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january, 2000


It was still dark when the boy was woken. Just eighteen minutes past five according to his Adidas Chrono watch, which he’d synchronized with the speaking clock the night before and which he’d checked again for accuracy a little after midnight. Because it had been a last present from his dying father, he relied on the watch as one of the few sources of certainty in his life. He thought of it as his guide. In a world where almost everything else had become treacherously unreliable, he trusted it as a talisman.


When he found himself sitting upright in his bed, screaming wildly and drenched with his own sweat, he knew that no one would come to calm or comfort him. He sensed immediately that he was alone again in the cottage. The previous night, on New Year’s Eve, his mother had left at ten o’clock with Michael Slade, the man who took her out at weekends, every Friday and Saturday night. She never stayed at home those nights. Not even when the boy was sick. She hadn’t believed him when he’d told her about the limping man with the No. 1 haircut who was hanging around the village harbour one night before Christmas, accusing him of inventing scares and trying to blackmail her. Last night, she’d said they were going to join a house party in a nearby town, about twelve kilometres north of the village, and she’d promised to return by one, if only to check that he was sleeping. But he hadn’t believed her. She had no transport of her own. No one would want to drag themselves away from the party to drive her back to the village. And besides, she wouldn’t ask them to. When she was with Michael Slade, she always forgot about the boy.


On the small screen in his darkened bedroom, he’d watched the television coverage of the New Year celebrations. But he had no interest in the pleasures of strangers. His attention was driven by terror. For almost a year his mind had been darkened by prophecies of disaster on this day, of blood-soaked accidents and gory chaos, as the western world lurched from one millennium to another, slipping its tenuous hold on its own technology. This was why he’d obsessively checked the accuracy of his wristwatch after midnight. And this was why he’d left the warmth of his bed a minute later and stood shivering on the damp flagstones in the kitchen, testing the cooker and the fridge, the microwave and the VCR.


In the end, as at the close of so many other nights, it was disappointment that finally exhausted him. Nothing happened. None of the appliances in the cottage refused his instructions. No aircraft fell to the earth from the skies outside. No stock markets around the world were sent dizzily crashing. And his mother didn’t come home.


At one-thirty-six, propped up by sponge pillows in front of the still flickering television, the boy had fallen asleep.


He didn’t ask what woke him so savagely almost four hours later. Nightmares were too frequent an experience for him. Shivering violently as the sweat cooled on his skin, he quickly switched off the television and slipped from the bed. But killing the light so suddenly was a mistake. In the darkness, as he groped towards his mother’s bedroom, he stumbled against his own furniture, painfully stubbing his toes. He cursed but didn’t call out, because he hated the sound of his own unanswered voice echoing through the empty cottage. And because he was so drained of hope that even his instincts were stunted.


As he’d expected, his mother’s bedroom was still empty. The bed, unmade since it had been abandoned the previous morning, was cold, and untidy, and uninviting. The boy sat on its edge, his body slumped forward, exhausted, but too terrified of dreams to give in easily to sleep again. In that position, fighting to keep his eyes open, he heard what might have been a woman’s scream in the distance, cutting through the stillness of the night. He paid no attention to it. He knew that the dark was full of strange, distorted sounds and that most of them came from inside his own head.


By morning, waking at the foot of his mother’s bed, the boy had forgotten about the scream. He felt cold. The untidy covers had kept falling away from him through the night and the disrupted pattern of his sleep had left him dull and slightly disorientated. He had no appetite. He drank a carton of orange juice, because his mouth was dry and sore, and then he dressed, pulling on the same tracksuit and rain jacket he’d been wearing the last few days. The morning was damp. Through the kitchen window he could see that a heavy mist had come in off the sea. But he needed to escape the deadness of the cottage, although he knew that he’d find nothing livelier or warmer beyond it.


He had no friends to call on any more. One by one, the other kids had vanished from the area over the last few years, migrating to the cities with their parents, until he was the only child still living in the village and there was no one left to play with. Some of the abandoned houses had been sold to foreigners, who used them as holiday homes. But most of them were still unoccupied.


It wasn’t so lonely during school term. The school bus collected him early in the morning and dropped him home in the late afternoon after a crowded day. But he dreaded the rest of the year. Sometimes, at the weekends or during holidays, he still climbed the garden walls of the empty houses and sat alone in the long wet grass, spearing ants or woodlice with a penknife and bitterly remembering the games he’d once shared in.


He couldn’t understand why they didn’t leave as well. There was nothing to keep them in the village. No friends for him. No social life for his mother. Not even a shop to buy their groceries. He knew that his mother was an artist and needed seclusion for her work, but it was unfair to make him a freak as well. They should live where there were other people. And football pitches. And cinemas. And shopping centres.


The boy hated the dying village.


It had only three streets, for instance, a total he found intensely embarrassing whenever he was asked to describe where he lived. Pier Road ended at the reconstructed harbour to the west and Beach Road, running parallel to it, gradually disappeared into the sand to the east. When the tide was out, it was possible to walk from one street to the other along the stony beach. Otherwise the only link between them was Main Street, a curved and narrow strip that dropped suddenly down from a third-class road to the north and then hurried back up there again. Long ago, the boy had noticed that if the village was drawn as a street map, it looked like the mathematical symbol for pi. Now it struck him as stupid that a place that kept shrinking all the time should be represented by a constant.


There were fifty-two houses in the village: thirteen on Pier Road, eleven on Beach Road and twenty-eight along Main Street. The boy knew this because he counted them every day, always adding some extra details to his store of knowledge about the buildings and noting any further deterioration in their appearance. Thirty-three of the houses were vacant. Ten had been bought as holiday homes by outsiders, mostly by German and Dutch families who sailed their yachts into the harbour every summer and hung around for a few short weeks before going home again. Sometimes they came for Christmas and the New Year too. But not this year. All the foreigners had stayed in their own countries for the millennium.


The rest of the village’s houses were owned by locals. The boy himself lived with his mother in the last cottage to the east of Main Street. At the opposite side of the village, a strange and angry man named Carthy lived by himself. Two childless old couples were on Pier Road and another couple, with grown-up children who had left, were on Beach Road. Back on Main Street, on either side of the boarded-up post office, three of the houses were occupied by single men who worked at the local creamery. And finally, in no. 9, right in the centre of the street, there was the old woman who was said to be a witch, but whose only friend, apart from the boy’s mother, was a nervous young priest with sweaty hands and sticky sweets.


When he stepped outside his home that New Year’s morning and casually looked west, along the length of Main Street, the first thing the boy noticed was that there was no smoke coming through the open front door of the old woman’s house. This was a sign that he had often been warned by his mother to look out for. The old woman burned turf and wood in her grate. Because her chimney was blocked, the heavy smoke came back down the flue and into her front room again. Regardless of the weather or the time of day, she always left the street door open, simply to avoid suffocating herself. The yellow smoke, billowing into Main Street, was a constant reassurance that she was active. Its absence threatened an emergency.


The boy knew that he had to go and investigate, but although he didn’t like to admit it, he was still frightened of the old woman. When he was younger and had actually believed that she was a witch, her shrivelled face and cackling laugh had haunted all his dreams and nightmares. He realized now that these were only fairy tales, of course. But he still found her scary. He felt a cold shiver down his spine whenever she looked at him. Her milky, bloodshot eyes and her humped back, as if she was carrying a rucksack under her black dress, still disturbed him.


The boy crossed the road and walked slowly along the narrow footpath, past the junction with Beach Road, until he was standing directly opposite the old woman’s house. The buildings on either side had all been abandoned and neglected for more than a year, but hers was still the shabbiest in the row. The plaster had crumbled from the outside walls, exposing the brickwork underneath. The door and window frames were badly rotted. The few surviving gutters were choked with weeds and litter, and the roof, pock-marked with gaping holes and broken slates, sagged inwards where a joist had weakened in the centre.


In five minutes, the boy decided, if his mother didn’t come home from the party, if no one else woke up in the village and if he hadn’t caught sight of the old woman through the open door, he’d cross the road again and look into the old woman’s house. He set the timer on his wristwatch. Knowing that time moved slower if it was watched, he stared at the display as it counted off the seconds. His nervousness tempted him to cheat, first by changing the rules and then by imagining movement in the crumbling house, but he resisted both. When the wristwatch bleeped at him, telling him that his wait was over, he took a deep breath and jumped from the footpath.


There was no electric bell or metal knocker on the old woman’s rotting front door. The boy picked a wet stone from the street and used it to hammer loudly on the wood, remembering that the old woman was almost completely deaf. When he called out afterwards, he tried to get the same power into his voice as well. But his throat was dry from nervousness. And at the last moment, it occurred to him that he didn’t even know the old woman’s name.


His summons came out as a limp squeak. ‘Hello?’


And it wasn’t answered.


The boy stepped warily inside. He took only a single step, but he felt immediately as if he’d entered a different world. The house was in darkness. The only sound was that of water dripping steadily. Cold and damp and heavy with the sense of some hidden danger, the place had the eerie stillness of an isolated cave.


Too frozen by fear to call out loud again, the boy stood rigidly inside the draughty doorway, waiting for his eyes to adapt to the darkness.


The scene only gradually became clear to him.


There was no carpet or linoleum under his feet, just a bare concrete floor, covered with dust and strips of dirty paper and small stones. In front of him, over to his right, an open grate held powdery grey ash from the fire the old woman had kept. But there were no embers and the flames had obviously died a long time before. There must have been an attractive fireplace here once. A few of the coloured tiles and bits of the wooden surround were still in place. But nothing else had survived and now the grate was really just a blackened hole in the chimney breast. On the sloping mantelpiece above it there was an open greeting card, unsigned, but carrying a message printed in large black type. WELCOME TO THE NEW MILLENNIUM, it read. Beyond the grate, in a shallow alcove, there was a ragged cardboard box, holding a few sods of dried turf, some wooden logs and a worn, old-fashioned poker.


Close to this tattered cardboard box, the old woman was lying on the floor. She seemed to have slipped or fallen, possibly from the stained floral armchair that was pulled up to the fire. Her tiny feet, their toes pointing towards the boy, were covered with layers of black and grey woollen socks, but had no shoes. The heavy black dress she had on, entangled in an old-fashioned knitted shawl, was stained and badly torn. Above it, the boy thought at first that she was wearing a red blouse or vest and that a red necklace hung around her scrawny neck. But as he shifted sideways to allow more light from the street behind, as he noticed that the old woman’s face was heavily bruised and that detached clumps of her thin white hair were snagged under a leg of the armchair, he realized that he was mistaken about this. The old woman was actually naked from the waist upwards. What was biting into her shrivelled flesh wasn’t a beaded necklace, but a knotted cord that had been used to strangle her. And the colour on her frail chest and shoulders didn’t come from dyed material. It came from her own blood.


For a long time, unable either to step forward and confirm that the old woman was dead or to turn away and run for help, the boy stood shivering inside the open doorway, trying to locate the source of the blood. It was only when he succeeded in doing this, two or three minutes later, that he finally screamed and fled from the house. To the left of the corpse, beside a faded milk carton where two wet rats were scurrying, a section of the old woman’s right breast, nipple upwards, was lying on the dirty floor.
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By the morning of 3 January, when he was ordered to travel south and join the local investigating team, McCadden had been kicking his heels in Dublin for almost two months, waiting for confirmation of his new posting. For all his eagerness for change and his fear of settling for routine, it seemed as if he’d left the familiar comforts of his job in Waterford at the wrong moment. Savage political wrangling had held up the launch of the new national homicide squad he’d been assigned to. Hastily proposed by the Minister for Justice in response to a public outcry about the level of unsolved murders in the state and cautiously backed by the Garda commissioner, the squad was now the victim of second thoughts and revised priorities. Four months on from the initial announcement, it still had no official status, no formal title, no resources and no leader. In his worst moments, woken at night by the pain from his wounded shoulder and drifting restlessly around the gloomy basement flat he was renting in Dublin, McCadden was convinced that the entire unit consisted only of himself. Detective Inspector Robinson Crusoe, he mocked himself. Another victim of Irish fondness for confusing talk with achievement.


He had no enthusiasm for the investigation into the brutal murder of an old woman in a remote southern village. He was a stranger to the area, the case was already three days old, and he was uncertain about the nature of his role. Possibly, he thought, this was just a temporary assignment to keep him busy on the sidelines. He accepted that his idleness was making him a nuisance in Dublin. Possibly, he was expected merely to go through the motions and kill some time. But he suspected another, more devious agenda. The village was in West Cork, part of the division controlled by one of the commissioner’s most bitter internal enemies, Chief Superintendent Pat Foran. After recent successes against local drug barons, Foran’s reputation was at its height. By contrast, the commissioner was under pressure. His aggressive crackdown on organized crime in the capital had brought him rapid promotion at a young age; but in the highest office, as so often happens with the talented, his virtues had suddenly become embarrassments. His personal profile was far too high for the comfort of his minister’s ego. And his fierce belief in the justness of what he was doing had left him open to accusations of arrogance and unaccountability. As the commissioner’s man, McCadden was entering hostile territory and risked being treated as a spy.


To avoid being confronted by the entire investigating team in an unfamiliar incident room, he’d arranged to be met by a single officer at the scene at two o’clock that afternoon. But his heart wasn’t in the journey. On the country roads past Cork city he contrived to get lost and had to stop on several occasions to check directions. He was an hour late when he finally reached the village. Following the instructions he’d received by email, he turned right immediately after passing the road sign at the entrance to the village. He half expected his contact to have left, but as soon as he cleared the junction he saw that a yellow Volkswagen Golf was parked at the end of the pier, facing the rough grey sea. The driver was resting against its bonnet, looking out at the choppy water. The man’s shoulders were hunched against the cold and his hands were stuffed into the pockets of the green ski jacket he was wearing. Smoke from the smouldering cigarette in his right hand was being blown behind him by the wind.


It was only when the man turned, pushing himself away from the Volkswagen and flicking his cigarette into the harbour as he heard a car approaching, that McCadden realized that the waiting officer was a young black. He had no time to conceal his surprise. As he braked, the other was already passing quickly in front of the bonnet of his own car and striding impatiently across to open McCadden’s door.


‘Inspector McCadden?’ the man checked. He extended an arm for a handshake, withdrew it to perform a more correct salute just as McCadden was about to accept it, and then offered an open palm again while McCadden was gesturing acceptance of the formality.


‘Right,’ McCadden acknowledged. ‘Who do I have?’


‘Detective Garda Joseph Curtis, sir. Chief Superintendent Foran sends his apologies. He has a press conference this afternoon.’


‘Well, I wasn’t expecting the man himself.’


‘I’m to show you around. I tried to contact you to let you know, but your mobile seems to be switched off.’


‘I left it at home,’ McCadden claimed.


‘Would you like me to arrange a—?’


‘No.’


McCadden stepped from the car. He tried to keep the smile off his lips, in case Curtis misinterpreted its meaning and felt aggrieved, but he had to accept that he was already struggling here. Assigning a black officer as his liaison in a conservative rural area was a subtle opening thrust in what was obviously going to be a nasty campaign. It invited him to consider his own involvement as worthless and unwanted. At the same time, it would force him to reassess his own liberal credentials if he ever caught himself equating black with useless. It cut off any prospect of easy integration with the local detectives. And instead of easing his burdens, it added another one to the pile. It was a neat move, not least because its hidden instigators were publicly blameless. What could he accuse them of? Racism in Ireland was like the Irish sense of humour: so natural a part of normal life that it went unquestioned until it isolated you as a victim.


He wondered if Curtis was aware of any of this, but then quickly decided that the question was dangerous. Posing it would only be jumping enthusiastically into the trap that had been set for him.


McCadden moved away from the car and walked to the unprotected edge of the pier. The harbour struck him as overambitious for such an isolated spot, an impression intensified by the fact that it was totally empty. Nothing was moored there. The narrow inlet offered natural protection, but a lot of money had recently been spent fortifying and prettifying it.


‘Who paid for the restoration?’ he wondered.


Behind him, Curtis coughed to clear his throat. ‘The harbour? I don’t really know, sir. The local authority, I suppose. Mostly. Maybe with some lottery funds from central government as well.’


‘Any fishing done here?’


‘Fishing? No. There’s no fishing fleet.’


‘What’s it used for?’


‘Wealthy peoples’ yachts, mainly.’


McCadden sighed and turned. His shoulder was starting to ache a little now. The cold and dampness were seeping their way through to the wound, adding to the stiffness from the long hours behind the wheel. And he wasn’t seeing the humorous side of things any more. ‘I don’t suppose there’s anywhere I can get a cup of coffee around here?’ he risked.


Curtis shook his head. ‘You can’t get anything here, sir. There are no shops. No cafés. Not even a pub. Only a few people actually live here.’


McCadden looked forlornly past the young detective, back up the slight hill he’d descended to reach the pier. The place had the feel of an abandoned movie lot, he decided. The exteriors of the houses were variable: some neglected, some well maintained, a few carefully renovated in traditional rural style, with whitewashed walls and thatched roofs and brightly painted doors and windows. But there were no people.


You could imagine its life, he thought. A slow dissolve, say, into the bustle of pedestrians, a market, flower sellers, fishermen, the occasional car inching its way through the merry throng. But all the sounds and movements were inside his own head.


It was eerie. Post-apocalyptic stuff, without the fun of having witnessed the big bang. Three days into the new millennium, and he could almost convince himself that one of the dreaded bugs had just struck here. No nuclear power plants seizing up. No businesses going to the wall. But a seaside village in south-west Ireland mysteriously emptied of its folk.


‘Where’s the house?’ he asked.


Curtis gestured vaguely along the line McCadden was already staring at. ‘In Main Street. We can walk. It’s not far.’


They passed between the two cars and climbed away from the pier in silence, McCadden slightly hunched from the discomfort in his shoulder, and Curtis, much taller anyway, so stiffly erect that he towered over him. McCadden wondered if the other played basketball. But he didn’t ask. His curiosity flirted too dangerously with stereotypes. All black men are naturally adept at shooting hoops. And white men can’t jump …


It was going to be tough, he accepted, negotiating a working relationship while burdened with such a paralysing level of self-consciousness. But then, that was exactly the strategy of the jokers who had assigned Curtis.


At the old woman’s dilapidated house in the centre of Main Street, Curtis used scissors to cut the crime-scene tape. When he also slit the adhesive seals across the crumbling front door, the door itself started tilting away from him and he had to reach out quickly to prevent it from falling.


‘The front door was never closed,’ he explained. ‘I don’t mean that it wasn’t locked. I mean, the wood holding the hinge screws had rotted away. At night she just placed what was left of the door in the gap, pushed a table behind it to stop it falling, tried to cut out the draughts with old clothes, blankets, that sort of thing. It’s been like that probably a year or more.’


‘She lived here alone, obviously.’


‘Yes.’


‘Tell me about her.’


Curtis placed the door against an interior wall. Searching along the wall for a switch, he grimaced as the light came on. ‘I don’t know if I’m the best person to ask about that, to be honest, sir.’


‘Why not?’


‘Well, I’m not actually part of the team investigating the murder, you see.’


‘So why did they send you to meet me?’


Curtis took a breath. ‘Probably, because I’m not the best person to ask, sir.’


McCadden stepped inside and had a quick glance around the ramshackle hovel. ‘Do you play basketball, Curtis?’ he asked.


‘What?’


‘Basketball.’


‘Basketball? No. Table tennis. I play table tennis, sir.’


‘Right.’


‘And chess. I also play chess.’


‘Right.’


‘I don’t quite see …’


‘Tell me about the woman, Curtis.’


‘Well … nobody had much to tell, really,’ Curtis admitted. ‘Her name was Hannah Fraule. She lived alone in this house for as long as anyone can remember, but no one knows for sure when exactly she came.’


‘She’s not from here?’


‘She’s not from the village. She’s not from the surrounding area, either, apparently. Not originally, anyway.’


‘How old was she?’


‘Past ninety, we believe.’


‘What about relatives?’


‘None that we know of.’


‘Neighbours?’


‘The mother of the young boy who found her sometimes looked after the old woman. Her name is Elizabeth Cole. I don’t think anybody else bothered much. There’s not many, anyway. The village is almost deserted.’


‘Social services?’


‘She refused to consider a nursing home or hospital. The health nurse visited regularly to check on her. A social worker called on a weekly basis to help her with shopping and other necessities. They did their best. There was also a Catholic curate who visited her regularly. Verscoyle. Father Verscoyle.’


‘What about the greeting card that was on the mantelpiece? WELCOME TO THE NEW MILLENNIUM. How was it delivered?’


‘Not through the post, so presumably by hand.’


‘Before or after the old woman was killed?’


Curtis blinked. ‘How could you tell?’


McCadden gestured impatiently. ‘She burned turf to keep herself warm and the chimney was obviously blocked. The fine dust from the turf must have settled on everything. Including the mantelpiece. If the card arrived a few days before her death, it would’ve accumulated dust on the top edge. Probably enough either way to help a guess. Did anybody check?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Why not?’


Curtis swallowed hard and stared into the gloomy interior of the house. ‘I’ve already told you, sir. I’m not part of the investigating team.’


‘Have you had access to the file, Curtis?’


‘No.’


‘Have you seen the crime-scene photographs or read the pathologist’s report?’


‘No.’


‘But you’ve been briefed on the victim’s background.’


‘Yes.’


‘And I’ll bet you have a theory covering what happened on the night she was killed.’


Curtis struggled to control his breathing. ‘The investigating team think that some time after midnight on New Year’s Eve Hannah Fraule was sitting in that chair by the fire when intruders came through the front door. The intention seems to have been robbery. They left this room and the scullery behind pretty much untouched, but they ransacked the bedroom in there.’


‘Did they find anything?’


‘I don’t know.’


It was possible, of course, McCadden thought, that the old woman had kept her life savings under a frayed mattress in the bedroom. Possible that some odd combination of circumstances or prejudices helped her to endure a miserable existence while simultaneously hoarding for a fanciful future.


The front room told only of debilitating poverty and radical neglect. About fifty years of it, McCadden calculated, judging from the style and condition of the few remaining pieces of furniture.


Nothing matched in the room. And nothing was really intact. A chipped mahogany sideboard, close to the bedroom door, had both its front legs missing and was tilted forward, like a stunned cow sinking to its foreknees after being shot in an abattoir. The surface of a rough pine table was split into two uneven sections. Another armchair, unrelated to the one the old woman had preferred, was just as grimy and dilapidated. The more recent items weren’t even standard pieces of furniture. There was a wooden fruit box, for instance, between the two armchairs. And a plastic display stand for holding paperback novels leaned unsteadily against the scullery door.


Except for a single framed photograph, the walls were entirely bare. No ornaments. No baubles. Not even a religious icon.


The photograph was hanging above the stricken sideboard. Its heavy wooden frame was too ornate, too large for the size of the print. It hadn’t been varnished or painted for a long time, but it had been recently cleaned. So had the protective glass over the print itself. And both meticulously. So that there was no dust clinging to its surfaces, no dirt lodged in its crevices.


Intrigued, McCadden picked his way across the concrete floor for a closer look. He had to stoop a little, to keep the reflection from the electric bulb in the glass from dazzling him. But when the image clarified he tapped the glass with the fingernails of his right hand. ‘Do you know what this is?’ he asked.


Curtis was still stiffly resentful. He seemed to take the question as a test he wasn’t up to and muttered bitterly, ‘No.’


McCadden was too absorbed to respond to the petulance. He was thinking about history. Distant history. All the way back to 1932, when ninety-seven per cent of the population was Roman Catholic, when other voices were far too weak to trouble the majority, and when Ireland hosted the Eucharistic Congress, a huge symbolic celebration of its own institutionalized religious ethos. Because the cherished photograph on the wall of the old woman’s hovel captured a moment from the high point of that Congress: the open-air mass in Dublin’s Phoenix Park, which was celebrated by the papal legate, attended by a million ordinary citizens and thousands of church dignitaries from around the world, and sung by the famous Irish tenor John McCormack.


The photograph must have pre-dated the first furnishing of the room, of course. It must have been carried from elsewhere to here and was possibly the only object from that distant past that the old woman had considered worthy of preservation.


Or possibly not, McCadden decided.


To the photograph’s left, at the same level above the sideboard, there was evidence that a companion had once hung there. The plaster was chipped where a nail had been driven in. The hole was mostly sealed with grime now, but its location was still visible. Around it there was a rectangle, roughly the shape of the nearby picture frame, where the old paintwork was a slightly brighter shade, suggesting that it had been covered and protected at some stage. But whatever had once hung there had also been absent for a long time.


What would make a companion piece to the Eucharistic Congress? McCadden wondered. Why should it have fallen into disfavour? And where was it now?


‘Did they recover any of the old woman’s personal papers?’ he asked. ‘Any correspondence? Any other photographs?’


Curtis doggedly shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’


McCadden straightened, again ignoring the other’s resentment. He turned slowly and glanced around the room once more, over the stricken sideboard and the fractured table, over the pathetic containers of cardboard and plastic, past the spot where the mutilated corpse had lain, until he settled on the mantelpiece where the card had been placed. WELCOME TO THE NEW MILLENNIUM, it had jeered. In the crime-scene photographs, the rest of the sloping mantelpiece had been bare. No knick-knacks. No personal items. Not even a clock or a box of matches. Something had lain there once, beside the greeting card. The photographs clearly showed a smudged pattern in the dust, something long and narrow, roughly arranged in the shape of an S, along with the mark of the gloved hand that had grasped and removed it. No fingerprints had been lifted from that section of the mantelpiece.


By now, Curtis was looking anxiously at his watch. ‘If you don’t mind, sir …’


‘What?’


‘There are a couple of other places I have to bring you.’


McCadden smiled. ‘They gave you a schedule for me?’


‘The chief superintendent wants all areas of the investigation covered in your briefing, so that—’


‘So what’s next on the agenda?’


‘Martin Curran, sir. He’s a farmer. He lives along on the other side of the bay. On Dunowen Head.’


‘Maybe in the morning, Curtis,’ McCadden said wearily. ‘Right now I’m tired from the journey. I need to eat and get some rest.’


‘The chief superintendent has arranged accommodation for you at—’


‘The cause of the old woman’s death was either strangulation or heart failure, Curtis,’ McCadden interrupted. ‘The autopsy was inconclusive. If the case ever comes to trial, the uncertainty may be decisive. But that’s not the most engaging aspect of the pathologist’s report. The most engaging revelation is that, before she died, someone stripped the old woman to the waist, partially severed her right breast with a hunting knife, then took the dangling flesh in their mouth, bit off the nipple and spat it into the dirt on the floor. Your investigating team clearly has someone in the frame. Does that fit the profile?’


Curtis cleared his throat. ‘I told you, sir. It’s not my case.’


‘It’s not really mine, either,’ McCadden admitted. ‘So what do you suggest we do? Jump enthusiastically through all the hoops they’ve placed for us?’


‘That’s your call, sir.’


‘Right.’


Suddenly irritated, McCadden moved quickly across the cold concrete, towards the open doorway. He stepped outside and stood on the footpath. And while he was checking the grey skies and calculating the closeness of the rain that was threatening, he had a curious experience. Like everything else in the abandoned village, it struck him as slightly unreal, almost a parody of life. A motorized wheelchair, driven by a toothless old man in a sparkling white mackintosh, droned towards him from the west along the broken white line in the centre of Main Street. When he was opposite McCadden, the old man manoeuvred the wheelchair so that he stopped beside a shallow pothole, directly opposite the house. He said nothing. He gave no indication that he was aware of McCadden’s presence. He sucked his slack cheeks between his toothless jaws, making a fish-mouth with his lips, and he stared impassively for about half a minute. When he had enough he worked the buttons on the arm of the wheelchair, swung sharply to his right and continued his journey along the faded marking in the centre of the street.


Watching him recede, McCadden heard Curtis stumbling through the open doorway behind him and called back absently, ‘Put the door in place.’


Curtis was formal. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Refix the seals and the crime-scene tape.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘I’ll let you know where I’m staying and when to call me in the morning. Not too early.’


‘There may be a problem with—’


‘And turn out the light before you leave.’





two



The irony was, McCadden would never graduate to the corridors of power simply because he was such a lousy subordinate. What he lacked as a careerist was the virtue of unquestioning respect. Standard instructions he could take. Strategic orders that placed him in a location and on a case. But being told where to look, what to search for, what to note as significant, what to eat and where to sleep …


Of course, he was also aware that there were two little wanton demigods out there, trying to reduce him to an instrument. The district chief superintendent needed him contained. Caged, preferably. Locked up and under constant supervision, like a stray dog who might otherwise worry the local livestock. The commissioner, on the other hand, saw him as a fly on the walls of his enemies’ bunkers, only as valuable as the information he carried out, and ultimately distasteful and disposable.


He was on his own, McCadden accepted. Curtis was unreliable. The young black man’s obvious resentment at being set up on his job, which was probably only an extension of his frustration at the casual rough treatment the colour of his skin attracted, made him seem a likely ally. But Curtis’s nerve was uncertain. At any moment, he might cut out and run back to the comfort of his desk. He had the confused bitterness of a potential double agent. And the instability. The source of his loyalty was exactly the same as the source of his betrayal. His own pain.


The clever thing, McCadden decided, would be to notice only what he was shown in West Cork and let the Director of Public Prosecutions take up the slack if someone later found the investigation inadequate. But McCadden wasn’t blessed with an admiration for cleverness.


Still irritated, he swung west after collecting the car from the pier and leaving the village. Once he was certain that Curtis hadn’t followed him, he drove the short distance along the coast road to the nearby town of Clonakilty and checked into a hotel in the main square. Too hungry to enjoy weighing the options, he settled quickly on the town’s only Italian restaurant. The food was fine, but the place was swarming with young couples. Some of them affectionate. Some fractious. And all noisy.


When he took refuge in the complimentary tabloid supplied by the restaurant, the news coverage only sharpened his irritation. A front-page item, dripping with affected outrage but wallowing in sensation, covered a controversial television interview given by a former terrorist the previous day. Convicted of bombing British seaside resorts in the early 1980s, the man had recently been released from a high-security prison in Northern Ireland under the terms of the peace process. Although christened Pius Eugene in his native Donegal, he now sported the cuter handle of Baker Shanahan. Nobody seemed quite sure whether the nickname was a tribute to his culinary skills or to his talents for incinerating holidaymakers. But the lead story in the tabloid, complete with a colour photograph of the miserable animal, featured a Jack Russell bitch which had been strung up by its hind legs and beaten with sticks, before being doused with petrol and set alight. Three county councillors, two government ministers and a bishop were quoted. The word outrage, in a range of cases and tenses, was employed fifteen times.


The murder of Hannah Fraule, and the ongoing investigation into the crime, was awarded a two-sentence paragraph on page five, close to a lurid photograph of a leggy blonde whose ambition was to bed a famous soccer player, and even closer to an advertisement for health insurance showing a sparkling, white-haired old lady surrounded by generations of her adoring offspring. On a separate page, in an unrelated column that gathered stories from around the country, two other attacks on old people living alone were casually mentioned. Both victims were named. One of them, Martin Curran, was the farmer Curtis had mentioned.


McCadden asked a waitress for a local map. Dunowen Head, where Martin Curran lived, was only ten kilometres to the south. But even though he had time on his hands and had left himself nothing else to fill it with, McCadden decided to defer the visit. It had been dark for almost two hours by now. A shaken old man, living alone on an isolated farm and recovering from a recent attack, wouldn’t welcome a stranger pounding on his door. In the morning, after breakfast, would be more appropriate.
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At eight-thirty the next day, McCadden woke to find that the rain had settled in from the west. Gloomy grey skies and a steady, depressing drizzle that never varied, never burst into a downpour or lifted to let a little sunlight through. Within fifteen minutes, despite a vigorous shower and heroic resistance to looking out on the damp grey streets, McCadden was overcome by the monotony of it all. Trudging below to the breakfast room, he could see that the weather had had the same crushing effect on the staff and the other guests. Even one of the young couples from the restaurant the previous night looked too beaten to resume the argument that was their life.


McCadden wasn’t particularly hungry. The unrelenting rain killed the appetite for everything and the sight of unfinished eggs and bacon cooling in congealed fat on other people’s plates did nothing for him. He tried the coffee and a few slices of toast with marmalade and then went back to his room to contact Curtis.


The young detective had obviously been stewing in pique overnight. ‘Where are you, sir?’ he demanded.


‘Morning, Curtis!’ McCadden addressed him cheerfully. ‘I’ve got a few things I need to get out of the way the next few hours. Personal stuff. Nothing you can help me with.’


‘The chief superintendent has arranged a briefing for you at the station in Bandon at two o’clock this afternoon.’


‘That’s okay. I’ll be through by then. Anything urgent?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Anything you need to tell me?’


‘Where are you, sir?’


Funny, McCadden thought as he broke the connection without responding. Curtis seemed to have gone off the idea of hurrying him towards the old farmer.


Which, from McCadden’s point of view, made a visit even more attractive.


The farm itself – named ‘Glenties’, according to locals, after the birthplace of the owner’s grandfather, five hundred kilometres away – was easy enough to find. The last dwelling on the last stretch of a pock-marked winding lane, it stood on a bleak patch of the headland, a bright, whitewashed cottage whipped by the winds off the Atlantic and drenched by the interminable rain.


When McCadden pulled up, his tyres skidding in thick mud by the farmyard gate, the place seemed deserted. There were no fowl in the yard, no livestock in the adjacent field. The only sounds were the wind whistling through the gaps in the low stone wall and a distant helicopter patrolling the coast.


McCadden stepped out of the car. As he put his hand on the metal gate to swing it open, an invisible dog started barking furiously. Seconds later, the animal came scurrying from the barn that was attached to the house, so desperate to start a scrap that its hind legs kept losing balance on the wet surface and skating from one side to the other. As a deterrent, it should really have stayed under cover. Apart from the distinct lack of style, it was also too puny to induce anything better than laughter. It was an uncertain mix of breeds, all of them squat, and none of them reared for fighting. Its only weapon was its bark. And it knew it. Bouncing up and down on its hind legs, it yapped incessantly, until McCadden stooped to pick up a stone. Then it whimpered in mid-air, turned tail as soon as it landed, and scampered back to the barn.


Despite the noise, there was still no movement from the house itself.
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