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			CHAPTER ONE

			There are times in my line of work when I have to sit down with a known killer. Shake their hand. Talk to them. When I have to let them think we’re on a level, that their mind isn’t so far from my own. It’s a fine balance of control and you want them to believe they have it, even when they don’t but especially if they do. You’ll get the odd detective, wet behind the ears, who’ll talk about building trust, a knowing glint in their eye; because they think if a murderer has the chats with them, they’ve won them over – that their perp will peel off their mask and spill all.

			But I’ve been doing this long enough to know that when a killer smiles at me, it’s not me that’s doing the indulging but them doing the tolerating. Thing is, no one really knows what a person is capable of, despite the smile on their face, the firmness of their handshake or whether they look you in the eye as they lie to you.

			I watch him make his way through the bar, trainers soft, heels sure. He is almost unrecognizable. Another bloke looking for a pint on a Sunday evening. He finds me at the back of the pub, holds out a hand. Fingers flex, shape around mine; callouses, a ridge along the top of his palm. Neat nails clipped back. The muscles bundle in his forearm as he squeezes my hand.

			‘It’s good to meet you, Detective,’ he says, smiling. I feel his eyes take in the measure of me and I hope for his sake he’s seeing more than a blonde in a suit.

			He’s tall but I almost match him for height. Overall, he’s a good-looking guy. Blue-eyed. A slim build, hair cut tight, a fine shade of gold. A man free of his sentence. A man who murdered his parents, tried to murder his younger sister. I watch him put his smile away, pull out a chair, lean strong hands on the table as he sits down. And the question is not whether he’s a murderer but whether fifteen years inside is enough to change a person.

			Tanya West is also sitting at the table. She’s keeping it casual. A black T-shirt over blue jeans that could’ve come from the teens department. Dark hair pulled back into a high bun, large silver hoops dangling to her shoulders; a silver stud in her nose. I can feel her quick, dark eyes watching the interaction between Hennessy and myself. Tanya is a lawyer. The pain-in-the-backside kind: a defence lawyer. No detective working this side of murder likes defence lawyers. How many times have I watched serious criminals walk because of a crafty defence team? Not to mention that their job is to show up our stupidities: where we’ve fucked up, spoken to a suspect at the wrong time or where the wrong procedure has invalidated solid bloody evidence.

			Defence is the line we have to push our cases across. And Tanya’s good at her job. You could catch a perp in the act, elbow deep in the entrails of their victim, and Tanya could convince a court that he’d only tripped over the body and landed hands down in the victim’s guts. But I can’t dislike Tanya. Her aim is not to trick or fool the law but to ask justice to bring its best game. Besides, she’s my sister-in-law and I guess family counts for something because there’s not many who could persuade me to sit across from a convicted murderer and listen to what he has to say. But Tanya can, and has. Although she was cute enough to keep the fact it was Seán Hennessy to herself. Tanya is not the usual kind of defence lawyer. Hennessy not the usual kind of defendant.

			‘Good to see you again, Seán,’ she says. ‘Well,’ she slants me a grin, ‘now we’ve got that warm greeting out of the way, let’s get started.’

			I rest back against the seat, unable to move my eyes from Seán Hennessy. Unable to shake the image of his crimes from my head. The furious mess of murder. The happy spree of knife wounds over his mother’s body, his father’s. His sister’s.

			Tanya places a file on the table and lays her hands on it with a kind of reverence. ‘Seán, we’re very lucky that Frankie is willing to consider your case.’ She turns, smiles at me. ‘She’s one of the best.’

			‘Of course, of course,’ he murmurs. Lips dry. His tongue clacks in his mouth. Along his hairline, the wet gleam of moisture. He wipes it away with quick fingers. ‘I’m very grateful, Detective.’

			Looking at Hennessy is enough to make me doubt the point of my own career. Where’s the remorse? Not sitting across from me. He took two lives, almost a third. He’s served his time but now here he is. I didn’t do it, he says.

			I rub the base of my neck. ‘I can’t stay long.’

			He glances at Tanya, then to me, leans back and runs his hands over his pockets. ‘Well, let me get you a drink. What’ll you have?’

			‘No, thanks. I’m on call.’

			He stops. ‘Tanya?’

			‘Thanks, Seán. A sav blanc please. Small,’ she answers.

			He looks to me again, as if he’s about to ask me if I’m sure, but he thinks better of it. ‘Grand. Grand.’

			He gets up, moves away from the table, back through the Sunday punters; head turning from side to side as he works his way to the bar, eyes stalking the room. The pub we’re in was a favourite of mine when I still lived at home. It used to be a one-room treasure where you could fall in the door to a row of bar stools and that was it. At some point in the last few years, it’s been gutted and extended but the owners have tried to capture that old bar feel: dark wood booths, low ceilings and dull wooden floors. I watch Seán step up to order, rest his foot casually on the shining brass footrest that runs along the base of the bar. The barman looks up from the other end of the room, finishes wrapping a set of cutlery in a paper napkin, then approaches Seán with a nod.

			I lean towards my sister-in-law and she fixes her attention on the file. Refuses to look at me. ‘Christ, Tanya, you never told me it was Seán fucking Hennessy you were working with.’

			She gives a tiny shrug. The thin hoops of her earrings bounce off her shoulders. ‘You never asked.’ I close my eyes, take in a breath. ‘Does it matter who it is? He has a good case for appeal.’

			‘He murdered his bloody parents.’

			‘There’s room for doubt.’ She throws a quick glance at Seán across the room, keeps her voice low. ‘We’ve been approached by a production company called Blackthorn Films. They’re doing a documentary on Seán’s case. It’s due to air in the next week. This could do wonders for our charity’s profile.’

			I sigh. ‘What do you need me for?’

			‘It would help to have a detective chief superintendent on board. Even if not in an official capacity. We don’t have anyone with your skillset. You’re good at reading people, Frankie.’

			Tanya’s charity, Justice Meets Justice, is very selective about the cases they use their resources on. They work on new evidence or overlooked avenues of investigation in cases where they believe there’s been a miscarriage of justice. An innocent person convicted of a crime they didn’t commit. But a hint of lying from a client and they close their door.

			I’m busy but, since the Costello case a few months back, nothing has broken my stride on the murder front. The Bureau for Serious Crime is doing its job. Set up three years ago to keep a focus on complex investigations in Ireland, in a world where increasingly our law enforcement must look outwards, the aim of the Bureau is to remain a bastion of defence against our own criminals. Four districts of the Gardaí’s finest detectives with a central hub in Dublin, run by me. We are a flexible, well-oiled machine which can step in where local resources are scant or, conversely, handle those cases of national concern that feed the media. And the last few months have seen me on a roll. Three cases slapped down and filed away, as if I’d been working on a kids’ crossword.

			I look over at Hennessy. I could make short work of this, run a few interviews, get to the real truth of why he thinks his conviction should be scrubbed out. I’m curious as to what it is that has Tanya so worked up about his case. She knows I can’t resist a puzzle. Even one I know already has an answer.

			‘This isn’t about money?’ I check.

			She flushes but keeps a lid on whatever emotion is behind her reaction. ‘This is a big risk for us. With the media interest, if we come out looking like mugs, we’ll not survive it. But, if we’re right, this will make us.’

			I watch Hennessy as he waits for the drinks. The barman reaches for glasses. He laughs at something Hennessy says, his thin shoulders shaking in response. And I can see how the public will be seduced by Hennessy, if a documentary airs. He’s not hard on the eye. He appears kind. He seems normal. Like one of us. He wears his sheep’s clothing with ease.

			I think of the constant reports of serious crime that pass our desks daily and the careful designation of energy and money to each one. Even looking at Hennessy’s case in the hours around my work, it would be hard to justify the time.

			I hear the regret in my voice when I speak. ‘Tanya, I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’m the right person for this. The law served up the right sentence that day and I don’t believe society owes Seán Hennessy one further moment of thought. From what I can remember, there was a crate-load of evidence, as well as witnesses.’

			‘But what if the evidence was wrong?’

			‘Tanya—’

			‘Wait!’ She holds up a palm. ‘Bríd and Cara Hennessy’s blood was found beneath Seán’s fingernails and on his shirt. What if I told you that the first paramedic on the scene assessed both Bríd and Cara –’ she counts off both of the victims on her fingers as she speaks – ‘but then treated Seán for shock?’

			I sigh.

			‘Come on, Frankie. It’s cross-contamination. This was one of the major pieces of evidence submitted by the prosecution. What if there were more errors?’ She gives me an intense look and pulls the file back across the table. Opens it. ‘Blackthorn Films. They’ve won awards. This is going to be big. The charity can’t pass it up. Yes, we need the funding; but more importantly, I believe him.’

			The memories I have of the Hennessy murders come drenched in an incongruous golden sunshine. It had been a scorcher of a summer. Heat drives crime rates up, with August being a time when families are most at risk of turning on one another. You could say, working in the force, that we were expecting something like it to happen but, to be honest, no one truly imagines a person will murder his family. Even when you’re standing over the bodies, it’s hard to believe.

			‘I don’t,’ I say to her.

			‘And that’s okay,’ she says quickly. ‘I only want your opinion. We just need an objective voice. Your expertise in profiling, at compiling cases, would be invaluable to us.’ She slides the file across the table. ‘There’s documentary footage in the folder. One-on-one interviews with Seán. Three hours of unedited material in total. I’ll send it to your email too, but you’ll need the password to access it.’

			Hennessy returns to the table. ‘Here you are.’ He places a glass of wine in front of Tanya then sits down, a pint of lager safe in his hands.

			Somehow, I make myself speak to him. ‘Why do you want to do this, Mr Hennessy?’ I know the answer. Money. Always. But sometimes, with killers of this nature, it’s simply attention. The narcissist can’t resist indulging his own reflection.

			He lifts the pint to his mouth, takes a drink. Blue eyes flash up at me. Meek. The right touch of sadness and regret. Perfectly measured. ‘My sister.’ He says it quietly and I think there’s some shame in him after all.

			‘Your sister?’

			‘The way things are, I’ll never see her again.’

			‘That’s probably for the best. Don’t you think? Shouldn’t she be allowed to live her life in peace. To move on?’

			There’s a slight rise to his shoulders, the grey neck of his hoodie bunches. His hands stiffen around his drink. He looks down. ‘I don’t think it does anyone any good to live a lie.’

			‘I doubt your sister believes she’s living a lie. Out of everyone, she knows exactly what happened. She was there. And if she’d wanted to contact you, she would have done so already, right?’

			He nods as if he’d anticipated my response then says with a stubborn note of determination, ‘If Cara doesn’t want to see me, there’s nothing I can do about that. But she should know the truth.’

			A thick kind of anger closes around my neck. I feel it redden my face. I look to Tanya but she’s avoiding my eyes. Her face a pale slate of neutrality.

			‘She already knows the truth,’ I say. And the confidence stumbles on his face. ‘Mr Hennessy, I believe you slaughtered your parents and almost managed to kill your sister.’ He flinches but I continue: ‘I believe justice has been served and its only fault is that you are free to sit here, across from me, and discuss how you can rescind that sentence.’

			He drags a hand over his face, squeezes his eyes with his fingertips. Tanya gives me a look that could work as a slap in the gob but I want him to know whose side I’m on. Always, victims first.

			Finally, he speaks: ‘I get it. I was convicted. Now I’m guilty until proven innocent.’ And when he looks at me again, there are tears watering away in his eyes. ‘But I swear to you, I didn’t do it.’ The last comes out between tight lips, an urgent rasping whisper.

			There’s a clatter of cutlery from behind the bar and I glance over in time to see the barman bend to collect whatever’s fallen to the wooden floor. When he straightens, he wipes a knife on the cloth at his shoulder then resumes wrapping it in a paper napkin.

			I turn to Tanya. The thin lines of her eyebrows are raised in an expression of hope and encouragement. I suspect she knows just as well as I do what my answer is going to be. I sigh. ‘I’ll look at the footage. But that’s all.’

			‘That’s great, Frankie.’ She smiles her enthusiasm.

			Seán nods and, for a moment, it looks like he might grip my hands. His own slide across the table but he stops halfway and instead murmurs, ‘Thank you.’

			Tanya is already retrieving more documents from her bag. More homework for me. ‘Here’s a summary of our approach. We’ve a new office in the city, off the quays.’ She places a business card in front of me. ‘But it should be easy to touch base. As you know, I’m doing most of my work from home.’

			Home translates into my parents’ house on Conquer Hill in Clontarf. I picture my folks’ spare bedroom turned into an incident room. Justin, my brother, and Tanya are waiting to move into their new home. Justin, a real-estate lawyer, is laid back to the point of horizontal and has somehow managed to mistime the chain in the purchase of their new home and now he finds himself, along with his wife, back at our parents’ at the age of thirty-seven. I wonder how my mum is coping with Tanya running a criminal review from their house.

			She passes me the documents. ‘You can keep those. They’re copies.’

			I take them, slot them into my bag, and she tells me that I can take my time with the report but perhaps it would be helpful to have it in the next month. My phone breaks through her instructions and I’m never more grateful for the interruption.

			‘Excuse me.’ I stand, move away to the back of the room. Press a finger over my ear. ‘Sheehan.’

			‘Frankie, it’s Clancy. Looks like we’ll be seeing you tonight, after all.’ Jack Clancy, the assistant commissioner, boss, friend and in a lot of ways persecutor.

			‘Trust me when I say the interruption is a welcome one,’ I reply.

			The sound of the sea crashes down the line. The wind buffets against the speaker. He raises his voice. ‘Where are you?’

			‘Near my folks’.’ I check my watch. It’s seven forty-five. ‘What is it?’

			‘We’ve two bodies. At the church. St Catherine’s.’

			‘Here?’ I walk out of the pub, turn, face into the wind that’s sweeping in across the water. Clontarf is a suburb along the coast, a stone’s throw from Dublin’s centre. Its name is syn­onymous with battles and victory. A streak of pride that once upon a time we rose up and conquered Vikings. Clontarf, the making of me, my home.

			‘Yeah. This one’s a headliner, you’d better get down here,’ Clancy says.

			I look down the street, back towards the city, where Dublin’s lights are just awakening in the distance, then out to sea where the sun is low on the horizon, hidden behind thick cloud. The path of the promenade is picked out in amber streetlight. A few walkers are striding along the path, coats done up to the neck, arms beating steady rhythms along the sea wall.

			‘I’ll be fifteen minutes,’ I say, then hang up. I picture the church, St Catherine’s, at the mouth of Clontarf, dark and brooding in her iron cage. I pocket my phone and head back into the pub.

			Tanya stands. ‘You’ve to go?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Right.’ She stands, one hand against the table, the other pitched against her hip. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow then?’

			I take a deep breath. ‘Sure.’

			She smiles. ‘Thank you.’

			I collect my coat from the back of the seat and face Seán Hennessy. I’m about to throw out the usual platitude – it was nice speaking with you, or meeting you – but I can’t. Instead I hear myself saying: ‘Enjoy your freedom, Mr Hennessy.’

			And he frowns. ‘Thank you for your help, Detective.’

			Out on the street, I listen for sirens, search for blue lights. Already I’m at a run in my head. I should be disturbed by the drive in my blood, a sick kind of curiosity that all detectives house in the darkest corners of themselves. A little kick of excitement, stitched up with a fearless kind of hope.

			*

			I walk down the street. The wind, full of the stink of seaweed and salt, rushes at my face. The summer has been one rainfall after the next, and if not that, the days are so cold you couldn’t tell which arse-end of the year it is. I grip the edges of my coat together and quicken my pace. By the time I get to St ­Catherine’s, my hands and face are numb. I shake out my fingers and peer in at the church. The building crouches beneath a few thick elms that creak in the turning air. It’s set well back from the road. Uniforms walk the grounds, marking out the scene with blue-and-white tape. There are three cars pulled up nearby. I spot Clancy’s among them. I duck under the tape and one of the officers approaches with the log-in book.

			‘Evening, Detective Sheehan.’

			I sign the book. Add the time. ‘The coroner here?’

			‘She’s inside. Forensics got here twenty minutes ago.’

			‘Thanks.’ I move towards the entrance. Large oak doors pushed back into the dim shadow of the church. I step inside and the sound of my footsteps comes back to me from the arched ceiling. Clancy, a couple of scene-of-crime officers and a woman I recognise to be the coroner have congregated at the centre of the main aisle. I take out my torch. Cast the beam around the entrance. Mass leaflets stacked in a cardboard box to the right. A sprinkle of confetti, forgotten, beneath the first pew. A tower of wicker baskets leaning to a topple behind the door. There’s a box of foot protectors and plastic gloves close by. I slip them on and walk slowly up the aisle.

			The woman’s body appears first; a foot, bare sole, milky white in the shadows. She’s naked from the waist up, a pair of dark jeans still belted around her hips. She’s on her front, arms bent, cheek turned. You could think her sleeping but for the injuries down her back and at her throat. Her eyes and mouth are open, the startle of death on her face. Beside her, a second victim, a man. Dead. Dead as can be. Days, by the looks of it. Death mottle over his hands, his face. He’s clothed, a priest. Black suit. The collar, white as angels, shielding his throat. In his palm, a knife. Not gripped. Not grasped. But sleeping, there in cold flesh. Cold metal, cold blade.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Looking down at the bodies, I feel a sinking sadness. It’s such a fucking shame. The magnitude. The finality of death. It comes at me, full blow.

			Clancy turns to me, offers a palm out to the woman at his side. ‘Frankie, you know Judith?’ The coroner. A petite woman with a giant reputation. Officious. Serious, with a posture so straight it would make you wonder whether rigor mortis was contagious.

			‘Good to see you again, Dr Magee.’

			‘I’m almost done here,’ she replies. ‘Then scene-of-crime can take over.’

			At the altar Keith Hickey, our lead scene-of-crime officer, is directing his team. Keith is eagle-eyed but big-mouthed. His voice booms down the church. ‘If it so much as looks out of place,’ he tells his team, ‘you tag it, photograph it and write it down.’

			I turn to the coroner. ‘The sooner the better.’

			‘Agreed.’ She adds some notes to a clipboard in her hand. Signs it and hands it to an officer then looks down at the victims. ‘Not that anyone would argue with this but I’m ruling manner of death homicide.’ She waits to the side to answer any questions we might have, her face tight with answers she doesn’t want to give. Not yet anyways, not until our victims are on the pathologist’s table. The pathologist in Dublin’s mortuary at Whitehall, Dr Abigail James, has a busy couple of days ahead. The autopsy is our only hope to get our victims to speak. All confessions out under the cut of her scalpel.

			‘Who found the bodies?’ I ask.

			‘A Mrs Berry,’ Clancy answers. ‘She’s outside with the para­medics. Works in the parochial house. She came in to do the flowers.’ He’s staring at the female victim’s back, stab wounds like a constellation of dark stars over her skin. Eleven knife wounds, a puddle of blood gathered in each one, small bursts of blood spatter speckled over the skin. He points. ‘Not much blood from them. They post-mortem?’

			‘I would agree with that,’ the coroner says.

			I take a step back, survey the scene, look as the killer would want me to look. Let me see what you have to say. The slick mass of blood beneath the woman’s body. The man on his side, curled around his middle. Under the woman’s right arm, the blood is smeared across the cold floor, as if at some point she’d dragged her limbs inwards, folded herself up in preparation for a long sleep. Between the thick fall of her dark hair, the scalp gleams red, a tide mark of blood neat along her temple. Dried blood around her ear. There’s a deep, angry gash across her throat.

			‘Is there a head wound?’

			‘None visible,’ Dr Magee answers. ‘I’m confident cause of death was exsanguination: bleed-out from the throat wound.’

			‘The male? He’s been dead longer.’

			‘A few days. Maybe more,’ Magee answers.

			‘But the woman died here?’

			‘Undoubtedly.’ She points to the pews at my left. I turn, follow the arc of the victim’s blood across the pale, varnished wood; a stream of dark spots. Projection spatter. Arterial blood from where the killer slit her throat. There’s a lot of rage here.

			I look down at the knife in the priest’s open hand. Six-inch blade, inch and a half wide. Four deep indentations along the handle. ‘Is that the murder weapon?’

			‘I can’t say,’ she replies.

			I rephrase. ‘Could it be the murder weapon?’

			She tips her head, studies the knife as if there could be another possibility. ‘We can check for DNA. Compare the wound width and depth to the knife. If we can match those elements to the wounds on her back and neck, then you’ll be the first to know.’

			I hear the tartness in her voice and look back down at the body to hide my irritation, but I can understand her caution. In her role, she owns this scene until she gives the nod, then it belongs to CSI, and only then are detectives like us allowed to come sauntering through it. In her eyes, we are contaminants. Imprecise and careless. And her watchful eyes track my every movement to make sure I don’t so much as move a hair on the victims’ heads.

			I squat down to get a closer look at the weapon. The blade is pointing at the woman’s back. It’s sheathed in blood, a thin skin of brown and orange. But beneath the blood, along the blade, I can make out letters. A word.

			‘There’s something carved into the blade,’ I say, aiming the torch at the knife.

			Clancy bends over my shoulder. ‘Looks like a W and an E.’

			The tips of the deceased man’s fingers are bent inwards, the nail beds blue-black, the lines on his palm picked out in deep red. I crouch lower and hear Magee’s intake of breath.

			‘Weapon. It says: weapon,’ I tell them. ‘It’s been inscribed on to the knife. Badly.’ I get up, look back at Clancy.

			‘Obviously this guy, whoever he is, doesn’t think we need an autopsy to tell us that this is the murder weapon,’ Clancy says, and Magee shoots him a sharp look.

			‘Time of death?’ I ask.

			Magee looks down at her notes. ‘Rigor has begun in the jaw and neck of the female victim but it’s not advanced. I estimate her time of death to be in the last couple of hours.’ She checks her watch. ‘Seeing as the bodies were discovered at seven, I’d make that between five and six this afternoon. It will be more difficult to estimate the male victim’s time of death.’

			I walk around the bodies to where the blood spatter crosses the church pews. It reaches right over the length of one of the benches. The blood, at first a congealed mess, fades into a fine sprinkle of droplets. I reach for my torch again. Shine it over the area and see that, halfway through the spatter, the pattern is interrupted.

			‘We have a void in the blood spatter – here.’ The void is well demarcated, about six inches in width, the edges defined apart from the end nearest to us, which is smeared as if an object has been dragged away.

			‘Oh?’ Dr Magee turns, looks across the pews.

			Clancy waves at a tall, thin scene-of-crime officer. The SOCO approaches. Skinny face disappearing into the hood of her suit, hooked nose red at the tip and shining. The smell of menthol from the gel she’s smeared under it floats out around us.

			‘Mark that up, will ye.’ Clancy points towards the bench and the SOCO nods. He looks up at me. ‘What do you think? Some item taken? Or a hand smear?’

			Dr Magee has come to my side, eager to re-establish her authority after missing such an anomaly. ‘It’s too clean at the centre to be the perp’s handprint. Whatever was there was removed after the victim was killed.’

			‘Which means it would have her blood on it,’ Clancy provides. Clearly on a roll. ‘Her bag? Or an item the killer put down then remembered he needed and took it with him.’

			I raise my hand, illuminate the bodies: the woman, the priest. A lot of work has gone into this. The void doesn’t fit. ‘This killer’s too careful for the usual mistakes.’

			‘He could have been disturbed? Hurried, maybe?’ Clancy suggests.

			‘It would have to be something like that.’ I shine the torch over the floor around me. ‘The blood spatter hasn’t extended this far. No chance of a footprint?’

			‘No such fucking luck.’ Clancy has his grump on. ‘We’ve had the black light out already. A few stray droplets near the exit on the east side of the church there, but minimal. It’s like whoever this fecker is floated in like a bloody ghost.’ He nods down at the blood spatter. ‘What do you think?’

			‘I’d say, her purse. Or her bag was here. It’s about the right size and shape.’

			The hook-nosed SOCO reappears. ‘Excuse me,’ she says apologetically, moving around me. More photos, more labels.

			‘When was the last service?’ I ask Clancy.

			‘Mrs Berry says the congregation left at one.’

			‘Six hours.’ I look down. ‘He’s worked hard on this,’ I murmur. ‘Any ID on the victims?’

			‘Nothing yet. Mrs Berry didn’t get too close. Saw them from the altar there then left to get help.’

			I move the beam of the torch over the woman’s back. The stab wounds are clean. There’s no dragging from the blade along the edges, that I can see. The knife, stained with her blood, placed in the male victim’s hand. Both victims early forties, maybe late thirties.

			And I see him. The killer. Reaching across the bodies, flexing bloodied limbs into position. He stands back, surveys his work. I feel him behind me, as close as the skin on the back of my neck. He’s watching. Watching me seeing his handiwork; breath still lingering in the stale church air.

			I look out, beyond the bodies to the shining pews where, as a child, I sat, fidgeting against the hard wood, polished shoes pressed into the maroon kneelers, counting the white flakes of dandruff on the shoulders of the men and women in front of me. The priest’s low drone, drugging my eyelids, lulling me into a bored stupor.

			Then a final look at the victims. Down at this killer’s crime scene, and I’m thinking again of how the bodies have been positioned. How it must have taken some planning. These are the types of cases that keep detectives awake at night. Not only because of how appallingly terrible they are but because the first thought I have when I look at this scene is: there’s going to be more.

			The SOCOs continue around us: bagging, labelling, collecting and photographing evidence so that we can reconstruct the scene later. I turn away, walk towards the exit, Clancy beside me. ‘I’ll talk to Mrs Berry,’ I say. ‘Get a statement if she’s up for it. Who took the call?’

			He frowns, looks down at his feet as he moves through the church, the blue plastic of his foot protectors rustling against the parquet floor. ‘Switch took it up and Harcourt Street passed it on.’

			‘Harcourt Street throwing us a bone?’

			‘A fucking anvil and the side of a cliff more like,’ he says. ‘Say the sergeant heard the sorry tale, knew there’d be a media frenzy and decided this was just about dirty enough for our mitts.’

			‘It would have ended up on our table in the end. Best we get it fresh before there’s any fuck-ups.’

			We emerge out into the fading light. The sky is closing over. Clouds thick. More rain on the way. Already media vans have gathered. On the road, cars slow, windows down, drivers staring out at the unlikely view of a crime scene at a church. The uniforms stationed at the outer cordon are watchful, urging people to move on, but two white-haired women remain, stubborn; faces screwed tight with worry and bent over shopping trolleys. I imagine the morbid curiosity alive in their eyes.

			I find Mrs Berry sitting in a garda car. The door is open and when I approach she steps out, pulls the edges of her cardigan together and clasps shaking hands over her stomach. A church mouse, if ever I saw one. Thin, neatly buttoned, a crucifix glints over the collar of her blouse.

			‘Mrs Berry,’ Clancy says. ‘This is Detective Chief Superintendent Frankie Sheehan.’

			She gives me a tiny nod of her chin. ‘Hello.’

			I take out my notebook. ‘Mrs Berry, do you think you could answer a few questions?’

			‘I suppose so.’

			‘What time did you come to check on the flowers?’

			‘Seven. I said seven.’

			‘And you’d not been in the church since the last service, at one? Is that correct?’

			‘Yes, maybe a couple minutes here or there of that.’

			Clancy moves away, nods his goodbye over Mrs Berry’s shoulder. He turns, walks towards his car, leaving the blood trail to me.

			‘Did you come in the side door, or the front?’

			She twists her head around, a cautious look back at the church. Her arms tighten about her waist. ‘The side, ’tis easier from the house, you know.’

			‘So the door at the front stayed locked?’

			‘Until youse arrived.’

			I glance at the slow trawl of traffic heading into Clontarf, the walkers, the families, the cyclists, and think how quiet a Sunday evening could really be around the church. Then look at the cold, unwelcoming sight of St Catherine’s, sitting in her gloomy spot, back from the road and under her black canopy of elms. The rest of Clontarf is enjoying the last of the miserable light left to the day but, around the church, night has already fallen.

			‘There was no one else here when you discovered the bodies? You hadn’t noticed anyone about the church before then?’ I ask.

			‘If I had, I woulda said.’

			There’s a small two-storey red-brick house close to the church. I know it’s likely the priest’s residence. ‘You live at the parochial house?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And up until returning to the church, you’d been there?’

			‘Yes. I do the carpets of a Sunday. It’s a day of rest and all but not for everyone.’

			‘Only the house overlooks the churchyard here.’

			‘I don’t be paying mind to all the comings and goings of everyone,’ she says, with a firm nod. ‘I’ve me own business to be getting on with.’ For some reason that prompts her to bless herself.

			‘Can you take me through exactly what you did and what you saw?’

			Her mouth sets into a taut little pout then she nods towards the side of the church. ‘I went in the side door and straight to the altar to collect up the flowers from the day’s service. I saw them almost straight away.’ She snatches a breath. ‘It took me a moment to cotton on to what I was seeing. And I might have taken a step or two from the altar down to the aisle but, as soon as I was sure, I left to phone someone.’

			‘And what were you seeing?’

			‘A man – a priest by the looks of it – and a woman. Dead.’

			‘You phoned someone. Who?’

			‘I tried Father Healy first. Then when he didn’t answer I phoned the guards.’

			‘Father Healy?’

			‘Our priest.’

			‘So, that’s not your priest in there?’

			She shakes her head, a small movement; soft grey hair drifts over her forehead. ‘No.’

			‘You’re sure? It doesn’t sound like you got too close to the bodies.’

			‘Father Healy is a bit more padded around the middle, greyer in the head.’

			‘How about the woman?’

			‘I didn’t see.’

			‘Where is Father Healy now?

			‘He goes on house calls on a Sunday. I left a message on his mobile. But he sometimes turns it off so as not to be disturbed now.’

			She says the last with a slightly defensive edge to her voice, as if she’s saying he shouldn’t be disturbed by us lot either. ‘I see,’ I reply. ‘Clontarf is a large enough area for one man to cover – did he mention north, south, a street even?’

			The skin on her forehead wrinkles, gathers like tissue paper over her brows. ‘He could have mentioned Sybil Hill, it’s often around there, sure I do be only half listening to him.’

			I hear a car pull up behind me and Mrs Berry’s features fall with relief. ‘Ah sure, here he is now. Father!’ she shouts.

			Father Healy is a tall man, his face the only narrow part to him, his body widening steadily towards his abdomen; chin and neck funnelling into the collar at his throat.

			‘Mrs Berry, what’s this about?’ he says, tripping his way across the yard.

			I don’t recognize him, not that I should, having stopped attending any sort of church as soon as I understood that praying often got in the way of doing. But even so, in a community like Clontarf you’d not move far without someone name-dropping the local priest into their conversation.

			He stops before us, his expression an arrangement of concern and fear. His drooping eyes wide in his face, cheeks pinkening slowly.

			Mrs Berry’s arms loosen from her waist. ‘There’s people dead inside, Father. I only went in to do the flowers.’

			He rests a hand softly on the housekeeper’s shoulder and she seems to calm immediately, her hands moving into a prayerful clasp at the base of her throat.

			‘Father Healy,’ he says as an introduction then moves his hand from Mrs Berry and takes mine. He gives it a light squeeze, pats my knuckles then lets go.

			‘DCS Frankie Sheehan.’

			He stands uncomfortably close. His eyes level with the top of my head so that he looks down on me, his breath warm in the cool evening air.

			I take a small step back, look up at him. ‘Father Healy, I’m afraid the church and surrounding area are now a crime scene. You might want to make provisions to stay elsewhere tonight.’

			He looks over my shoulder, craning his neck so that I can see the patches of inflamed skin where his collar rubs along the follicles of his beard. ‘We have to leave the parochial house?’

			‘You don’t have to but it might be for the best.’

			He reaches out, beckons Mrs Berry to his side. She moves next to him, eyes directed meekly to the ground. ‘We’ll cope,’ he says. ‘Who is it, Detective?’

			‘I was hoping you might be able to help us with that. The deceased are one male and one female. The male is dressed in priest’s vestments.’

			His eyes widen. ‘A priest? Who would do such a thing?’

			‘That’s what we aim to find out.’ And his face pales a little. I see the meat of his chin tremble against the rigid band of his collar. ‘Do you think you might be able to ID the victims?’

			He nods. ‘Sure, sure, I can take a look.’

			‘Thanks. This way.’ I hold out a palm, wait for him to lead us inside.

			He hesitates, shares a look of concern with Mrs Berry, a brief moment of withdrawal. Then, with a pat to the older woman’s forearm, he pulls himself up and moves ahead of me towards the church.

			I can tell the moment he sees the bodies. His gait slows, the shuffling rhythm of his step breaks. His arm flexes as he brings his hand up to cover his mouth.

			I move beside him, watch the patches of pink on his face disappear, the skin around his eyes pale. Listen to the draw of his breath against his palm. ‘Do you recognize either of them?’ I ask.

			‘Good lord,’ he says. ‘Good lord.’ He nods. His hand drops from his mouth. ‘Geraldine, Ger Shine. She erm . . . nice lady. Good lord.’ His eyes flick between the two victims then settle on the woman. Grey brows draw down. ‘Oh Geraldine,’ he whispers. His tone full of regret as if he’d lost some sort of battle. ‘She was a weekly regular, I guess. But occasionally she came to talk about things that were troubling her.’

			‘What things?’

			It seems to take a huge effort but eventually he pulls his eyes away from the woman’s face, angles his shoulders towards me as if he can’t bear to look down again. ‘I’m not really able to say, she spoke to me in confidence.’

			‘She’s dead.’

			He lengthens his neck. ‘I can see that, Detective.’

			‘What about the male victim? The priest. Do you know him?’

			The briefest of glances at the man’s body. ‘Yes. But he’s not a priest.’

			‘You’re sure?’

			‘Yes. That’s Alan Shine. Geraldine’s husband.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			I shrug out of my coat, close the door on the office noise. The photos of the crime scene are laid out on my desk. I stand over them, peer down at the victims. We are our behaviours, our actions, and a killer is no different. A crime scene can tell us a lot about an offender. A messy murder scene, a weapon of convenience picked up quickly in a struggle, an abundance of evidence left behind all point to a killer who’s disorganized. These scenes are often careless, poorly executed and frequently bloody, the killer acting impulsively, aggressively, focusing only on the moment and on the kill. They’re usually male, have poor social skills, are loners and of low intelligence.

			I rest my fingers on Alan Shine’s bloated face. The Shine killer is different. This is an organized killer, the type of killer they make movies about, that writers stir into the plots of their novels. Usually in their late twenties or thirties, male with average to high IQ, their crime scenes leave little behind in the way of evidence. Generally, they are psychopaths. But what sets a killer like this apart is their ability to mimic the appropriate social cues. He’s a chameleon. A shape-shifter. And he’ll delight in getting close to the horror he’s created.

			I pick up the photo of Alan Shine. He was maybe a little thin, a rounded bloat to his abdomen but a good height. It’s not easy to strangle someone and it couldn’t have been easy to subdue Alan Shine. I lay the photo back down. Father Healy suggested Alan had a drinking problem but wouldn’t elaborate much more. Only that he still turned up for the weekly mass and had been a lay minister with St Catherine’s for years. In response to my confusion around what that meant, he said that Alan gave out Communion at the church and participated in other church-related activities. He’d said it with a strange mixture of bitterness and defensive pride which I couldn’t quite understand. It was as if Healy was at odds with Alan Shine but also careful not to have me judge the man. For what, I couldn’t get out of him.

			I look at the image of the woman disposed of in one grand stroke across the neck. I close my eyes, try to get into his mind, imagine it, the release, the relief the killer must have felt when her body weakened, sank into his own. Down she goes, limp and heavy, to the floor. His breath washes over hers, churns out his desire. Finally, it was really happening. He watches the life dial down in her eyes, waits until she’s still. Then her shoes tugged off, her top, her bra. It’s odd that he does this but leaves her trousers. A token of respect? Or a message that this is not a sexually motivated kill? Then he stands, panting. Admiring the ghostly sheen of her skin against the dark shadow of the church. Eager then to draw out the image, to reconstruct what has lived in his head, he leaves to get the husband. And then, how long does he linger? It must have been difficult to walk away from this scene, the end point of so much planning.

			I think of my meeting with Tanya earlier. Of Seán Hennessy. A killer. Of a different nature. A disorganized killer, someone who acts on emotion, in the moment, however callously. He doesn’t match the profile but I can’t help holding him up against the puzzle to see if he fits. Maybe time has shaped him. Changed him. I make a note to check his whereabouts in the run-up to our meeting. It would be an audacious move to meet with a Chief Super and a defence lawyer minutes after leaving a murder scene. But there are killers who would.

			I sit back, eyes still pinned to the photo. The husband and wife. The male victim threatening, knife in hand. No outward sign of injury, his posture in death a display of dominance. I can just about make out that inscription on the knife, the crooked scratch marks spelling out the word: weapon. My eyes move to Geraldine Shine’s post-mortem injuries, the stab wounds down her back. I get the sense the killer is building his story. A dark narrative. And again, I have that feeling that I’m witnessing a beginning rather than an end.

			There’s a knock on the door and my partner, Baz, steps inside. His sleeves are pushed up to his elbows, the shoulders of his shirt wet. After working up through the ranks of the Gardaí sans partner, I got delivered one a year ago in the form of Barry Harwood, a detective who after a shaky start vacated the Bureau in favour of Ballistics. Then, realizing that Ballistics were boring as fuck, returned at a time when the powers that be thought I needed a leash. And seeing as a leash would never work, they tied me to another detective instead. And that might’ve worked if they hadn’t chosen Baz.

			Baz will play by the rules, sure, but he’s not one to court authority either. His caution is only apparent when safety is an issue. But say to him that if you walk into this danger you’ll get your man and Baz will throw on a stab vest with the best of them and ask you to point the way. Often that’s what’s needed in this job; sometimes the obstacles in your path don’t give you the time to ask permission or to fill out a form. That drive to get the man above all else is what makes you work through the night with or without the extra pay packet. Get it done. Find our perp and take him in. And sometimes there’s a cost to that. I have the scars to prove it.

			It helps that Baz is not bad to look at in a slightly off-kilter kind of way. He’s tall, a little angular, his shirt with or without a tie always hangs too loosely around the neck. But a small upward drift at the left side of his mouth and clear grey eyes give him a boyish kind of charm that comes in handy during interviews. He lives about an hour’s drive from the city centre, in Blanchardstown, in a two-bed flatshare with an uptight French teacher called Arielle, or it could be Adriane, who Baz reports has their accommodation split firmly in two. Separate cupboards for food, labelled shelves in fridges and a rota for cleaning that could be enforceable by law it’s that prescriptive. Needless to say, there are often times when you’ll find him on my sofa after a late night or a long day at the office, being that peering into crime scenes and talking murder feel more appealing to him than battling the Dublin traffic home to then negotiate the invisible lines drawn up by his flatmate.

			All in all, and I did try to resist this at first, Baz has become a close friend. I don’t think even he’s sure about how that happened. But he’s shown he’s got my back. Both of us with the same goal; like ticks on a dog, neither lets go until we’re ready to drop off, full and fat with the answers to whatever we’re working on. Our work is every waking and every sleeping hour. That’s a rare thing to find replicated in a partner and it’s true of Baz. As long as I remember to feed him often, he’s as dogged on a case as I am.

			‘Howya,’ he says, and throws himself into the seat across from me, pushing his hair back. ‘This bleedin’ weather. Wouldn’t mind the cold if the fuckin’ rain would let up.’

			‘You been out to the scene?’

			‘Yeah. They’ve moved the bodies now. Clean-up is under way. A right lock of reporters filling up the street now, though.’

			Baz has more than a spring in his step. It’s been a few months since we’ve been dealt a murder case of this nature and in the interim we’ve been stuck to desks, on paperwork, laying out procedure, setting out protocol, and I see the spark in his eyes now. Excitement wouldn’t be too far off the mark, but determination certainly.

			I slide the crime-scene photos towards him. ‘Not your usual Dublin fare.’

			He leans forward, takes up the pictures. ‘Been a while since I seen something like that, if ever.’

			We’re on the right side of this case. Everything neat and tidy, waiting for us. No mistakes yet. We can work under the illusion that if we follow the rules, the answer will drop into our waiting hands. It’s a nice feeling and Baz is fizzing with it. I’m not so naïve but, for the moment, I’m happy to be pulled along by hope.

			‘Keith still there?’ I ask.

			‘Just caught him before he left. Not a fucking print got? How’s that? How’s this fella come in, left carnage and not a trace of himself behind?’

			I reach up, pin copies of the photos to the cork board above my desk. ‘There’s always a trace, give it an hour, will ye.’

			‘There was a fair pong beginning to rise off the male victim by the time I got there.’

			‘So we know we’re looking for someone who can store a body for days. A fridge or freezer large enough. Storage unit, warehouses, basements.’

			‘If the perp’s local, that might narrow it down.’

			‘I’m thinking we start with sheds, out-buildings. Somewhere the killer would have felt safe in storing a body. Not his house. Too risky.’

			‘You think this guy’s a loner?’

			‘Not necessarily. He’s extra careful, maybe even a little nervous. He wanted this to work out, needed it to. These may have been his first kills, so he’s made them good. Thought them through well. He feels he’s had to do this, to make us see.’ I look back down at the crime-scene photos. ‘We must see.’

			Baz gets up, goes to the water cooler in my office, fills a plastic cup, sits again and takes a drink.

			‘Ger and Alan Shine. Husband and wife,’ Baz says. ‘Do we have a motive?’

			‘Nothing apparent yet. We’re still gathering family info.’ I take up my pen, make a note to contact the family-liaison officer. ‘The priest’s uniform, what do you think that means?’

			‘I think they’re called vestments,’ Baz corrects.

			‘Right. I forgot about your altar boy days. Any idea?’

			He spins the photo of Alan Shine around, considers the image for a while. ‘A satirical attack, maybe? Do they kill for that kind of thing?’

			‘Any theme is game.’ I’ve seen cases where killers have murdered partners then in some strange remorseful or controlling act have eaten, slept with, even watched TV with the body for days before the smell alerted neighbours that something was wrong. It’s all there, a kaleidoscope of possibility. If you can imagine it, a killer can too.’

			‘Could be just the killer got creative, or maybe it’s simpler: a jealous lover? Money trouble?’ he suggests.

			‘Money? I’d be surprised but we can’t rule it out.’ I reach out, pass him a close-up of the knife; weapon etched along the blade. ‘These murders are fulfilling a deep psychological need in our killer. He wants us to hear him. He’s left us a message.’

			He holds the photo up, turns it about. ‘Not much of a message.’ He lets out a long breath. ‘Christ. Whatever happened to just killing your enemies? Fuck, my life, your life, hasn’t been a bed of roses at the best of times. But you say, life dumps its load, sometimes right down the back of your neck – that doesn’t mean you wake one morning, slit someone’s throat open and stick a man’s body in your freezer along with the fish fingers.’

			‘I’m glad to hear it.’ I wait for his shoulders to unwind from his neck, then drop the photos into the file, hand it to him. A day’s work, threading through the lattice of these murders. ‘Let’s get to debrief.’

			*

			Detective Steve Garvin has gathered the room around. Steve doesn’t walk a crime scene the way the rest of us do, preferring a desk and the blue glare of his computer. He’s our very own fifth dimension, traversing the virtual worlds of our victims and suspects, an eye on both planes. Technology, infrared analysis, the little life contained in a mobile phone, they never fail to bring colour to his narrow face.

			He sits at the front. Ginger hair a shock against his skin, a thick silver chain visible at the base of his neck, his angular body over itself like an awkward teen’s, feet hooked behind the metal legs of the chair. He’s wearing a thin white shirt but beneath it a black T-shirt, the Metallica logo standing out in sharp letters across his chest. I notice he’s shaved his goatee but he’s acquired a new quirk, a black plastic disc in his right ear. His long fingers rattle a pen against his notebook as if he doesn’t know quite what to do with his hands without a keyboard in front of him.

			Two rows of chairs are positioned in a semicircle under the bright lights of the office. The rest of the team are slopped into their seats, but their eyes are sharp and eager. DI Paul Collins is still at his desk, finishing up a call. Paul is in his mid-forties or maybe younger, chubby or fat, whichever way your sensitivities might allow you to describe him. He long ago shrank away from the notion of field work, preferring to fill out his role on the other side of a desk. He’s a quiet man. However, put a phone line between him and whoever he’s talking to and he’s full of banter. Or at least more than he throws out to the office. He lives alone, as far as I can tell, still prefers to make his lunch at home, unpacking his sandwiches and biscuits from a Tupperware box at the allotted time. The only suggestion of a significant other in his life is a framed picture of a tabby cat looking out from behind his computer. His size or maybe his social awkwardness wins him a certain kind of patronizing affection from the rest of the team. Plenty of shoulder digs and back pats accompanied by indulgent smiles.

			He bends over his wide middle, shirt straining, dark patches leaking out from beneath his arms, and hangs up the phone, throwing me a worried glance as he does so, then wiping his forehead, he joins the rest of the room in front of the incident board.

			I check my watch. It’s coming up on one a.m. but our work is only starting. We’ve got a tight window now to get things right. Fuck-ups in the first twenty-four hours after a crime scene won’t be forgiven down the line.

			I throw out an encouraging smile. ‘I hope you’ve all had your coffee. It’s going to be a long one.’ A few of the team return my smile, others sag a little, reach for phones, maybe to send a text to a partner or spouse letting them know they won’t be having sight nor sound from them until we have this killer on our radar. I wait for all eyes to return to me, until the room quietens, stills with hungry concentration.

			‘Right,’ I say. ‘Let’s get started.’

			The victims’ photos, smiling profile pictures, grin out over my shoulder. A snap of before. I feel that pressure, the weight of life across my back, valid, asking questions: why? Who? The heat in the office breathes over my skin, settles damp and sticky around my neck.

			‘The victims.’ I clear my throat, step aside, introduce them. ‘Geraldine and Alan Shine. Wife and husband. No children. Geraldine worked from home, selling make-up samples online. Alan was an electrician. Money was tight, but they met their bills, no debt that we can find presently. Have family been notified?’

			Helen, Detective Flood, gets up, clears her throat. Helen wears her stripes proudly. Her preferred work uniform: blouse done up to the neck, practical, durable trousers with those Velcro-topped pockets sewn in on the leg and hair pulled back into a bun, as tight as her hair follicles and scalp allow. She’s a persistent detective, insightful and dogged. A little on the over-eager side, which can veer into neediness at times. But ultimately that’s exactly how all of us are in the midst of a case, only the rest of us are better at hiding it.

			She tugs at the knees of her trousers as she stands. ‘Yes. Alan Shine’s siblings, five older brothers, emigrated to Australia some years ago. His mother’s deceased.’ She nods as if to say, small mercy. ‘His father lives in Cork. Geraldine’s parents, Aileen and Ken Garry, are both alive and living in Louth, Drogheda. Geraldine had one sister, Fiona. Older by two years, unmarried and living with her parents. According to Fiona, Geraldine hadn’t been in touch in any regular sense for about two years. Though they met up last Christmas for a family meal.’



OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
‘A talent to watch’  ‘Mesmerizing’  “Iruly first class’
IRISH TIMES LLISA GARDNER SR DOR

SHE KNOWS HOW MURDERERS ARE MADE

OLIVIA KIERNAN





OEBPS/image/riverrun_Complete_bmap.png
riverrun





OEBPS/font/StoneSans.otf


OEBPS/font/CyclesElevenSmallCaps.otf


OEBPS/image/riverrun_17feb_spinebmap.png
riverrun





