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Oliver Cromwell had stood near here almost exactly three hundred and fifty-six years ago, McCadden calculated, in early December, 1649. A terrible, savage winter that cost him a thousand troops to sickness and with them the chance of taking Waterford city by siege that year.


The story went that Cromwell had then rampaged along the coast to the castle here, a fortress built on an elevated rock at the mouth of a deep ravine, and that he was frustrated again by the accuracy of its chief gunner. Until the countess who owned the castle served only buttermilk when the gunner called for a drink, and the guy packed it in, too disgusted to fight on.


The name of the place was Dunhill. It was fifteen miles along the coast to the west of Waterford. And its weather didn’t seem to have improved all that much over the last three hundred and fifty-six years.


Out in its graveyard on another bitter December morning, with sleet and a touch of snow driving around the nearby church, McCadden kept his chafed hands in the side pockets of his leather jacket and tramped around the graves, trying to remember a joke about infidelity, until he came across a headstone that bent his mind in a different direction.


Infidelity, McCadden had decided; it was just another name for constancy. Most men were unfaithful only with another version of their own wives.


And women? Maybe women were different.


Four years into their marriage, McCadden’s wife, Jennifer, had dragged herself into a placid affair with a quiet, attentive man; a dull man, really, working nine-to-five as a clerk with the local authority and touching up the garden for his weekend break.


Jenny hadn’t moved while McCadden was preoccupied with work, though. She’d drifted away from him while he was on a week’s leave, sitting at home in a summer heat wave, watching videos of classic war films.


It was something that used to drive her crazy when they’d lived together.


Coming out of a fortnight or so of obsessive work on a major case, unable to leave it go until it was either solved or shelved, he’d get back to her with everything run down and burned out. Nothing left to think with any more. Nothing left to even feel emotions with. Just when she needed him most. Just when she expected him.


So he’d kill time with stuff that didn’t demand his thoughts or feelings. Watching videos. Playing golf. Sleeping too much. Never with booze or bookies, though. He wasn’t out of control. Just on a black downer and calmly, almost contentedly, waiting to hit the bottom.


Just when she needed him to listen and talk.


Funny. What had attracted her in the first place was that same failing, his single-mindedness. Only then it was focused on her.


She said afterwards, ‘I felt like a case you’d solved. I was interesting once. Years ago.’


Michael, McCadden remembered. That was her weekend gardener’s name. Michael. They’d walked away from McCadden into a Dublin semi-detached about a year after starting their affair.


A few months ago, mid-summer, McCadden had got a holiday card from the couple, predictably from Tenerife, letting him know they were still having a wonderful time. It was a pleasant card, though. McCadden and his wife had parted with much more mutual consideration than they’d given to living together.


The headstone that finally distracted him from the memories – a slab of light grey marble and shaped on top like the dome of a church – was nothing unusual in itself. Chiselled into it, though, and painted in black, was the message:


PATRICK HICKEY


1928–1990


‘NOT GOOD ENOUGH’


ERECTED BY HIS LOVING WIFE SHEILA


McCadden stopped by the grave itself. He noted the absence of fresh flowers, the tangle of weeds at the base of the stone and the rainwater stains on the marble.


What had she meant by that inscription? That after all he’d put into life, death was just another kick in the teeth for Patrick Hickey? That life owed his loving wife more than an early widowhood? That the memorial itself was inadequate? Or even that her old man hadn’t measured up to her own youthful expectations?


Not good enough.


It was one of Jenny’s phrases as well.


‘It’s not good enough, Carl. I deserve better than that.’


She did, too.


The wind swirled and shifted suddenly, gusting in from the south now, across the Celtic Sea. Along with the sleet, it carried with it the harsh and lonely scrape of metal against stone, then the uneven rhythm of spades cutting into one part of the stony soil and tossing it to another.


McCadden took a breath, put his head down and turned to struggle up the hill.


In a far corner of the graveyard, beyond the church that had kept them from view, two men stood waist-deep in the grave they were digging.


Even from a distance you could tell that the one holding to the rapid rhythm was young, fit and working to keep himself warm and that the other, older, maybe even wiser, was doing just enough to keep himself from feeling the cold without tiring his muscles.


Small and wiry, the older one had blown himself out and slowed himself down with a heavy greatcoat that was three or four sizes too large and too long.


His name was Willie Colfer, but because of his initials everyone called him Jack.


Watching McCadden turning past the old bell-tower that remained from the original church, Colfer stopped to lean on his shovel, giving himself time to wonder why the detective was looking for him, time to come up with the right answer, and then to put some lies and excuses in place. He cupped his chin with his right hand, rubbing wet soil into the heavy stubble on his face. As McCadden appeared above him, Colfer grinned widely, showing a couple of black stumps among the nicotine-stained teeth.


‘Bitter cold, isn’t it, Inspector? I say, it’s bitter cold, boy.’


Colfer had this odd verbal habit. It came from wanting to be believed, but knowing that people were right not to trust him; wanting to be useful, loved and admired, but knowing he was shifty, ugly and treacherous. So he repeated everything he said. He intensified his statement before you got a chance to object to it. And he answered your scepticism even before you got round to expressing it.


Except when he was lying. The odd ways the mind works. Whenever he was lying he was much too scared of being caught, of drawing attention to the lie, to say anything more than once.


‘I’ll be glad to get in out of it, anyway,’ he shouted. ‘I say, I’ll put away a few hot whiskies when I get in out of this.’


McCadden stood at the edge of the opened grave, looking down at the two upturned faces, saying nothing. Then he squatted and showed his ID to the younger man.


‘Take a ten-minute break, son.’


The youngster eyed him suspiciously. McCadden didn’t look like a detective inspector. He didn’t look like a policeman at all. Tall and swarthy, dressed in light blue jeans and black jacket, he looked more like a casual sightseer than a local official.


On the other hand, he didn’t much look like someone you could take a chance on, either.


And he was saying, impatiently, ‘Let’s go.’


‘Yeah. I was, you know … I was going anyway.’


When the youngster had left, Colfer stuck his spade in the earth by his feet and went to clamber up the wall of the grave to join McCadden at ground level. McCadden walked around and stood in front of him, planting his feet where Colfer’s fingers were struggling for a hold. Colfer looked up and laughed nervously. He slid back down and tried to find a confident posture in the middle of the grave, not knowing what to do with his cold and dirty hands, whether to put them in his pockets or blow on them or rub them together.


‘There’s something you forgot to tell me, Jack,’ McCadden said. And left it at that.


Characters like Colfer, he reckoned, were always desperate to believe that there was someone out there who knew the whole story. Someone to understand, absolve and protect them. If not the master, then at least a servant of the master.


Because they’d been caught once with their fingernails dirty, they came running to you for ever after with small tales, storing up credits and trying to convince you that they were clean. Like children. And then, just like children too, when they hadn’t shown for two or three months and you went looking for them to find out what they were trying to hide, they thought you could read their minds, see into their murky souls.


McCadden didn’t like characters like Colfer. They turned ordinary clerics into witch doctors, and ordinary politicians into messiahs, and were responsible for most of the bad religion and all the bad politics in the world.


How you dealt with Colfer was easy, though. You pretended to know what sins he was going to confess. You left it vague, not knowing yourself whether he’d remembered something important, was back to his old tricks, or had stumbled on something new. It made him anxious to confide.


‘There’s something you forgot to tell me, Jack.’


‘Ah, now,’ Colfer protested. ‘I wouldn’t hold anything back from you, Inspector. Sure, you know that.’


McCadden sighed. He loosened a clump of soil with the toe of his shoe and pushed it over the edge. It fell between Colfer’s unsteady legs. And all that symbolism, dust and death and damnation, frightened the little man who was standing in the open grave.


‘I only think it is,’ he claimed. ‘I couldn’t be dead certain, you know. I say, I wouldn’t put money on it that it was him. That’s the only reason—’


‘Where?’ McCadden asked.


‘I say, that’s why I didn’t tell you earlier, when you mentioned him a couple of months ago to me, only because I wasn’t—’


‘Where?’


‘You know Bunmahon?’


McCadden nodded. It was a fishing village and summer resort along the coast road from Waterford to Dungarvan, a few miles further west from Dunhill.


‘There’s a cottage on the left,’ Colfer said. ‘You know the left turn, the cul-de-sac, just before you reach the village from the Waterford side coming in from here, from Dunhill?’


‘I’ll find it.’


‘There’s a cottage down there. I say, that’s where you’ll find him, down there. If it’s him, like. I say, I couldn’t be dead certain.’


‘How long has he been there?’


Colfer’s eyes got restless. He laughed and rubbed his dirty hands and found something fascinating to stare at in a corner of the grave.


‘Couple of weeks,’ he said. ‘Ten days. That’s all.’


Knowing it was a lie, McCadden didn’t even bother hanging around, waiting for the repetitions. Colfer had been avoiding him for more than two months now.


McCadden walked around to the opposite side of the grave, waiting there until Colfer turned nervously to keep an eye on him, then he left, back down the steep rise and around the exposed old bell-tower, past the headstone of Patrick Hickey, and past the younger gravedigger, who was huddled on a low wall at the entrance to the graveyard, lighting one cigarette from the butt of another.


2


Driving out the coast road to Bunmahon, with the sea wild and heavy under the cliffs on his left, the wind clutching and dragging the Sierra, but the heater on full inside the car, it finally came back to McCadden, that joke about infidelity he’d been chasing all morning.


He’d heard it on the radio more than a year and a half before. Spoken by a young stand-up comic he’d once seen doing a gig in the same fishing village he was coming back to now.


The cottage Colfer had described looked too authentic to be real, like an exhibit from a national folk museum that someone had stolen and then abandoned by the side of the road. Its walls were freshly whitewashed, it had fresh thatch on its roof and peat smoke swirling from its chimney. Its half door was painted a dark green so dull the manufacturers probably couldn’t market it any more.


McCadden drove past. He parked the Sierra a hundred metres beyond at the end of the cul-de-sac and walked back, making sure the sleet showed on his face and clothes.


The guy who opened the door was bearded and slightly balding. He was middle aged, and a stone or so overweight. The black beard, heavy and neatly trimmed, had very little grey in it. His brown eyes were lively but calm and sympathetic.


‘I’m sorry,’ McCadden said. ‘I’m looking for someone. I thought they lived here.’


‘Peter Limbury,’ the man introduced himself.


‘McCadden. Carl McCadden.’


McCadden watched, but there was no hint of recognition in the man’s eyes, no anxiety, not even a doubt.


Limbury opened the door wider and shuffled aside. ‘I mustn’t leave you standing out there in the rain,’ he said.


His accent was educated and laced with touches from the south-west of England. Devon or Cornwall. McCadden recognized it from holidaying in the area.


McCadden stepped into the cottage’s main room wondering if he was wasting his time, and edging towards the view that he probably was, since the place had the feel of an amateur folklorist about it. But then he saw the woman working at the bare pine table and felt the skin rippling across his scalp and down his neck.


Because the woman was a blonde.


She was in her early thirties. She was tall and elegant and striking in a cool, distant manner, although her blonde hair was long and casual and not set in any particular style.


When McCadden stepped in, she had her head down and was kneading something inside a large enamel basin.


Seeing her like that, McCadden groaned to himself for a moment. The thatched cottage, he thought. The half door. The pine table. But surely not the woman of the house baking brown bread as well?


‘Helen,’ Limbury introduced her. ‘Helen Blandford. Mr McCadden.’


She raised her muddied hands to apologize for not taking his own. And McCadden saw then that it was clay, not a bread mix, clinging to her fingers.


‘You’re potters?’ he asked.


‘Helen is,’ Limbury said. ‘I’m trying to learn. But some of the other materials are far more interesting.’


He went across the room and took a small black figure from the mantelpiece above the fire of logs and turf. It was a warrior’s torso, done in a simple, primitive style, with one of the figure’s arms reaching across its chest to grasp the dead stump of the other.


‘This one is good,’ Limbury said. ‘It’s made from peat. Do you know who it is?’


McCadden knew, but since Limbury obviously needed the charge he got from flourishing his grasp of folklore, he shook his head.


‘It’s Nuadha,’ Limbury said.


The way he said it incorrectly – Nude-ha instead of New-ah – slotted in nicely with the rest of him. Educated Englishman, fascinated by Irish folklore, but not yet proficient enough in the language to get the pronunciations right.


‘Nuadha,’ Limbury said. ‘He was a Celtic warrior. He lost an arm in battle and replaced it with a silver one. A very early instance of the artificial limb, you might say.’


‘He lost his head, though, didn’t he, Peter, in one of the next battles,’ the blonde woman said.


‘Yes,’ Limbury said. ‘Helen’s right, you know.’


‘Couldn’t very well replace that, could he, Peter?’


‘Lost his head?’ McCadden repeated.


‘Just once,’ Limbury confirmed.


‘Not every Saturday afternoon, then?’ McCadden joked. ‘Like the Sheriff in the Col.’


Limbury, still considering the black figure of the Celtic warrior, laughed softly, and wistfully. ‘Yes. That’s right.’


‘Who’s that, then, Peter?’ the blonde woman asked. ‘The Sheriff in the Col.’


Limbury laughed again, a little louder this time, pretending not to hear the question. The laugh said he was too preoccupied, too absorbed in some private reflections about Celtic warriors, to pay much attention to anything else.


He put the black figure back on the mantelpiece and turned and walked over to stand beside the woman, letting their hips rest against each other just above the surface of the table. ‘Did you drive out from Waterford, Mr McCadden?’ he asked.


McCadden nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘Wretched drive on a day like this.’


While he talked, Limbury’s right hand snaked around the blonde woman’s waist. His fingers gathered the material of her white T-shirt and pulled it free from the waistband of her skirt, then sneaked inwards to find the bare flesh.


Still standing opposite them inside the main door, McCadden sensed a shift in the atmosphere. Something had changed, and it had changed by some unspoken agreement between the pair. McCadden wasn’t just an unexpected visitor any more, and the couple were no longer merely hosts. McCadden had suddenly become an audience. And the couple had turned themselves into performers.


Limbury’s hand dropped away from the woman’s waist and disappeared behind her back. The woman sharply, audibly, caught her breath and then shifted her stance as she opened her legs a little wider. After that her breathing became louder and heavier, settling into a rhythm that must’ve taken its pace from Limbury’s unseen hand as it stroked her gently.


McCadden slowly unzipped his leather jacket, the noise sounding boorish in the tense quietness. He took the jacket off and draped it over the back of an old kitchen chair. Then he drew the chair towards him and placed it close to the pine table and sat down. He said, ‘There was a time, you know, when I might’ve had a different mother-in-law.’


The other two stopped breathing for a while and stared at him uncertainly. It was the casual, untroubled tone that baffled them as much as anything.


McCadden said, ‘This woman. I knew her socially. Do you follow?’


Limbury wet his lips. The blonde woman frowned.


McCadden said, ‘Of course you do. She kept complaining to me that the guy her daughter was marrying wouldn’t look her in the face. She said I was different. So she marked her future son-in-law down as shifty and spineless because he couldn’t stand the sight of her, and she had me down for honest and open because I couldn’t drag my eyes away from her ugliness.’


Limbury had put his left hand on the surface of the table. He left his right behind the blonde woman, but it was limp and still now. The woman had stopped working.


They wanted to look at each other, to share the confusion, to check out reactions and to get some assurance. You could see their heads straining to turn sideways. But they kept staring at McCadden.


McCadden said blithely, ‘I know it’s popular, but it’s not very accurate, is it, this idea that characters who look you straight in the eye are always sincere and trustworthy. You know Charles Dickens, Mr Limbury?’


Limbury cleared his throat. ‘Yes?’


‘You know what he said about the plainclothes detectives in the newly reformed Metropolitan Police Force?’


‘What?’


‘He said they all can, and they all do, look full at whomsoever they speak to. And there you are. They had to be frank and upright and truthful, didn’t they?’


‘Mr McCadden—’


‘And Dickens said about them as well,’ McCadden went on, ‘that they were all men of good deportment, never lounging or slinking about. That’s another old test of honesty, isn’t it? The erect posture. That and the firm handshake.’


‘I don’t see the point, Mr McCadden.’


‘The point, Mr Limbury – it is Mr Limbury, isn’t it? – the point is this. If human beings had tails, some of them would undoubtedly wag them while they were getting ready to bite you.’


The woman shivered suddenly, half-bored, half-baffled by the monologue. McCadden ignored her. He raised his eyebrows and stared at Limbury.


Limbury went to say something, but had to clear his throat and only managed a cough instead.


‘Under the surface,’ McCadden said, ‘there are always interesting patterns. I knew a guy once who married three full-figured, attentive women in quick succession and then, just as quickly obviously, divorced three fat, domineering wives. And all the adjectives were his own, by the way.’


Limbury took a long time, maybe a full two minutes, thinking it through, weighing the odds, reckoning his chances with one ploy or another. Then he said quietly, abandoning the slight English accent, ‘Go and make us a cup of coffee, will you, Helen?’


The blonde woman, still baffled, even more confused now by Limbury’s new voice, and obviously not used to waiting on men, exclaimed indignantly, ‘Eh?’ But then she looked at Limbury’s face and saw in his eyes something she’d never seen there before. Guilt. And worry.


‘Are you all right, then, Peter?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ Limbury told her. He laughed and said again, with wry humour, recovering a little of the cockiness, ‘Yes, I’m OK. How about a coffee, though? Please.’


When the woman had left, Limbury sighed and asked, ‘What are you? A policeman?’


McCadden nodded.


‘Have you got identification?’


McCadden pushed his ID across the pine surface between them and while the other was studying it said, ‘I have to ask you for your own name. The real one, this time.’


The man ignored the question. He said, ‘Tell me …’ paused, and glanced again at the ID to check the rank. ‘Tell me, Detective Inspector. McCadden, is it? Tell me. I’m curious. I’m also disappointed. I thought my transformation was complete. Who was it that recognized me?’


‘I did,’ McCadden said bluntly.


The man laughed. ‘But you must have come here already equipped with suspicions. And what confirmed your suspicions, by the way? Just as a matter of interest.’


An old cinema in Waterford city, grandly named the Coliseum but now closed and used as a store, once had an usher nicknamed the Sheriff, who looked after law and order at the Saturday matinees. Only someone who had lived in Waterford itself could’ve understood the reference. And only someone who was desperate to conceal the fact that they had once lived in Waterford would have denied knowing about the detail.


But McCadden wasn’t in the humour for cosily trading confidences. He stood up and took the ID from the table and put it away. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to accompany me back to the station in Waterford for questioning. So let’s understand your position here. If you don’t want to do this voluntarily, I have the power to arrest you under Section Thirty of the Offences Against the State Act and hold you for forty-eight hours without charge. Which is exactly what I’ll do.’


The blonde woman had come back in while McCadden was talking and overheard his last few sentences. She put the tray of coffee and biscuits on the table and looked at Limbury for explanations.


The man’s smugness, complacency and self-regard had all dropped away from him. His hand raised in surprise and his eyes narrowing with doubt, he shrugged and said weakly, ‘I don’t have any objection to answering your questions. Why should I?’
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There are lots of places you can keep an act going with some success. Inside the bare walls of an interview room in a police station isn’t really one of them, though.


Faced across the table by McCadden and his detective sergeant, Paul Hyland, and prompted by the solicitor at his side, the man calling himself Peter Limbury gradually shed the remnants of the character he’d assumed until there was nothing left but tired gestures, grunts and monosyllables.


‘What’s your name, please?’ McCadden began.


‘Lazenby,’ the man said. ‘Paul Lazenby.’


‘Formerly of “Aulis”, Gracedieu, Waterford?’


‘Yes.’


‘How long have you been living in Bunmahon?’


‘A little over a month.’


‘And before that?’


‘Cornwall, in England. London before that.’


‘You left Waterford in April, nineteen ninety-four, more than a year and a half ago. Is that right?’


‘Yes.’


‘And went to London from there?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you use your own name at any stage over there?’


‘No.’


‘How did you come by the other?’


‘A contact. In London. I’m not prepared to discuss that point in more detail.’


‘Why did you come back?’


‘I don’t think you’d understand.’


‘OK. Why did you leave the country in April last year?’


‘I think you know that.’


‘I’m not so sure.’


‘Perhaps.’


‘OK. You’ve been charged once before with a criminal offence, Mr Lazenby. Is that true?’


‘Yes.’


‘Would you like to tell us what for?’


‘Excuse me, Inspector,’ the solicitor put in.


‘Yes?’


‘As far as I’m aware, my client has never been convicted of any offence.’


‘This is true,’ McCadden agreed.


‘Then I don’t see the purpose of raising the matter in a manner that can only be prejudicial to my client’s—’


‘It was only a question,’ McCadden said innocently. ‘I have to establish identity.’


‘But my client has already revealed—’


‘I was charged with assaulting a woman,’ Lazenby said impatiently. ‘A girl. The charges were dropped. It’s not very important.’


‘On the contrary,’ the solicitor said. ‘It is extremely important. I do have to ask where all this is leading, Inspector.’


‘That really depends on your client, Mr Brown, doesn’t it?’


‘I mean,’ the solicitor said tetchily, ‘I want to know what this interview will concern itself with. I was under the impression that we were dealing with a question of obstructing the course of justice only. If there is anything else involved, I’ll have to seriously reconsider my client’s participation.’


‘OK,’ McCadden said. ‘First, some twenty months ago, back in April, nineteen ninety-four, a woman, a prostitute, was murdered here in Waterford …’








	
CHAPTER ONE



	MONDAY, APRIL 11, 1994








1


The building was a three-storey guesthouse called Belview near the top of John’s Hill, overlooking the city.


Its front was well maintained. The gate and railings were newly painted. The garden had been landscaped, with care if not with a bright imagination. The wood on the door and the windows had all been freshly varnished.


In fact, the only incongruous item was the uniformed policeman standing on the front steps, guarding the door. A young, fresh-faced man, no more than nineteen, probably just out of training college. At twelve-thirty-five, as McCadden hurried past him, he saluted smartly and then went back to being stiff and immobile.


Inside the house there was a central hallway, tiled in black and white. It led to a steep mahogany stairway, and divided a kitchen and a dining room on the left from a couple of sitting rooms on the right.


There were three or four old theatrical posters advertising shows in the city’s Theatre Royal, all nicely framed in mahogany, hanging in the hall. One of them, McCadden noticed in passing, was for a production of Shakespeare’s Othello, with Anew McMaster as the jealous Moor and Harold Pinter as Iago.


What grabbed his attention, though, wasn’t the posters, or even the yellow police tape with its crime-scene messages; it was the set of hand and fingerprints etched in red on the striped wallpaper behind the tape.


Someone with blood on their right hand had stumbled down the stairs and out the front door, supporting themselves as they went.


Upstairs there was plain green carpet on the landing, and green and orange floral paper on the walls. All the doors leading into the four bedrooms, two on the left and two on the right, were painted in orange gloss. Everything was fresh and neat and clean, but not otherwise appealing.


Paul Hyland stood outside the open bedroom door on the right at the top of the stairs, chatting to another of the uniforms. He broke off and took a step forward when he noticed McCadden.


He said, ‘Where’ve you been? The chief super’s been here already.’


‘Looking for you,’ McCadden muttered.


‘I was at the station.’


McCadden shrugged.


Hyland looked like a guy who had it all together – good looks, good clothes, usually all sweetness and dazzling smiles – but actually his life was an interesting mess. Monday morning you might find him sleeping it off at home with his wife and kids, or snatching a quick taste of one of his lovers, or even shuffling out of an all-night poker game … But at the station? At his own desk?


‘Feeling all right?’ McCadden enquired.


Hyland said, ‘Fine. Fine.’


‘Good,’ McCadden said. ‘I’ll take a look around first. Talk to you while I’m doing it. Where is it, anyway?’ He gestured past Hyland, towards the bedroom behind. ‘In there?’


Hyland nodded and pulled a worried face. ‘Yeah.’ But he didn’t move.


‘What’s the problem, Paul?’ McCadden asked. ‘Someone I know?’


Hyland shook his head. ‘No. The problem is, there’s no way of telling any more. Whether you knew her or not.’


And he turned, shaking his head.


Most of the bedroom lay to the right of the doorway, its only window looking out on to the street. But the focal point was just inside the door itself, on the far side of the bed that had been placed there. Lying outside the tangle of white sheets and lime green blankets was the naked body of a woman.


Hyland had been right. Whoever the woman was, she wouldn’t now be recognized by her face, which had been bludgeoned repeatedly. Between her neck and her scalp was all ragged lacerations, the strands of skin and tissue impacted into smashed bone. And everywhere there was blood. On the curved headboard and the bedroom wall behind her. On her pillow. A thickened pool of it had formed on the undersheet by her neck and shoulders.


She had shoulder-length ash blonde hair. A cluster of it, which had somehow escaped being matted with blood, had fallen across her face, concealing her eyes.


McCadden felt an irrational urge to walk over and gently lift the strands away.


It was only when he shifted his position, forcing himself to concentrate on the rest of the scene, that he noticed the blood-stained object still lying beside the dead woman, close to her knees. It was a heavy, brass candlestick, on the base of which, visible even from the doorway, was cut a horseshoe symbol and the inscription GOOD LUCK.


To McCadden’s eyes, the woman seemed in her mid or late thirties. Slim. Not even slightly overweight. Muscles in very good condition, like those of a sportswoman. She wore no jewellery: no necklaces, rings, bracelets, watch. Her fingernails and toenails were all expertly manicured and pedicured.


The only items of personal clothing visible in the room were a red dress lying on the floor at the base of the bed and a black leather jacket thrown over the back of a chair in front of the dressing table. The dress was torn, so badly that it couldn’t be worn any more, but it had obviously been fashionable and expensive. The jacket was still intact, and was costly too, much more pricey than the one McCadden owned.


One upright red shoe stood just inside the door, partly under a locker. The other, lying on its side, was over by the window, nearer the red dress.


A red evening dress and a black leather jacket. And nothing else? No underwear? No purse? No handbag? McCadden scanned the room again, bothered by other details.


For some reason, the small dressing table that was tucked away in the left corner had had its mirror turned to the wall.


On the bed, at the side nearest to McCadden, a pillow in a white cotton case still had the indentation from whoever had slept beside the dead woman the previous night.


And at the bottom of the room, except for a pair of heavy brown curtains, which were still open, the window was bare.


McCadden turned suddenly from the doorway to cross the hall towards the bedroom opposite, almost colliding with Hyland, who’d been waiting behind him.


The bed in this room was still unmade from the previous night, its sheets and blankets hanging over the edge and trailing along the red carpet. There was a smudged black stain on one of the white pillowcases. Easy to spot where that came from. In the ashtray on the small cabinet there were the ashes and the crushed filters of ten or more cigarettes.


Pages from one of the national newspapers lay scattered about the floor near the dressing table. The doors of the empty wardrobe hung wide open. And finally, and most importantly, there were lace curtains and heavy red drapes on the only window, and both of them were closed.


There were lace and drapes in the next bedroom too. At first, McCadden thought this one hadn’t been used at all the previous night. The bed was untouched, the wastepaper basket had a new and unused lining bag, and all the drawers in the dresser and doors on the wardrobe were locked with their own keys. Then he noticed that the drinking glass on the bedside cabinet had a trace of yellow liquid in its base. He bent to smell, and found it was—


‘Whiskey,’ Hyland said from the doorway. ‘Neat. No water. Or very little, anyway.’


‘You drink the stuff?’


‘Some.’


The last bedroom on the floor, across the corridor again and adjoining the room where the dead woman lay, looked like it had been used by someone who thought tidiness was something you got round to about five minutes before leaving, someone who didn’t intend checking out for another month or so.


An open suitcase lay on the dressing table with some clothes, a clean shirt and sweater, hanging untidily out, but with men’s striped pyjamas neatly folded on top of the pile. A crumpled brown paper bag, some supermarket receipts and a few paper hankies had been tossed at the wastepaper basket without any of them landing in it. And on the bed itself the blankets had been rolled into a ball and then abandoned.


There was a paperback thriller lying on the cabinet, its reader’s place marked with a grubby dog ear. Beside it there was an emptied whiskey bottle. And beside that a drinking glass with a trace of liquor left in the bottom.


‘How much?’ McCadden said to Hyland.


‘Eh?’


‘Whiskey,’ McCadden said. ‘How much of the stuff do you drink?’


‘Enough,’ Hyland claimed. ‘You want a guess?’


‘Not a chemical analysis, Paul. Not at this stage, anyway.’


Hyland pointed. ‘The whiskey in the bottle and the glass here is the same brand as the whiskey in the drinking glass in the bedroom opposite. Black and White. As it says on the label.’


‘OK,’ McCadden said. ‘What’s the situation here, anyway? It’s a guesthouse, right?’


Hyland checked his notes. ‘The house is owned by Mrs Barbara Rockett. She’s waiting in the lounge.’


‘Lounge?’


‘They call it the lounge. It’s the back sitting room downstairs.’


‘Does she know how many people were sleeping here last night?’


‘She says three people were booked in last night. I mean, in three separate bedrooms. All of them were sleeping on this floor. There was no one upstairs and there are no bedrooms down below.’


‘Any of the guests still here?’


‘Only a commercial traveller, a salesman. His name is Francis Mullery. He’s with Mrs Rockett downstairs. The other one had left before we got here.’


‘You been around much?’


‘There’s nothing obvious upstairs. There’s a possible break-in at the rear downstairs. Have you seen it?’


‘No. You’d better show me.’


The rear of the house had a door and two sash windows looking out on an overgrown garden of ash trees and untended bushes. At some time, one of the windows had been forced open, the pressure breaking a couple of small locks that were supposed to help with security. The breaks weren’t new. They weren’t even recent. But anyone could’ve approached unseen through the garden, raised the lower half of the window, stepped in, and closed the window again. And left the same way, for that matter.


‘Any of the technical people here yet?’ McCadden asked Hyland.


Hyland shook his head. ‘Should be, but they’re not.’


Waiting, McCadden grumbled to himself. More waiting.


Once, there’d been a centralized murder squad in the force, where McCadden, in fact, had served his own apprenticeship. A tight group of very experienced officers and very dedicated apprentices. A group that travelled with its own technical back-up. A group that worked as a unit.


They’d disbanded it, though, and now, whether its detectives had experience or not, each division in the State was responsible for investigating its own murder cases. Except that the technical crew still travelled from headquarters in Dublin – photographers, sketch artists, collectors and labellers of clothing, fibres, fingerprints, impressions, weapons – and still carried the bags and containers of evidence back to Dublin, because no other division had a forensic science laboratory.


So there was always this gap, this unfamiliarity, between the local investigating officers and the scene-of-crime officers.


And always this waiting.


‘Look after them when they get here, will you?’ McCadden said. ‘Tell them I want prints from the window here and all the bedrooms on the first floor. Not just the one where the woman died.’


‘Guesthouse bedrooms,’ Hyland reminded him. ‘Hell of a lot of traffic. They’re going to pick up too many prints.’


‘Well,’ McCadden said, ‘a couple of things in particular. We’re interested in the ashtray in the second room, the drinking glass in the next, the drinking glass and bottle in the last. Which of them found the body, by the way?’


‘Mullery,’ Hyland said. ‘The salesman.’


‘Right.’
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Before talking to the pair waiting in the lounge, McCadden went with Hyland to the dining room and the kitchen of the guesthouse.


Two places had been laid at the dining-room table, with all the traditional standards of the Irish guesthouse breakfast. One for the commercial traveller, perhaps? And one for the murdered woman?


In the kitchen, the rest of Mullery’s breakfast lay abandoned. A blackened egg was stuck to the base of the frying pan. Two shrivelled rashers and two burnt sausages lay on the grill pan. And a couple of leathery toasts were still trying to escape from the toaster.


Among other drawbacks, murder ruined your appetite for food. Until you got used to it, anyway. Though not your appetite for the box, apparently. The television was blaring in the room the landlady called the lounge, showing one of the now ‘classic’ American sitcoms from the seventies, its canned laughter erupting with the appeal and regularity of hiccups.


Of the three sitting in the room, only the plainclothes policewoman who’d been detailed to keep the other two company was getting the jokes.


McCadden couldn’t remember her name. The chief superintendent, Daniel Cody, had told him they’d been assigned a woman detective, and told him her name as well. Hyland, five minutes earlier, had given him the same information. But it hadn’t registered.


She looked about the same age as Hyland himself: late twenties. And at least she was awake. When McCadden took the remote control and killed the volume on the television, she was the only one to respond. Mullery and the landlady went on staring at the now silent images, with their mouths set and their eyes glazed.


‘Mr Mullery?’ McCadden said.


The man was seedy and middle-aged, badly groomed and shabbily dressed. The sleeves and collar of his shirt were slightly frayed and his suit was old and crumpled.


Not the standard image of the modern sales executive, McCadden thought. He didn’t have that uniform look of prosperity you needed for the job. Whatever he was selling, it wasn’t himself. And if not himself, then nothing else very successfully.


McCadden said again, a little louder, ‘Mr Mullery?’


The man looked over nervously. ‘Yes?’


‘Detective Inspector McCadden. I’ll have a word with you next door.’


Inside the front sitting room, they sat around the tiled fireplace. McCadden and Hyland were on two straight-backed mahogany chairs. Mullery had shuffled in, head bowed, and sunk uncomfortably into a low armchair. His own choice. He was obviously one of life’s natural victims; naturally deferential and naturally apologetic. Anything at all will do me.


‘What’s your full name, please?’ McCadden asked.


‘Mullery. Francis Xavier Mullery.’


And then, in an accent that was reaching up the social ladder to compensate for his appearance, he started describing himself without being asked. Just in case you picked up the wrong messages from the temporary way he looked.


‘I represent O’Gill’s, Ireland, a company fully owned by my brother-in-law, Mr Denis—’


‘O’Gill,’ Hyland supplied, with perfect timing.


‘Yes, that’s right. Mr Denis O’Gill. I am not, however—’


‘OK, right,’ McCadden interrrupted. ‘At the moment, some things are important and some are not. Would you like to tell us, for instance, how come it was you who found the body?’


Mullery briskly crossed his legs and tugged a frayed jacket sleeve downwards to conceal a frayed shirt sleeve. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘It was you who found the body, wasn’t it?’ McCadden said.


‘Yes, of course. I told the sergeant there.’


‘So. What were you doing in the woman’s bedroom?’


‘Eh?’


‘Why did you go in there?’


‘Oh! I see.’ Mullery paused. He moistened his lips. He tried to work himself away from the speech he’d prepared so that he could deal with the unexpected question. ‘I went to call them.’


‘Them?’ McCadden repeated.


‘Yes.’


‘Who? A man and a woman? A couple? Two, three women?’


‘The couple.’


‘And why did you go to call them?’


‘For breakfast.’


‘No doubt,’ McCadden agreed drily. ‘But why you? Why not the landlady? Didn’t the couple in the room have an alarm clock?’


‘Well,’ Mullery said uneasily, ‘Mrs Rockett asked me to give them a call.’


‘Before you had breakfast yourself?’


‘Yes.’


‘Mrs Rockett asked you to call at least two people before you had breakfast yourself?’


‘Yes.’


‘And then she laid places for only two at the table?’


Mullery laughed nervously. ‘No, no. I’m expressing myself badly. Of course, I volunteered.’


McCadden didn’t see what difference it made to the small problem of two breakfasts for three guests, but he didn’t pursue it. There was something furtive and weak and apologetic about Mullery that made you want to crush him, and McCadden had to remind himself to keep his humour in check.


He asked, gently enough, ‘And why did you do that? Why did you volunteer?’


‘Mrs Rockett is an elderly lady, as you know, and as she was rather busy with her work, with the rest of her work, I thought I might … You know, be helpful.’


‘Have you stayed here before?’


‘Many times, yes. Whenever I come to Waterford.’


‘OK, let’s assume you volunteered to call the other guests to help Mrs Rockett with her chores. What then?’


‘Yes,’ Mullery said with relief. ‘Yes. Well, I knocked on their door, the couple’s door, and called that breakfast was ready in the dining room.’


‘And then you went back downstairs for your own breakfast?’


Mullery coughed. He said uneasily, ‘Well, no, no. There as no answer, you see. So I knocked again, much more loudly than the first time, and then I put my ear against the door. I couldn’t hear a sound from beyond it.’


‘So then you went downstairs to report to Mrs Rockett?’ McCadden suggested, knowing it wasn’t true, wanting to make a point about it.


‘I’m afraid not. Because there was still no answer … You see, I tested the door handle. In case—’


‘Yes?’


‘You understand?’


‘No,’ McCadden said impatiently. ‘I don’t. Go on.’


‘I thought perhaps they had left,’ Mullery said quickly. ‘As it happened, the door suddenly flew open under the slight pressure and I stumbled forward into the room. It hadn’t been locked at all. And, of course, I saw the unfortunate woman immediately.’


‘Of course. Touch anything?’


‘Nothing, no. Apart from the door. The handle. I went downstairs then. I called Mrs Rockett and told her to contact you.’


‘What time was this?’


‘It was a little after ten o’clock.’


‘The call was logged at eight minutes past ten this morning,’ Hyland confirmed.


McCadden raised his eyebrows. ‘You were having breakfast at ten?’


Mullery shifted uncomfortably. ‘Quite late, I admit.’


‘What time did you book in here last night?’


‘Nine o’clock. A little after it, perhaps.’


‘Where did you come from?’


‘I drove from Cork yesterday, calling in at Youghal and Dungarvan and others, collecting orders. As I was saying, my function is not actually to sell the material we produce for the American market—’


‘Right, right,’ McCadden interrupted. ‘Did you bring the bottle of whiskey with you or go out and buy it?’


Mullery’s eyes narrowed. ‘Whiskey?’


‘The Black and White.’


‘I bought it here,’ Mullery said stiffly. ‘In the off-licence nearby.’


‘You booked in, put your things in the bedroom, and immediately went out again. But you came back quickly. Is that right?’


‘Yes.’


‘You didn’t go to a pub for a drink?’


‘No.’


‘So you were back here, say, nine-thirty.’


‘Nine-thirty. Approximately, yes.’


‘What did you do then?’


‘I sat alone for a while in this room, drinking coffee and reading the evening newspaper.’


‘Where was Mrs Rockett?’


‘In the kitchen. It’s on the other side of the house, behind the dining room.’


‘OK And?’


‘I heard someone coming in about quarter to ten. I didn’t see them. They went straight upstairs.’


‘Hear them saying anything?’


Mullery shook his head. ‘No. They said nothing.’


‘Uh-huh. Then what?’


‘Shortly after ten o’clock, I decided to go to my own room. I had the thriller I was reading. I’d brought it down with me earlier. I had that and I had the bottle of whiskey. Along the way, as you know, I had to pass my neighbours’ bedroom to get to my own. Their door was slightly open. Naturally, I glanced in as I went by.’


‘Naturally,’ McCadden confirmed. ‘What did you see?’


‘I saw a man, casually dressed, in jeans and a denim shirt, standing in the shadows with his back to me.’


‘In shadow? They had the light off?’


‘I think so, yes. Yes.’


‘What about the woman?’


‘The woman was sitting on the bed, reading a magazine.’


‘How was she dressed?’


‘She wore a black jacket. A red dress. Her hair was blonde. I couldn’t see anything else. She was sitting on the far side of the bed. You understand? She had the magazine on the bed and was turned sideways, reading it. I saw her blonde hair and the jacket and the dress. That was all.’


‘What about the man?’ McCadden asked.


Mullery shook his head.


‘How tall was he?’ McCadden suggested. ‘What colour hair? Build?’


‘I saw only his back,’ Mullery protested. ‘And what can one notice about another in two or three seconds?’


‘That he wore jeans and a denim shirt?’ McCadden reminded.


‘Apart from that, of course.’


‘You didn’t stop to pass the time, then?’


‘I didn’t, no. I went to my own bedroom. I unpacked and undressed. I drank and read until I fell asleep.’


McCadden got up and walked across to the window. He looked out on the street where groups of teenagers in school uniforms, just back that Monday morning after the Easter holidays, were spending their lunch break training to be spectators, gathered around the scene of the murder, gossiping, speculating, imagining.
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