline. For starters, her parents had never lived together. Carline had always lived with her father in Dublin, and her mother, Evangeline, had always lived in Monaco. Carline saw Evangeline only twice a year, when they would have afternoon tea in Evangeline’s rented suite at the Shelbourne hotel. Visits always started with a stiff hug and a kiss on the cheek. Afternoon tea would always come with a bottle of champagne. Evangeline would ask Carline questions, but her eyes would be on Carline’s father. And then the bottle of champagne would be gone and maybe another one would follow, or there would be too many trips to the bathroom and the atmosphere in the room would become more dangerous. Then there would be more hugs, and kisses that were too wet, and after that the anger would come with shouting and horrible, horrible words. Carline had never for a moment wanted her parents to live together. She’d felt nothing but relief each time her father stood, took her hand, and told her it was time to go.


The train from Blackrock to Dalkey took exactly fourteen minutes. Carline usually liked taking the Dart. She liked to look at the people, and at the sea, even when it was a grey day and the sea looked sulky and dangerous. But that day she could not look at the water, because the waves made her think of a wall of snow bearing down, and she could not look at the people because she felt as if she were wide open, and they could see her all the way through. So she looked down at her feet, and told herself not to think about anything at all.


She got off the train in Dalkey and walked straight out towards the Vico Road. Her grandfather lived in a house on the top of a cliff overlooking the ocean. She’d never been in the house, but she knew where it was. She followed the Ardeevin Road. It was very pretty. The road was narrow, but it had a footpath that she could walk on and there were nice houses and lots of trees. It was good to have a few minutes to think, to try to plan what she might say. Most important of all, she knew, was that she mustn’t cry. Her grandfather wouldn’t like it. The road climbed as it curved, bringing her higher and higher, and when she was halfway there the view opened out and she could see a vast expanse of ocean spread out far beneath her. From her position high on the cliff road the water was different. At this distance the waves were muted, the water seemed still, and she felt safe.


Her grandfather’s house was hidden behind high, cut-stone walls and protected by ornate wrought-iron gates. There was an intercom button on the right-hand gate post and Carline pressed the button firmly and waited. After a moment there was an answering buzz and a woman’s voice said, ‘Yes?’


‘I’m Carline Darcy.’ Carline made her voice as strong as she could. ‘I’d like to speak to my grandfather.’


There was an uncomfortably long pause, then a buzz and the gate swung open. Carline walked through and down the drive towards the house. A woman opened the door. She had a nice face. She had grey hair, tied back, and was a bit thin. For a moment Carline wondered if this was the grandmother she had never met, and then she dismissed the idea. The woman looked nervous, perhaps, but not hostile.


‘Could I see him, please?’ Carline said, and this time her voice caught a little. She cleared her throat, straightened her shoulders.


‘Your grandfather isn’t here at the moment. Is he expecting you?’


Carline shook her head, and the woman pressed her lips together.


‘I’ll call him,’ she said. ‘I’ll let him know you’re here.’


Carline waited in the dining room for quite a long time. The room was at the front of the house so there was no view of the sea. The windows looked out instead on a small courtyard garden, its shrubs and ornamental trees a little ragged in the winter sunshine. There were twelve chairs around the long dining table, and an empty fireplace. The heating was turned off and it was cold, so Carline kept her coat on and put her hands in her pockets. She took them out again and sat up straighter when she heard her grandfather’s car pull up, then his voice in the hall. He came in after a few minutes, leaving the door open behind him. He sat down in the chair opposite her and regarded her without warmth or affection. They had met only a handful of times, always at her father’s insistence. Carline’s grandmother had refused those meetings, her grandfather had attended only under duress. She wished that he didn’t look so much like her father.


‘Well?’ he said.


Carline opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. His eyes were on her. After a minute he let out a sigh and looked at his watch.


‘I would like not to live with my mother, please,’ Carline said, and if her voice was scratchy there were no tears at least. She clenched her fists under the table. ‘I would like very much to live in my own house with Marie, or with another au pair if Marie has to go home.’


‘I see,’ said her grandfather. ‘And why don’t you want to live with your mother?’


Carline closed her eyes. She had to, to get the words out. ‘She doesn’t like me,’ she said, then shook her head. That wasn’t it. It was true, but it wasn’t what she had come here to say. She swallowed, forced herself to speak again. ‘I’m afraid of her.’


Carline’s grandfather said nothing. Carline heard the front door open, heard Marie’s voice, loud and worried. Her eyes felt as heavy as bricks as she forced herself to raise them up and meet her grandfather’s cold gaze. His eyes were paler than her father’s, pale blue ice chips that looked right through her.


‘Very well,’ he said.


Marie brought Carline home. They stopped along the way to buy takeout for lunch. Carline waited in the car. She felt so strange, sort of shaky and achy and she wanted to cry again but to laugh as well. They brought their lunch home and ate it in the kitchen with the television on and then Carline got sick in the bathroom. Three days later they went to her father’s funeral.


And after the funeral her mother came for her.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Carrie O’Halloran’s phone stayed stubbornly silent. She’d expected a call from Ciarán so the girls could say goodnight. When that hadn’t happened, she’d held out for a post-bedtime update. Nine o’clock came and went and her phone screen remained dark. She could have called him, she knew that, but she didn’t have the energy for another one of those conversations. Instead she put her phone in the drawer and turned again to the mound of paper on her desk.


The case she was working on needed all her attention. It should have been a slam dunk – Rob Henderson had been caught red-handed – but the case showed distressing signs of slipping out of her control. She couldn’t allow that to happen. Carrie had interviewed Lucy Henderson but had failed to make a connection. Now she was reviewing the statements of colleagues and extended family members, looking for the lever she could use to open Lucy up to the fact that her husband was a murderous bastard.


An hour passed before Carrie put her pen down and sat back from her desk. She took her phone from the drawer and woke the screen. No messages, no missed calls. Damnit. She didn’t want to go home. The girls would be asleep, the kitchen a tip, and Ciarán pissed off and sulking. It would be easier to just go down to the basement, find an empty cell, and sleep there. She’d have to be back by six the next day anyway if she was going to finish her Henderson prep on time.


Carrie shut down her computer, stood, and took her jacket from the back of her chair. She looked around. There were plenty of occupied desks, but nobody else in the room had started their shift at seven that morning. Fuck’s sake. It would be one thing if it was a one-off, but it had been like this for months. When she’d made sergeant she’d been thrilled at the thought of managing her own time. She would report to Murphy, yes, but looked forward to the broad autonomy sergeants had to run their own cases and to manage the gardaí reporting to them. The reality was nowadays she had less control than ever. As a uniformed garda she’d been able to go in, work her shift, and go home. There was always someone to take her place. She’d worked overtime, but only as needed, and in this day and age of budget cuts, as needed was a rare thing. Now she was one of only three sergeants working out of Mill Street Garda Station, and she never went home because if she did the work would never get done.


Carrie walked out of the room, along the corridor to the stairs, started down, then stopped. She’d started to dread going home, and dread going to work. This was bullshit. This was not who she was. How long was she going to let this go on before she tackled it? Carrie stood on the stairs and thought about Mel Hackett on holiday in the south of France, about Cormac Reilly walking out of the station at six o’clock, as he had every day this week. She turned on her heel and made for the Superintendent’s office. Murphy wouldn’t usually be in the station this late, preferring to leave the long shifts and antisocial hours to his juniors, but she knew he was there. He’d been at meetings in Dublin all day and had come directly to the station on his return to Galway. She knocked on his door.


‘A moment, sir?’


Brian Murphy was engrossed in whatever was on his computer screen. His mouse hand clicked twice before he looked up. It was after hours; he was probably posting on triathletenow.com again. Not for the first time, Carrie tried to think of a way to drop a hint that Murphy’s posts weren’t as anonymous as he thought. Somehow, someone in vice had found out his user handle, and it was now known across the station. The night that TopCopTriGuy had engaged in a detailed discussion of haemorrhoid problems in older cyclists had resulted in station-wide hilarity, and the placing of cushions on meeting room chairs whenever Murphy was likely to appear. He couldn’t possibly be as oblivious as he seemed, could he?


He gestured to her to take a seat. ‘I’ve read your report on the Henderson case. Where are we with the assessment?’


Within an hour of being taken into custody, Rob Henderson had adopted an escalating pattern of behaviour that indicated either a serious mental illness, or exceptional acting skills. He was currently in the Central Mental Hospital in Dublin, undergoing assessment.


‘Nothing formal yet, that will take a few more days, but I’ve been pushing, and I get the impression that they don’t know what to make of him yet. Personally, I think it’s all bullshit. He’s faking.’


‘And the wife?’


‘Still in denial. I’ve a meeting with her again tomorrow. I’m going to push her harder this time.’


‘Update me afterwards,’ Murphy said. ‘Let me know if you make any progress.’


Carrie nodded. She would have done so without the request. The case was high profile, and Murphy had been all over it from the beginning. He looked at her expectantly, waiting for more. She hesitated, almost let it go.


‘Sir, I’ve got too much on,’ Carrie blurted. ‘Too many cases, I mean.’


Murphy started tapping the desk with his index finger, never a good sign.


‘I’ve six active cases. Seven more going to court within the next few months.’ Meanwhile Mel Hackett had what, two? Three max. And Reilly nothing current at all. ‘It’s not sustainable. If I keep working like this I’ll make mistakes.’


‘It’s not a nine-to-five job, Carrie. I made that clear to you when I offered you the promotion.’


She ignored that, going straight to what she knew would motivate him. ‘I’ve had a look at the stats. Our timeframe to clearance is running long. And we’ve two missing persons not yet traced.’ Stats were a regular and contentious point of discussion at the station. The Commissioner had set a zero target for untraced missing persons that year and hitting that target would be top of Murphy’s priority list.


Murphy leaned back in his chair. ‘Hackett is due back next week,’ he said. ‘We’ll sit down then and do a case review, see what can be redistributed.’


‘Sir, I talked to Mel before she went on holiday. She’s positive she doesn’t have the capacity to take on anything more.’ Which was bollox, but that was beside the point.


Murphy rubbed his jaw, compressed his lips, and said nothing.


‘Cormac Reilly …’ Carrie started.


‘Reilly is fully engaged,’ Murphy said. ‘He’s caught up in a cold case review that takes all of his time.’


Carrie made no attempt to hide her frustration. ‘Christ sir, when do you want me to get it done? In my sleep?’


‘This is the job, Carrie.’


‘Sir, what I’m telling you is that you’ve got three sergeants working for you, and the least experienced of them is doing seventy per cent of the work load.’ Because Hackett was an old hand at managing the system, and Cormac Reilly wasn’t let near anything that looked like a real case. ‘Reilly is a bloody good detective,’ Carrie continued. ‘I’ve heard about some of the cases he’s run and won. We’re lucky to have him. And it’s madness to keep him working pissy little cold cases that aren’t going to go anywhere. You need to put him on active cases, or replace him with someone you can use.’ Carrie stopped, waited for Murphy to show her the door.


‘One of those pissy little cold cases, as you so colourfully call them, has resulted in a major arrest.’


‘That’s one case,’ Carrie said quickly, hiding her relief. ‘And it’s all but put to bed.’


There was a long pause, during which the last few police in the building could be heard talking loudly about pints and weekend plans. It was all so bloody stupid. Did he really think that Reilly would throw in the towel if he was frozen out for long enough? He was a career cop, it was in his DNA. Reilly was going nowhere, unless of course he transferred back to Dublin. He might already have done that if it wasn’t for the girlfriend. Partner. Whatever.


‘It wasn’t his fault, sir. The shooting.’


‘I never suggested it was.’


Carrie hesitated. The part of her that was interested in self-preservation and career advancement wanted her to shut up. The part of her that was desperate for a weekend off, some time with her kids, and at least a chance of saving her marriage, said to press on. The little bit of her that believed Cormac Reilly had been treated unfairly tipped the balance.


‘It’s not going to work,’ Carrie said quietly. ‘He’s not going to go anywhere, and people are talking. It’s been over a year. The uniforms aren’t stupid. They know about his previous success rate. Internal affairs cleared him in the shooting case, on paper he’s back on active duty, but in practice he gets nothing. They’re asking why. They’re saying there’s no smoke without fire. Sooner or later Reilly will have to do something. What if he calls in the union? Or worse, a lawyer?’


‘If you’re suggesting that Cormac Reilly has been treated unfavourably because of what happened last year, O’Halloran, you’re out of line. Reilly gets his cases in rotation like everyone else.’


Carrie said nothing more, waited. Let the lie hang in the air between them. She looked at Murphy, caught his gaze and held it.


He was the first to look away. When he spoke it was very quietly. ‘You’re sure about this, Carrie? There’s no going back.’


She hesitated. ‘I’m sure.’


Without looking at her he turned to his computer screen, moved and clicked his mouse. Read something that Carrie couldn’t see.


‘Give Reilly the Durkan case.’ Another click of the keys. ‘Nesbitt too.’ A pause. ‘And give him Henderson.’


Carrie had been on the point of smiling in relief, but at Murphy’s last word she froze, opened her mouth to protest. ‘Sir, I …’


‘I read the transcript of your last interview with Lucy Henderson. You’re not getting anywhere with her. Let Reilly see where he can take it. She strikes me as the type who’d respond better to a man.’


His tone made it clear that the meeting was at an end.


Shit.


‘Thank you, sir.’ She waited, but he didn’t react. She had reached the door when he spoke again.


‘O’Halloran. I hope this isn’t a mistake.’ His tone was pointed, his expression distant, and the message was clear. Carrie had been granted a favour, and that favour had been noted in his little book of services owed and given. He would call it in too. He always did.


‘Yes sir.’


Cormac was surprised, but not unpleasantly so, to receive a text message from Carrie O’Halloran asking if he was free for a quick drink. He was in town anyway, as it happened, having a pint and waiting for Emma. He texted Carrie back, ordering himself another drink and a glass of red for her while he waited.


He liked Carrie. She was a good cop, a good sergeant, and he trusted her. The year before, when an investigation had led Cormac to a violent confrontation with a colleague, Carrie had done what she could to ensure that the powers that be didn’t scapegoat him. Since then they’d had coffee or lunch together a handful of times, but they weren’t on the kind of terms that included Friday night drinks. Something must be up.


She arrived five minutes later, made her way through the bar and found him in his corner booth. He watched her as she approached, noted the signs of tiredness around her eyes. She was still wearing the tailored pants and jacket he’d seen her in earlier that day. She clocked the wine as soon as she sat down.


‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘But I should probably have coffee.’ Still, she reached out and picked up the glass, took a sip. ‘I haven’t been home before ten o’clock any night this week. I worked the last two weekends and worked three last month. I’m overloaded. I’ve spoken to Murphy and he’s told me to transfer some cases to you.’


Cormac nodded slowly. ‘That makes sense,’ he said. He couldn’t quite read her – had she wanted this? ‘Which cases?’


‘Durkan. Nesbitt. And Henderson.’


‘Right.’ The first two he’d heard nothing about, assumed were standard fare. But the Henderson case. He’d heard enough about it to know she’d been working it passionately. It was almost certainly the case that had kept her at the station all hours for the past week.


‘Henderson,’ Cormac said. ‘Are you all right about that?’


‘No,’ she said baldly. She sipped her wine, then turned to him. ‘Murphy wasn’t too pleased with me putting him under pressure. I gave him an earful about you working cold cases. Said he needed to shit or get off the pot. Well, not in so many words.’


‘And Henderson was his way of saying …’


‘His way of saying thank you, yes.’ She put her glass down on the table. ‘It’s an important case to get right,’ she said, and he could tell that she was picking her words carefully. ‘Lucy Henderson is a hard read.’


‘Right,’ Cormac said. He took a drink from his pint, buying time. He wanted the case. If he was honest with himself he knew he was desperate for it, desperate for the challenge. But getting it like this was not ideal – picking up something that already had someone else’s fingerprints all over it, someone else’s method, particularly when that someone resented handing it over.


‘Let’s talk to Murphy on Monday. Decide which cases are at a good stage to unload. You keep Henderson. I’ll take whatever you think you should pass over. If we present Murphy with a fait accompli he’ll have to take it.’


She looked surprised, then considering, then reluctantly shook her head. Took a longer sip from her wine. ‘He’s right, though I hate to admit it. I’ve made no progress with the wife. She might respond better to you. And the hearing will almost certainly clash with one of my other cases. I think you’re going to have to take it.’ She still looked tired but some of the tension had gone from her voice. ‘There’s an interview tomorrow morning, which is why I needed to catch you tonight.’


Cormac sat back. ‘Carrie, I’ve no wish to fall out with you.’


She waved him off. ‘No. Sorry. It’s me. I was a bit pissed off, but that’s just the tiredness speaking. I should go home. Get some sleep.’ She made no move to stand.


A phone vibrated against the table and they both looked down. Cormac picked it up.


‘That’s Emma. It’s too late for dinner but we can order a bite at the bar. Why don’t you hang on? Have something to eat before you drive home.’ Before Carrie could respond, Cormac answered the call. ‘Em? You finished? I’m in Buskers. The back bar.’ The half-smile on Cormac’s face dropped away, and he stood, putting a hand to his ear to block the noise of the bar. He locked eyes with Carrie.


‘Where are you? Emma. Stop. Take a breath.’ Cormac’s face was tense but his tone was very controlled. ‘Tell me where you are.’


And then he was moving.




CHAPTER TWO
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Cormac stalked up Kirwan’s Lane. When he reached Cross Street he broke into a run, making for the taxi rank, aware that Carrie was a step behind him. He opened the door of the closest car, pulled out his ID and flashed it at the driver.


‘I want the university. The chapel car park. Take Presentation Road and let’s get there fast, okay?’ He took the passenger seat, and Carrie, asking no questions, sat in the back. The driver, a twenty-something with acne scars on his cheeks, just shrugged.


‘You’re the boss.’ Then he pulled out, and drove carefully, keeping just under the speed limit, down Bridge Street and on to Presentation Road.


‘What is it?’ Carrie asked. ‘Is Emma all right?’


‘I’m not sure,’ Cormac said shortly. ‘She’s upset, but she said she’s okay.’ He glanced at the driver, who was listening with interest to the conversation. ‘I’ll fill you in when we get there,’ he said to Carrie, then turned to the driver. ‘Can you pick up the pace?’


The driver shook his head. ‘It’s a fifty zone here. Worth my licence to go over.’


Cormac was already regretting the taxi. He should have run the extra couple of hundred metres to the station and had a uniform drive them in a marked car with lights and siren.


‘Look, just drive, all right? This is garda business.’


Mr Conscientious didn’t need to be told twice. He grinned and put his foot to the floor, accelerated up to 70, then 80. He

took the lights at University Road very late, then ran straight through a pedestrian crossing flashing amber. Cormac said nothing, just gritted his teeth.


They turned off onto Distillery Road. It was a narrow road flanked by 1960s houses that had once been homes, all long bought up by the university for use as offices and tutorial rooms. You could follow Distillery Road down to the river, which was where the private laboratories were located, or you could take a sharp right that would lead you past the university chapel and onward to the entrances to the library, the larger university canteen and coffee shop, and the concourse. Cormac knew the campus well. Over the past year, and in stark contrast to how things had been in Dublin, he’d had more than enough time to drive out and meet Emma regularly for lunch.


‘Slow down,’ Cormac said. ‘I want you to stop at the corner.’ He put his hand on the driver’s shoulder and squeezed, making sure that the message was heard. The driver hit the brakes hard, and Cormac had his door open before the car came to a complete halt. He saw Emma’s car straightaway. It was parked in the middle of the road, hazards flashing, blocking the way. As he approached, the driver’s door opened and Emma stepped out. She walked towards him, hands pushed deep into her cardigan pockets.


‘Are you hurt? What’s happened?’ Cormac reached out for her, ran his hands from her shoulders to her elbows and back. She was shivering. It could be shock. Christ, this was all she needed.


‘I’m fine. I’m fine, Corm. It’s not me.’


Carrie joined them. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.


Emma nodded, and took a step back, out of reach. It was late, after eleven o’clock now, and the moon was hidden by heavy, low-hanging cloud. The distant streetlamps cast only an orange-tinged suggestion of light, and Emma’s features were smudged, indistinct in the darkness.


‘I found a body. A girl. Someone’s killed her. I think she was hit by a car.’


Cormac wanted to reach out to Emma again, but with the barest shake of her head she asked him not to. She was just about holding it together, maybe, and anything more from him might send her over the edge. Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. She’d been doing so well.


‘Emma, we haven’t met. I’m Carrie O’Halloran. I work with Cormac.’ Carrie’s voice was professional, calm, in control. ‘Can you bring me to this girl? Are you sure that she’s dead?’


‘Yes.’ Emma gave another hard shiver. ‘Yes. She has to be dead. You’ll understand when you see her.’


‘Okay Em,’ Cormac said. ‘Show us where, all right?’ He glanced at Carrie and opened his mouth to ask her to call an ambulance, but she was ahead of him, already dialling.


Emma led the way down the narrow road. The road was flanked on the left-hand side by trees and on the right by a footpath which bounded the chapel car park, and beyond that the chapel itself. The only streetlamps were on the far side of the car park, away from the road, and the rest of the campus seemed to be in darkness. There should have been a glow of lights from the library. The car park was all but empty – he counted only three cars, which struck him as odd. Wasn’t it exam season? Shouldn’t they all be studying late?


Emma, her arms tightly crossed and her shoulders a little hunched, led them about fifteen metres towards the library, then came to a stop. Cormac could just make out a crumpled heap on the road.


‘She’s there,’ Emma said.


‘Stay here.’ Cormac looked at her to make sure she wasn’t going to argue, waited for her nod. Then he walked carefully onward, conscious that if this was a crime scene he risked contaminating evidence, but aware that he had little choice. He needed to confirm that the woman was dead. The light was so poor that he was nearly on the body before he could distinguish shape from shadow, and could make out the pool of blood, mahogany dark, spread out from a spill of long blond hair. He took his phone from his pocket, shone the light on the scene. A woman, arms thrown back, a tyre print in cherry red painted across a white T-shirt, worn under a cardigan that had fallen open. Cormac took another step closer. The girl’s chest was crushed, her pelvis twisted. And her face. Christ. There was nothing left but an open sore of blood and flesh. A gleam of white in the darkness that could be bone or tooth. Cormac swallowed, took a final careful step closer, and pressed two fingers to her neck. No pulse. Her skin was soft, and held a hint of warmth.


‘She is dead, isn’t she?’


Emma stood behind him on the footpath. Carrie was somewhere in the darkness, making phone calls. Cormac went to Emma, hugged her for a long moment, until she began to disentangle herself. He let her go, but walked her back along the footpath, away from the body.


‘What happened?’ he asked.


‘I was working at home all day. I only came in to check on something in the lab.’ Another shudder racked her body. ‘I saw her on the road as soon as I turned the corner. I didn’t know it was a person until I was closer, and then I thought she might be drunk. It was only when I got out of the car that I saw all the blood.’


‘You got out of the car?’ Cormac asked. ‘You got close?’ Emma just nodded, her eyes hooded, and put trembling fingers to her mouth. ‘Her poor face. Jesus.’


Cormac cursed inwardly. The fact that she’d gotten close to the body meant that her involvement in the case, at least to some degree, was now inevitable. To a different person a couple of police interviews, necessary to rule her out as a suspect, would be no big deal. For Emma it might bring back memories that were better forgotten.


‘You didn’t see anyone else?’ Cormac asked. ‘A car? Any pedestrians?’


Emma shook her head, looked around the car park. ‘It’s so quiet. Much quieter than usual. The library should be open. It’s open twenty-four hours at this time of year. Why are all the lights off? Where is everyone?’


The faint sound of a siren came to them, far away but coming closer. Cormac walked back in Carrie’s direction, drawing Emma with him. The taxi was gone, Carrie must have gotten rid of it. Carrie had finished with her phone, was tucking it back in her pocket.


‘What have we got?’ she asked.


‘A hit-and-run,’ Cormac said. ‘Victim is a young woman.’


‘Dead?’ Carrie asked. Cormac nodded.


Carrie gestured to the empty car park ‘The place is deserted,’ she said. ‘Where are all the students?’


Cormac shook his head, and as the siren grew louder they turned and watched the ambulance pull into the street. Carrie raised a hand in greeting. The driver parked and two paramedics got out, moving quickly.


‘The poor girl doesn’t need an ambulance,’ Emma said. ‘There’s nothing they can do for her.’


Carrie was walking towards the paramedics. Cormac squeezed Emma’s shoulder, followed Carrie, overtook her. She’d said that as far as Murphy was concerned, he was back on active duty. Fine. He would take this case on and make sure that Emma didn’t get too badly knocked around in the process.


He spoke to the paramedics. ‘It’s looking like a hit-andrun. A woman. I couldn’t find a pulse. I’ll ask you to do formal confirmation, but please try to disturb her as little as possible, all right? And watch where you step.’


The paramedics exchanged glances.


‘I’ll do it.’ The older man sent his partner, defeated looking, back to the ambulance, then nodded his readiness to Cormac, who led the way past Emma’s car to the body.


‘You’re police?’


Cormac nodded. ‘DS Cormac Reilly. Mill Street.’


They approached the body. Cormac waited on the footpath while the paramedic stepped forward, moving gingerly. He took a flashlight from his cargo pants pocket, turned it on, then reached down and placed one gloved hand against the woman’s bloody neck. ‘No pulse,’ he said. Without moving it, he held one of the outstretched hands in his, then held the wrist. ‘She’s still warm, but she’s apneic and I see brain matter.’ He allowed his torch to play over the woman’s body again, then abruptly switched it off. ‘I can’t officially pronounce her dead, as I’m sure you know, but it’s my recommendation that no treatment is provided.’


Cormac nodded. ‘We’ll call in the medical examiner. Will you wait? To take her when she’s released?


The paramedic shook his head. ‘They’ll be at it for a few hours. The hospital’s only around the corner. Have someone call us when you want us, all right?’


Cormac borrowed the torch from him and let him go. The paramedic made his way to the footpath and walked away without another word.


Cormac turned the torch back on, and let the light play over the victim. She was wearing fitted blue jeans, ankle boots. The open cardigan was lined with a turquoise fabric that looked like silk. It gleamed dully where it wasn’t dark with blood. He leaned down, looked more closely at the skin of her hands and wrists, which was firm, and unmarked except for blood spatter. If he had to guess he would have said she’d been young, maybe in her twenties. The torch was a powerful one. Cormac shone the light on the road – there were bloodstains and tyre tracks in both directions.


Cormac walked back towards the women. As he approached, Carrie turned to Emma with a question.


‘The whole place seems to be on lockdown,’ she said, with a nod towards the university buildings, which were in darkness. ‘But you were going to the laboratory, you said?’


‘Yes,’ said Emma.


‘Is there anyone else there this evening?’


‘I … don’t think so. I haven’t been in yet, so I can’t be sure, but there isn’t usually, not this late.’


Carrie nodded, glanced around her again, asked her next question casually. ‘She couldn’t have been going there to meet you then? You didn’t have an arrangement with anyone?’


‘No. God no. No arrangements.’ Emma’s voice was sharp, stressed.


Carrie nodded. ‘Could she have come along just in the hope of bumping into you there? If you’re a regular late worker, she might have thought she’d find you.’


Cormac glanced at Carrie sharply. She’d asked the question with the mild, guileless tone of voice that Cormac himself put to good use himself on a regular basis.


Emma flinched She opened her mouth to speak, hesitated. She was about to lie, Cormac could tell. He started to interject but Emma was already speaking. ‘There’d be no reason for her to think that … I … I don’t work late often.’


Shite. Emma avoided eye contact. They both knew she had just lied, and, though Emma didn’t know it, Carrie did too. He’d certainly mentioned Emma’s penchant for late-night work at least once in the past. Cormac knew that people lied to the police all the time, for the stupidest of reasons and for no reason at all. Because they were nervous or stressed. Because they wanted to hide something immaterial that they were embarrassed about, or conversely because they liked the attention and would say whatever would draw more of it. Emma had lied because she was tired and upset, and because she was gun-shy from hours and hours of police interviews. She would have recognised the false casualness of Carrie’s tone. She’d reacted by shutting down, pulling back. By lying. He wished she hadn’t. It was pointless and dangerous, and likely to draw exactly the kind of attention she was trying to discourage.


Carrie gave a wide, involuntary yawn.


‘The scene of crime lads shouldn’t be long,’ she said, all relaxed unconcern. ‘I asked for four uniforms, two to secure the site, two to start the door to door.’ She yawned again. ‘Christ. I feel like I haven’t slept in a month.’


‘You should go home, Carrie,’ Cormac said abruptly. ‘Only one of us can run the case. Leave it to me. Go home to your family.’


Carrie looked at her watch. ‘It’s eleven-fifteen,’ she said. ‘If I go home this early Ciarán might get a shock.’ A tight smile. ‘I’ll stay and help out.’


‘That’s not necessary, Carrie,’ Cormac said. ‘You can leave this one with me.’


They locked eyes. Cormac could hear a siren approaching.


‘The lads are nearly here,’ he said, keeping his eyes on her. ‘Once scene of crime have checked Emma over, maybe you’d be good enough to make sure she gets home all right?’


Carrie glanced at Emma. The tight smile relaxed into something more genuine. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Pleasure.’


Cormac was conscious of Emma, very quiet at his side. He turned to her. ‘Em, the scene guys will need to check you over when they arrive. Because you got so close to the body. Just to deal with any contamination issues.’ And to make damn sure that no one could suggest anything had been covered up here.


The first squad car pulled up, light flashing, siren muted.


‘There’s no need to wait for the specialists,’ Carrie said. ‘I can take an evidence kit from the squad car, and take care of it right now, if that’s okay with you, Emma?’


Emma shrugged. She glanced back towards the body.


‘Em, I’d bring you home myself but …’ Cormac started to say.


‘It’s fine.’ She cut him off. ‘Of course you should stay.’


‘I’ll give you a minute,’ Carrie said. She waved to the uniforms who were out of the car and approaching, walked to meet them.


‘Cormac,’ Emma said. ‘Did you notice the girl’s cardigan? It’s very distinctive. I thought I recognised it, but I’ve just remembered where I saw it before. I think I saw a student wearing it.’ She hesitated, glanced towards Carrie and the uniforms, then back to him. ‘Cormac, it was Carline Darcy.’


Cormac froze. ‘Are you sure?’


‘No.’ Emma shook her head firmly. ‘There’s no way to be sure, with her injuries …’ She let her voice trail off, swallowed, then continued. ‘But her hair is the right colour. Maybe she’s the right height, I don’t know. And that cardigan she’s wearing is last season’s Stella McCartney. I don’t think there are many students here who are spending three thousand euro on something like that.’


Christ. The powers that be would be all over this case like a bad rash. If he wanted to keep it, he would need to nail his name to it good and hard, before the word got out. As Cormac thought it through, two marked police cars pulled into the car park.


‘Right,’ Cormac said. ‘Leave it with me, okay? I’ll get one of the lads to bring you home. Promise me you’ll look after yourself. Eat something.’ Cormac felt like an asshole. He should be bringing her home himself.


Carrie came back, evidence bag now in hand. She waved it at them. ‘If you can give me your cardigan now, Emma, I can take your other clothes at the house, before I head back to the station. I’ll need to get a saliva and hair sample too.’


Cormac tamped down his irritation. It was what he had asked for, after all. Emma stared for a moment, then nodded numbly. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t seem upset at the idea of the evidence collection, or of going home alone. Maybe it was the prospect of getting away from the gruesome scene, or maybe she just wasn’t going to cry in front of a bunch of young fellas he had to work with. She gave him a quick hug, then turned and walked to the squad car without looking back. Carrie looked at him.


‘You’re sure about this, Cormac?’ she asked.


‘Very sure.’ He half expected her to object, was relieved when she didn’t.


She nodded. ‘Okay. Look, there’s an interview scheduled with Lucy Henderson tomorrow at eleven-thirty. Give me a call in the morning. I won’t come in. I’m desperate for a day at home to be honest with you, and it’s not worth the trek in if it’s not my interview. But you call me and I’ll talk you through what’s happened so far. All the statements are on the system if you have time to scan them beforehand.’


Cormac nodded but his attention was on the case at hand. ‘Emma thinks she might know the victim.’


‘What?’


Cormac lowered his voice. ‘She recognised the cardigan the victim is wearing. It’s designer, not something someone else is likely to have. The girl also has the same build, same hair. Emma thinks the girl is Carline Darcy.’


Carrie stared up at him. It was as well he was taking the case and she was going home. In the thin light of the street lamp her mouth was like a bruise, her dark curls matched by the circles under her eyes.


‘Darcy. Is that who I think it is?’


Cormac nodded. ‘This case is going to blow up.’


‘Right.’ Carrie nodded. ‘You’re sure then, that you should take it?’


She let her eyes drift back towards Emma.


‘Very sure,’ said Cormac. His tone did not invite a rejoinder. As far as he was concerned, the conversation was at an end.




CHAPTER THREE


[image: image]


When Emma and Carrie had gone, Cormac put the uniforms to work taping off the scene while they waited for the garda technical bureau to arrive. One of the squad cars had a decent set of lights, and he had them set up in the car park, overlooking the scene.


Uniformed officers stood about, waiting. One of them, an older man with a bald patch, and a beer belly that must make the annual physical a challenge, pulled a packet of cigarettes from his jacket pocket, offered it around.


‘No smoking,’ Cormac said. ‘You’re not on a break.’ He got an eye-roll for his trouble, but the packet was put away. Cormac decided to call in Peter Fisher. He wanted someone of his own on the ground. Someone he could trust. Fisher was the closest thing he had to that in Galway.


He arrived twenty minutes later, five minutes after the technical bureau had arrived and started to set up shop. Fisher was in jeans, boots, a T-shirt. He pulled a jumper over his head as he approached.


‘Did I pull you away from a date?’ Cormac asked.


‘Only with my PlayStation,’ Fisher said. He tried to flatten hair that was two inches longer than it needed to be, then gave it up. ‘What have we got?’


They both turned in the direction of the taped-off scene, where technicians were setting up bigger and brighter lights, and camera flashes were already going off. In a couple of minutes they would position a tent over the body, but first came the photographs. Dr Yvonne Connolly, the assistant state pathologist, was standing off to the side.


‘A young woman, a hit-and-run, but based on the tyre tracks it’s murder,’ Cormac said. ‘They hit her once, took her down, then turned their vehicle and ran her over, made sure of her. Severe injuries. Facial disfigurement.’


They took a couple of steps closer to the scene. Fisher looked it over, his face tight.


‘No handbag,’ he said.


Cormac nodded. ‘No sign of a handbag, or laptop bag, or book bag. If she’s a student you’d expect her to have something with her.’


‘Do we think she’s a student?’


Cormac hesitated. ‘The witness who found the body thought she recognised the cardigan the girl is wearing. It’s designer, apparently. Expensive.’


Fisher shrugged. ‘Okay. Who are we talking about?’


‘Carline Darcy.’


Fisher looked back at him, face blank.


‘Granddaughter of John Darcy.’


Fisher shook his head.


Cormac blew out a breath. ‘Jesus, read a newspaper once in a while, will you Fisher? Darcy Therapeutics started here, on campus, sixty-odd years ago. John Darcy was a student when he came up with some compound or other that he sold for a fortune. After that he started his own company, built it up so that it’s the seventh largest pharma company in the world. More than seven thousand employees worldwide. John Darcy’s worth billions.’


‘Shite,’ Fisher said. He nodded towards the body. ‘And you reckon that she’s his granddaughter?’


‘It’s looking likely,’ was all Cormac said.


Fisher nodded. His eyes went back to the body. ‘The witness will be a good place to start, at least,’ he said. ‘She just stumbled on the body and happened to recognise a piece of clothing? Sounds dodgy.’


Cormac grimaced. ‘Not this time,’ he said. ‘The witness is my partner. Dr Emma Sweeney. She was here to work at one of the labs. Called me when she found the body.’


There was an infinitesimal delay. Then Fisher said, ‘Right.’ Another pause. ‘And she knew the Darcy girl?’


‘Emma works at a Darcy Therapeutics laboratory,’ Cormac said shortly. He pointed back up the road. ‘The lab is down beside the river. They sponsor her research. She was introduced to Carline Darcy. Saw her in the labs from time to time, but didn’t know her well.’


‘Right,’ said Fisher again, nodding.


They fell silent for a long moment. Cormac was conscious that he had sounded defensive. The sooner he could move the case forward, the better. Forensics would confirm that Emma’s car was clean. A little bit of short-term awkwardness was a small price to pay to keep the case.


‘I need to get back to the station,’ Cormac said. ‘I want you to stay here and manage the scene. As soon as Connolly gives the okay I want the girl’s pockets checked. She might have been carrying a phone. If the killer was in a hurry he could have missed it.’


Fisher nodded his agreement. He cast a glance towards the library, then around the near-empty car park. ‘Is it me or is it weirdly quiet here tonight?’


Cormac nodded. ‘The whole place seems shut down. We’ll need to find out why.’


Cormac took his leave of Fisher, commandeered the keys to one of the squad cars from a uniform, and set out. He was intent on getting to the station but at the last minute found himself taking the turn for Canal Road and pulling in outside the little house he shared with Emma.


The house was in darkness. Cormac looked at his watch. He’d lost track of time somewhere, it was after midnight. Emma must be in bed. She hadn’t called anyone for company, but then, who could she call? Her family were in Dublin, the few friends she had in Galway were work colleagues, not the people you lean on in times of trouble. Cormac sat for a moment, drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Emma was probably already asleep, or trying to get there. He’d nothing new to tell her. Christ. Why did this have to happen now? Why did it have to be Emma who stumbled across the body? She’d put her life back together after all she’d been through, but it hadn’t been an easy journey, and her nightmares, a constant presence in the early days of their relationship, had only recently fallen away.


But Emma being at the lab so late was nothing new. She’d always worked long hours, always been dedicated to her job, and their move to Galway the year before had done nothing to change that. They’d moved for Emma’s job. She’d been headhunted by John Darcy himself. He was familiar with her work – she was a research scientist, a designer specialising in cutting-edge biotechnology – and he’d argued that only Darcy Therapeutics could offer her the environment she needed to make the kind of breakthrough she was capable of. Other pharma companies were either too small to carry the cost, or so big that corporate processes would slow her down.


Emma had wanted it badly, had been ecstatic when Cormac said he would support her, move with her, but he’d always wondered how much of her enthusiasm was rooted in a wish to get away from Dublin, to get away from everything that had happened there. Cormac had played down to Emma the degree to which he’d been sidelined in Mill Street over the past year. He hadn’t wanted her to worry, hadn’t wanted to disturb the stability they’d managed to establish in Galway. And now here she was, smack in the middle of another trauma. If they were lucky this case would pass over quickly, at least as far as Emma was concerned. He found himself hoping that the dead girl wasn’t Carline Darcy, that she was instead a stranger with no connection to Emma’s lab. Emma could give her statement about finding the body and that would be the end of her involvement.


Cormac had just about decided not to wake her, to continue on into the station, when his phone rang. Fisher’s name flashed up on the screen, and Cormac answered it.


‘It’s Darcy all right,’ Fisher said. ‘The pathologist had a quick look at her, then they turned her, checked her pockets. No phone, no wallet, but she had an ID tucked deep into her back pocket. Some sort of security swipe with her photo and her name. The killer must have missed it. It’s a small card.’


Christ. He’d have to call Murphy at home.


‘Is there an address?’ Cormac asked.


‘Not on the ID,’ Fisher said. ‘But I ran a search. She lived at 1 Harbour View, Dock Road, Galway.’


Dock Road was city centre, a few minutes’ drive from the station. Cormac pulled away from the kerb and headed that way. He called Murphy on his way. Cormac didn’t like him, was all but convinced that Murphy was corrupt. There had been hints, suggestions that Murphy might be dirty when Cormac had first arrived at the station, but in the year since Cormac hadn’t seen him put a foot wrong. He was political, sure, and he kept Cormac on way too tight a leash, but he seemed to run a clean station.


Murphy was at home when Cormac rang, had obviously been asleep, and asked only a few questions. He said nothing about Cormac being on the case. His only concern was notifying the Darcy family, before the media started circling and Twitter made the notification for them.


‘I’m heading to the girl’s apartment now, sir,’ Cormac said. ‘Possibly there’s someone there who’ll be able to identify her

body, though her face was badly disfigured. I don’t know if she had any distinguishing marks. We might have to wait on dental records, possibly even DNA.’


‘Do what you can as quickly as possible,’ Murphy said. ‘If it has to be DNA it will be fast-tracked. I want a call from you the moment you have confirmation.’ Murphy hung up without another word, and Cormac drove on.


It was nearly one a.m. but it might as well have been early morning; any tiredness had been burned off by the adrenaline rush of having a live case again. He dialled Fisher’s number, waited for him to answer.


‘I want you back at the station,’ Cormac said. ‘Get the case room set up. We’re not likely to get much done tonight, but I want it ready to go for the morning. Grab a few bodies if you need help. I’m going to the address now, to see if there’s someone there who can confirm the ID so we can notify the family.’


‘Yeah, no problem. On the way.’


‘And Fisher? See if you can track down whoever’s been working with Carrie O’Halloran on the Henderson case. I’m taking it over and I want a briefing on that too, first thing.’


Cormac got off the call quickly, focused on what he might find at Carline’s home. He was hoping for at least one roommate. If she’d lived alone he would need her family’s permission to enter the property. A roommate would have information, could consent to him looking around, maybe picking up a toothbrush or hairbrush for DNA. If he was exceptionally lucky, said roommate would be able to describe a birthmark or tattoo that could identify the body. Murphy wasn’t likely to wait on DNA before getting the news out to John Darcy.
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