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Chapter 1


Panic is a hangover cure. This I discovered one morning in September as I tore along the coast road from Glendara to Ballyliffin, managing to avoid about one in every three potholes. My old Mini was not happy – her springs conveyed their displeasure in no uncertain terms. The windscreen wipers screeched as they did battle with the heavy rain, and the car was humid, the windows fogged up from the inside. The sky was an angry mix of yellow and charcoal and the sea was that particularly bleak shade of gunmetal grey it so often is on Donegal mornings. Visibility was lousy.


I wiped the windscreen with a filthy pink rag I’d picked up God knows where, but it didn’t make a damn bit of difference. The splitting head I had woken up with two hours previously had been replaced by a pins-and-needles-type sensation that was travelling down my neck and into my shoulders. Peering over the steering wheel, I caught sight of the mannequin advertising the Famine Village just in time to slow down, take a sharp right and cross the narrow causeway, over the mudflats and on to the Isle of Doagh. This morning the shrieking gulls and little oystercatchers held no interest for me; the dread in the pit of my stomach was all-consuming. Guilt made me nauseous, a bit like a hangover but a lot less cosy. Panic and guilt – now there was a song I knew by heart. I felt like running around in a circle, waving my hands in the air and screaming at the top of my voice.


Instead, I continued along the narrow road that snaked through the centre of the island, scraggy hazel hedges blocking the view on either side. Unable to see fully around the next corner, I swerved suddenly to allow a tractor to pass by with a trailer full of cattle. Then I remembered. It was Wednesday – Mart Day in Glendara. The office would be like a zoo. But there was nothing I could do about that now; I had to find out what had happened.


I emerged at a wide grassy clearing where the sea appeared again in front of me. The tide was out and the long beach was just about visible as a biscuit-coloured stripe beneath water and sky – providing, that was, you could see past the three squad cars and I counted seven gardai blocking the view. Every guard in Inishowen must be here, I thought. Tucking the Mini in behind the last squad car where it wouldn’t be seen from the road, I tugged hard on the handbrake. The salty wind that lunged at me as I clambered out of the car made me pull at the collar of my coat and hunch with my arms crossed as I made my way towards the blue figures. At least the rain was easing off.


A tall guard was bellowing into a mobile phone, trying his best to be heard over the wind: Sergeant Tom Molloy – a native of Cork, honest, principled and utterly committed to a job he arrived at late after an abandoned career in science. I’ve known Molloy for seven years, although sometimes it feels as if we’ve only just met. Which makes things difficult for me since I’ve been thinking a lot about him lately. What began as a working relationship became a friendship of sorts, but then nine months ago something changed between us, culminating in a moment when we had almost . . . Almost because Molloy had pulled back. He still hadn’t told me why. It was clear there was something holding him back, but we’d brushed aside what had happened and carried on as before. The problem was, I cared about him, more than I wanted to admit. And I knew he cared about me; he had shown it when I had needed him most.


He caught sight of me out of the corner of his eye, finished his call and came over.


‘Ben, what are you doing here?’


My parents’ fondness for an obscure fifth-century Italian saint has landed me with the middle name Benedicta, which did not make my convent school days any easier. Ironically it’s now the name I use – or a shortened version of it. And thankfully, despite his dislike of nicknames – which I suspect comes from the difficulties in trying to police an area where nicknames are rife – Molloy has managed to make an exception for mine.


‘Is it true you’ve found a body?’ I tried to sound less breathless than I felt.


Molloy raised one eyebrow. He has dark eyebrows, framing deep grey eyes. ‘Where did you hear that?’


‘Oh come on, Tom, it’s all over the town. Do you know who it is? Is it Marguerite – Marguerite Etienne?’


He relented. ‘We think so. One of the Malin guards was able to identify her.’


‘Is he sure?’


‘Yes. Seems she wasn’t in the water that long. Did you know her?’


‘She was a client.’ That was enough for now, I decided. ‘When was she found? Who found her?’ My voice sounded shrill. I’d like to have blamed it on the wind but it wouldn’t have been true.


‘Iggy McDaid. He’s over there talking to McFadden.’ Molloy nodded in the direction of a man with a face the colour of a ripe plum, talking to a young guard. ‘He was out checking lobster pots about seven o’clock this morning when he came across her washed up on the shore. All knotted up in the seaweed. Came close to standing on her, according to him. He was pretty upset.’


I looked over at the two men. Uncharitably, it occurred to me that McDaid’s starring role in the whole drama was compensating quite a bit for the shock. He was leaning against one of the squad cars talking animatedly while McFadden took notes. Every so often he’d grab the notebook, take a look at it, point something out and hand it back.


I cleared my throat. ‘May I see her?’


‘Christ, Ben, why on earth would you want to?’ Molloy said.


‘It’s just something I need to do.’


He shook his head. ‘I can’t let you. The State Pathologist is on his way up from Dublin. He should be here in about half an hour.’


‘Please, Tom. I just need to be sure it’s her.’


Molloy paused for a second, and made a quick decision. ‘Right. Okay. I suppose it couldn’t hurt to have a second ID. Come on.’


He led the way through the rough marram grass, over the dunes and along the narrow pathway leading down to the beach; his long strides forcing me to trot after him, my high heels sinking into the wet sand.


He spoke briefly to the young guard at the bottom of the path then continued over the stones, on to the beach and towards a cluster of craggy black rocks about twenty metres to the left. As we approached, a large white tent covering part of the rock came into view with another guard standing outside it. He was stamping his feet and clapping his hands together to warm them against the wind but stopped abruptly as soon as he saw the sergeant approaching.


‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Molloy asked me.


I nodded.


He walked over, lifted the flap of the tent and went inside. I took a deep breath and followed him. A smell I didn’t recognise assaulted my nostrils. Salt mixed with something else I couldn’t identify. Something unpleasant. My stomach lurched. Next to the rock, looking at first glance like a pile of shiny red ribbons, was a stack of dulse seaweed.


Molloy stayed back as I took a step forward, slowly. Tangled up in the midst of the seaweed, lying in a foetal position and cradled by the rock, was a woman’s body. From a metre away it looked as if she was naked but as I approached her, I could see that she was wearing sheer, lacy underwear. Short dark hair was plastered against her forehead. I forced myself to look at her face.


‘Well?’ Molloy was beside me. He touched my arm. ‘Are you okay?’


I swallowed, then turned to look at him. ‘It’s her. It’s Marguerite.’


‘There wasn’t really any doubt. Did you notice this?’ He squatted down beside the body.


Clearly visible on the left upper thigh was a crude black mark like a tattoo. It consisted of two intersecting arcs, one end of each extending beyond the meeting point. From one angle, it looked like a fish. From another, a noose.


Walking back across the beach with Molloy, I made a decision.


‘She came to see me yesterday,’ I said.


Molloy kept walking but I knew he was listening.


‘Professionally, I mean. At the office.’


He stopped and looked at me.


‘She wanted to make a will,’ I said.


‘I see.’


‘I know what you’re thinking.’


‘What am I thinking?’


‘Tying up her affairs. Suicide.’


‘Well, it is the most likely cause of death,’ he said. ‘We found her clothes and shoes on Lagg, and her keys were in the pocket of her jacket. You know that stony section just before you turn the corner to come on to the main beach?’


I nodded.


‘With the way the currents are, if she’d gone into the water over there, this is where she’d wash up. And very quickly.’


Molloy was right. The Isle of Doagh is an island attached to the mainland by a narrow causeway. Directly across from it, on the other side of Trawbreaga Bay, is a long golden stretch of beach called Five Fingers Strand, so named because of the five pointed rocks sticking out of the water on its western side. The locals call it Lagg, after the townland. But the currents in Trawbreaga Bay are dangerous and unpredictable. Bréag in Irish means falsehood, lie: Trawbreaga or Trá Bréige is Treacherous Strand.


I remembered walking on the beach at Lagg when first I came to Inishowen and seeing some teenaged boys playing with an old football. One of them kicked it out to sea and he stood watching it float away like a little boy until one of the others shouted that he knew where it would wash up. The Isle of Doagh, he said, it’ll be on the Isle. And off they sped in their souped-up car to drive the twenty-odd kilometres by road in search of their ball, circling the inlet. Whether they found it or not I have no idea, but the memory – in light of what we were talking about now – made me feel ill again.


‘She can’t have committed suicide,’ I insisted.


‘Why?’


‘Because she didn’t sign her will. I haven’t even drafted it. She had to come back in. Why would she have gone to the trouble of coming to see me, give me instructions for a will and then kill herself before she signed it? That doesn’t make sense. If that’s what she was doing, tidying up her affairs.’


‘Maybe she didn’t realise she had to come back in. Thought it was all done and dusted.’


Molloy lifted the cordon and I walked through. The rain had started again, and I shivered, whether because of the chilly wind or the memory of what I had just seen, I couldn’t be sure.


‘She knew,’ I said, as we made our way back up towards the road.


Molloy smiled at me for the first time since I’d arrived. A wry one. ‘Are you sure about that? You’re not the clearest sometimes, you solicitors.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Look, we won’t know anything until the pathologist gets here. We may not even know then. It’s not easy to tell with drowning.’


‘The pathologist. It’s not . . . ?’


Molloy shook his head. ‘No. It’s the Assistant State Pathologist this time, I think.’


‘Will you call me after?’


‘Look, Ben, I’ll try. But you know what it’s like.’




Chapter 2


The office was the last place on earth I wanted to be. My feet felt as if they were encased in cement as I walked towards the town square from the County Council building where I parked the Mini.


I looked at my watch; it was half past ten, which meant that the Oak was not yet open, which meant no decent coffee till eleven. So I walked on towards the office, past McLaughlin’s Bar with its clutch of all-day drinkers smoking in the doorway – the only pub in Glendara with a Fisherman’s licence allowing it to open at 7 a.m.; past Doherty’s Surveyors; McLaughlin & Son Auctioneers and Estate Agents; Doherty’s labyrinthine second-hand book shop and McLaughlin’s newsagents. Much of the town is owned by Dohertys and McLaughlins – not all the same people, however, and in most cases not even related, just people who share the same surnames. This is something a blow-in like me struggles to handle but the locals seem unfazed by it; any confusion deftly avoided by a reliance on nicknames. Patrick McLaughlin the newsagent, despite standing as straight as a rod, is Pat the Stoop because of the way his grandfather used to walk, bent over an old ash stick. His son and two daughters are lumbered with Stoop too. While Phyllis Doherty, the bookseller, will always be Phyllis Kettle since her family had a stall in the square selling pots and pans two generations before.


Dohertys and McLaughlins are people who belong in Inishowen, have always belonged. I do not belong here. Although I have lived here for seven years I will always be an outsider. In many ways this peninsula has saved me, for my position as an accepted outsider has allowed me to keep my past to myself, to be only who I choose to be and not what my past has made me. But it’s never as simple as that, is it? For the one person you can never escape is yourself.


Marguerite had been an outsider too: a French woman living in Inishowen. Stupidly, it occurred to me for the first time that maybe that was why she had chosen to come to see me. Kindred spirits or something.


I pushed open the door of the cramped terraced house that serves as my office – O’Keeffe & Co. Solicitors – the most northerly solicitor’s practice in Ireland.


Leah looked up expectantly as I walked into the reception area. Leah McKinley is the ‘& Co.’ in O’Keeffe & Co. Solicitors. She is my sole employee, the one who manages to fulfil all roles from A-Z, and she’s not one to hold back with her opinions.


‘Jesus, you look like crap,’ she commented.


‘Thanks.’


‘Well?’


‘Yeah. It’s her.’


Leah’s face fell. ‘Oh, God, I’m sorry. That’s awful. Do they know what happened?’


‘Not yet. Pathologist is on his way apparently.’


‘God, Ben.’ She looked at me sympathetically with her chin resting on her hands.


‘I know. Suppose I’d better get some work done though. Nothing else I can do at the moment.’


‘Right.’ She handed me a stack of files. ‘Your morning’s appointments. First one is due back in ten minutes. I sent them off for half an hour. Said you had to step out.’


‘Thanks, Leah.’


I climbed the stairs to my office, dumped the files on my desk, sat down and finally allowed my mind to replay the events of the day before.


It had been District Court day in Glendara. Still called ‘law day’ by some of the older townspeople, as if it is the one day when the town is forced to acknowledge the existence of a national government and an obligation to obey a wider set of rules than those made locally. But that’s probably just my city view of things.


At half past five I had emerged from the old courthouse, eyes watering, and yawning like a horse. I was so tired my teeth hurt, and it was still only the beginning of the week – a hell of a long way to go to get to Friday. Things hadn’t been great lately and so I’d been looking forward to having dinner with Maeve and her family that evening. I made a decision to drop my files into the office and then head home to a long bath and an even longer glass of wine.


Nice plan. Although I could tell it wasn’t to be, when I caught Leah’s expression the moment I walked in the door.


‘Ben, I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I know you’re probably wrecked but there’s someone here to see you. She seems pretty anxious. She’s been here for two hours.’ Leah cast her eyes in the direction of the waiting room. ‘I told her you wouldn’t be able to see her today, but she insisted on waiting.’


I hoped the look of dismay on my face wasn’t too obvious when my eyes met those of the woman sitting stiffly in the waiting room. It took me a second to recognise her out of her usual context.


‘Marguerite.’


She stood up expectantly. Marguerite was my yoga instructor. That sounds more glamorous than it was. She taught an evening class in the local hall – in an empty room with peeling walls and a draught.


She walked towards me, displaying the toned, willowy body of the lifelong practitioner. As usual she wore no makeup. Although forty or so, I guessed, she had no need of it. Her skin was coffee-coloured, her features delicate, eyes dark and long-lashed. I remembered now that she had asked at the end of the last class if she could come into the office, but I thought she would have understood to make a bloody appointment.


She smiled a tight smile. Although tiny lines were beginning to form around her eyes, she was still very striking. But today her eyes looked as if they belonged to someone who didn’t sleep very much; they even seemed to have a slightly yellowish tinge. Strange, I thought, for someone who managed to instil such a sense of peace in others, myself included. Yoga was the one healthy thing I did, unless you counted my crazy year-round dips in the sea when things became too dark and I needed a jolt.


Gratitude for her contribution to my sanity didn’t make me any more pleased to see her now, but I faked a smile and led her upstairs. In my office I sat at my desk and offered her a seat.


‘Is this about your will?’ I asked. ‘You mentioned something . . . ?’


‘Yes, I hope it is okay. You did say I could come and see you.’ Marguerite spoke softly, but her accent was unmistakable. French. With the tiniest sprinkling of Donegal.


‘Yes, it’s fine,’ I said brusquely, removing an attendance pad from a drawer. ‘I can take some instructions from you now. Have you thought about what you want to do?’


She took a deep breath before replying. ‘I want to leave everything to my daughter.’


‘Okay.’ I took a note. ‘Do you have any other children? Any other family?’


When the expected response did not come I looked up. Marguerite’s hands were clasped tightly together in her lap, the whites of her knuckles showing through her brown skin, her eyes anxious. She was biting on her lower lip.


I put down my pen. ‘I don’t mean to be overly intrusive. But the Irish Succession Act makes certain provisions about the inheritance rights of spouses and children which can over-ride a testator’s wishes, so I’m going to need a certain amount of information to be able to advise you properly.’


A further pause and more lip-biting followed, until finally I was rewarded with a nod followed by an answer. All in a rush.


‘My parents died in a car crash when I was a student and I lived with my grandmother. I have no other children. Just my daughter Adeline.’


I noted what she had said.


She cleared her throat. ‘What would be the situation if I did?’


I looked up. ‘Sorry?’


‘Have more children. What would happen if I had more children?’


‘Well, you can make another will at any stage. You can make as many wills as you like. For some people it becomes almost a hobby. Every time they fall out with a relative, they get disinherited.’


I smiled, trying to lighten the mood. Unsuccessfully as it turned out; the French woman’s expression didn’t change.


‘And if I don’t make another will?’


‘Well, a child has a right to make an application to your estate under Section 117 of the Succession Act.’ I explained the provisions of the section as simply as I could.


Marguerite nodded but I had no idea if she had really registered anything I had just said. It was at this point I realised I didn’t have the patience this evening to drag instructions out of a client. I needed a drink.


I turned over a page. ‘How old is your daughter?’


‘Twenty-three.’ No hesitation this time.


‘Okay, she’s not a minor so no complicated trusts needed. And what about Adeline’s father? Are you married?’


Marguerite’s eyes darted towards the door. She picked up her bag from the floor and clutched it on her knee, looking as if she was about to bolt. Exasperated, I pretended not to notice and carried on.


‘Under Irish Succession Law a spouse has inheritance rights whether you make a will or not – that is, if you are still legally married when you die and the rights have not been waived.’


Marguerite put the bag down again. ‘No. I’m not married,’ she replied slowly. ‘At least, I don’t think so. I don’t think we were ever legally married. His name was . . .’ her voice lowered almost to a whisper ‘. . . Alain Veillard. He died about a year ago.’


There was something about the way that she said her ex’s name that made me feel as if I was expected to recognise it. I didn’t, and I certainly hadn’t the inclination to pursue it.


‘I met him when I was seventeen,’ she continued. ‘When I was in school in Toulouse. I had Adeline when I was nineteen. I was very young.’ She leaned forward suddenly. ‘This is all completely confidential, isn’t it?’


‘Of course,’ I assured her. ‘Nothing you say to me will go outside of these four walls.’


She nodded, unclasped her hands and began playing with something on her wrist. It was a bracelet, a black metal bangle with some kind of engraving on it.


‘When the light came on and I left Alain, Adeline stayed with her father. I had no choice about that. I haven’t seen her in a long time.’


She tapped the surface of the bracelet with each of her fingertips in turn, one by one. When she was finished she repeated the action again and again. It was very distracting and a little irritating. I tried to ignore it.


‘Do you have an address for Adeline?’


Marguerite lifted her bag again from the floor and drew out a small piece of paper. I took it and placed it beside the instructions I had taken. I then drew up a list of her assets in Inishowen, which amounted to little more than a small bank account and a car.


‘Do you have any assets in France?’ I asked.


She looked down. ‘Not any more.’


‘That’s fine. You won’t need to make a French will.’


I moved on quickly to explain the role of an executor and the necessity of appointing one. ‘It’s generally advisable to appoint someone the same age or younger. A relative maybe? Someone you trust.’


She brightened a little. ‘I should like to have my friend Simon Howard. The sculptor. He lives in the cottage next to mine.’


After she had described where she lived and I had taken a note of the address, I glanced at the clock behind Marguerite. It was twenty past six. I had given her forty minutes. Enough was enough, I decided. As it was I would have to go straight to Maeve’s without heading home first. I replaced the lid of my pen and put it back in the holder on the desk.


‘Okay, Marguerite. That’s it. Your instructions seem pretty straightforward and it’s a simple enough will. Give me a couple of days and I’ll be in touch for you to come in and sign it.’


The expression of alarm on her face took me by surprise. ‘Oh. I thought I would be able to sign it today,’ she said. ‘I could wait. I have plenty of time.’


‘I’m sorry. It needs to be typed up, and we must have two witnesses to your signature so we’ll need Leah here when you sign it. And she’ll have left at this stage,’ I added pointedly.


Marguerite didn’t respond.


‘I’ll give you a call when it’s ready,’ I said again and stood up. The implication was clear. This meeting was over.


Slowly, Marguerite got to her feet. ‘So I should just wait to hear from you?’


‘Yes.’


I walked her down the stairs and showed her to the door, but she stood without moving in the doorway, examining the carpet.


‘Was there anything else?’ I asked, my hand on the doorknob.


Marguerite looked as if she was trying to make her mind up about something, staring down at her wrist and doing that strange thing with her bracelet again. I waited.


Eventually she shook her head. ‘No . . . no . . . thank you.’


I opened the door, relieved, but instead of walking through it she turned to face me again.


‘Are you sure it would not be possible for you to do the will now, and I could just wait here while you do it?’ she said. ‘Maybe you could just witness it yourself? I can wait as long as you need.’


‘I’m sorry, Marguerite. It has to be two witnesses. And I don’t have time to do it this evening, I’m afraid,’ I said.


‘Could you have it ready tomorrow? I could come back tomorrow?’ she said nervously. ‘There’s something else I think I might like to talk to you about.’


I sighed. ‘Yes, yes, okay. I’ll draft your will in the morning and give you a call.’


I don’t think I have ever encountered a client who doesn’t harbour some sneaking suspicion that giving instructions for a will would result in them being mowed down by a bus within hours of leaving the office. In fact, I’m pretty sure I would feel the same way if I ever got around to making my own will – which I haven’t, of course; the cobbler’s child is always barefoot.


But looking back, I know now that Marguerite had been really on edge. Way more than the usual client-giving-instructions-for-a-will type of ‘on edge’. Let’s face it, I knew it at the time too. I just hadn’t cared. With a sickening feeling, I realised what I had known the second I had heard the news this morning. Marguerite had been frightened when I had seen her at the office. And I had practically shoved her out the door.




Chapter 3


I clicked my pen while I stared at the wall. I should have recognised Marguerite’s fear but I had been too damn self-absorbed. I had been feeling on edge myself of late. It was nothing I could put my finger on, but I hadn’t been sleeping well and there were times when I had woken in the middle of the night feeling spooked, with the sense that I was being watched. There had been calls too – phone calls from an unidentified number with no one at the other end when I picked up. The calls weren’t regular – only two or three in as many months, certainly not enough to do anything about – so I hadn’t said anything to Molloy. Uttered aloud, the whole thing amounted to nothing more than a bout of insomnia and a few wrong numbers. But it had left me feeling tense and ill-at-ease.


None of that excused the way I had treated Marguerite. I knew something was wrong – and yet I had let her down. The thought was hard to bear and I could not escape the cold knot of guilt that settled within. The knowledge that it was not the first time I had let someone down in that way made it all so much worse.


I couldn’t concentrate on work. As soon as the last of my morning’s appointments were finished I made my escape, leaving Leah to lock up before she went home for lunch.


The Oak was cosy, a turf fire crackling in the grate, the dark wood a balm for my frayed nerves; I was prepared to take my comfort where I could today. And it was quiet, since I was about half an hour earlier than usual for lunch. There were only five people in the pub and that included the staff.


The Oak had lost its previous barman, a dope-head and regular client of mine, to Sydney Australia during the summer. Lucky Sydney. He had been replaced by his older sister Carole, who had soon made me realise that her brother’s lethargy had been less about chemicals and more about genetics than I had given him credit for. When I approached the tiny food counter she glanced over at me with a loud martyred sigh before shoving her phone into the pocket of her jeans and making her way over.


‘Cheese salad sandwich and a Coke, please, Carole. And a coffee. Oh, and a packet of salt and vinegar crisps.’


‘Comin’ up.’ She threw me out the crisps and a glass of black fizz, then leaned over the bar and lowered her voice. ‘Any news on that body they found out on the Isle? I heard it was that French woman.’


‘Seems so.’


‘She was a bit of a strange one, wasn’t she?’


‘Was she? Why do you say that?’


Carole clammed up. ‘Just what I heard.’


Information is a one-way street, if you’re a barmaid.


For once the armchairs by the fire were free. Just as well, as my hangover seemed to be making a return visit; my stomach was raw and sore and my head felt as if I was wearing some kind of helmet that was too tight for me. But the inevitable salt craving had arrived so I took off my coat and draped it over the back of the chair closest and opened the crisps while I waited for my sandwich.


I was just trying to figure out what the Wax Auction in aid of Glendara Football Club advertised by the poster above the fireplace would involve, when the door of the pub flew open, causing a rush of cold air. A tall woman in a pair of blue overalls strode in, spotted me and came over. Pulling off a massive pair of gloves, she sat down on the arm of the chair opposite.


‘Jesus, did I hear right?’


Maeve Sheridan is the local vet. In a rural area where the majority of her patients are cattle, sheep or horses, she has succeeded in making her way in a male-dominated profession with the minimum amount of fuss, her gender barely even acknowledged by the farmers she deals with. We are friends.


‘About Marguerite?’ I asked. ‘What did you hear?’


She lowered her voice. ‘That she killed herself. The farmers around Malin Head were all talking about it this morning. They’re saying your boy McDaid found her – not that that eejit could keep his mouth shut about anything.’


I looked down. ‘It’s true, I’m afraid. She’s dead – drowned, they think – although it’s not clear exactly how it happened. Iggy McDaid found her body on the Isle of Doagh this morning.’


Maeve shook her head. ‘God, that’s awful.’


‘Her clothes were found on Lagg, apparently.’


‘Where did she live?’


I remembered what Marguerite had told me at the office. ‘One of those cottages on that left-hand turn after the entrance to the beach, about a kilometre up the hill. One of the three.’


Maeve froze. ‘Which one?’


‘The middle one, I think. The smallest. It’s kind of out on its own.’


‘That’s Seamus Tighe’s old place.’


‘God. That hadn’t occurred to me.’


Maeve gazed into the distance. ‘Isn’t that weird? I was just thinking about him yesterday. It’s three years ago next week since I went out to test his cattle and ended up having to help fish his body out of a slurry tank. Not something I’m ever likely to forget.’


‘That was a horrible accident.’


‘I didn’t know Marguerite lived there. I thought that house was empty. I passed by it last night on my way back from doing that caesarean.’


‘I don’t know how long she was there. I think she was living in town at some stage before that.’


‘That’s really awful news.’


‘I know. Grim.’


‘How’s the head, by the way?’ Maeve asked. ‘You left early this morning. I didn’t even hear you get up.’


I groaned. ‘Don’t ask. It’s the last time I have dinner with you two on a school night.’


‘You put away a right lot of that red wine last night. Thank Christ I was on call or I might look as rough as you do.’


‘You’re not the first person to point that out to me today.’


Maeve threw the keys of her jeep on the table. ‘Want anything?’


I shook my head and she headed up to the counter. She was back within a few minutes with a big chicken salad, a huge coffee and my cheese sandwich.


‘It must be all over the town. Carole just asked me if I’d heard.’ She picked up a fork and started on her salad. ‘Of course she worked in the book shop too, didn’t she? I was in last week with the boys.’


‘God, that’s right, she did. I think she just did weekends.’ I thought suddenly of our bookseller. ‘Poor Phyllis.’


‘She seemed such a gentle sort of person. That lovely, soft accent. The number of times I dozed off in her yoga class . . .’ Maeve smiled sadly.


‘You didn’t notice anything when you drove by her house last night, did you?’


‘Mmm?’ Maeve spoke through a mouthful of chicken.


‘Were there any lights on, for instance?’


‘No, I told you. I thought it was empty.’


‘No cars parked outside it?’


‘Outside her house? No. Why?’


‘No reason. Just wondering. Can you remember what time it was?’


Maeve raised her eyebrows. ‘You’re beginning to sound like Molloy.’


‘Humour me.’ I took a sip of my Coke.


She thought about it for a second. ‘What time did I get back to the house . . . half past eight? Well, it would have been about ten minutes before that. Why? When did she die? Was it last night?’


I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. All I do know is that they found her this morning. And she was alive yesterday evening, so it must have been last night sometime, I suppose.’


‘What if I was passing by at the exact time when . . .’ Maeve put down her fork, a stricken expression on her face. ‘I mean, what if I could have done something, stopped her or something?’


‘Of course you couldn’t. You can’t think like that.’ I reached across the table and put my hand lightly on her arm.


‘Why on earth would she kill herself?’ Maeve sighed. ‘She seemed so . . . serene. But then I didn’t really know her outside of the class. Did you?’


I shoved my plate away, sandwich only half-eaten. My appetite had been shortlived. ‘Not really,’ I said quietly.


‘She was single, wasn’t she?’ Maeve asked, finishing her coffee.


‘I don’t know, to be honest.’


‘I never saw her with anyone. Amazing really when you think about it, she was so attractive.’ Maeve returned to her food. After a few moments she said, ‘How long was she in Inishowen – two years? We did that yoga class with her the winter before last, remember, and she hadn’t been here very long at that stage. That sounds about right, doesn’t it?’


I nodded.


‘Do you think she was lonely?’


I didn’t respond.


Maeve looked up from her food suddenly and examined my face with concern. ‘Are you okay? Does it remind you of . . . ?’


I cleared my throat. ‘No. No, I’m fine, honestly.’


‘Are you sure?’ She placed her knife and fork on her plate.


‘Yes,’ I said firmly.


‘Okay.’ Maeve looked at her watch and immediately gathered up her gloves and keys. ‘Listen, I have to go. I’m supposed to be operating on a cat in ten minutes and I have to get back to the Mart after that. Let me know if you hear anything.’ She hesitated. ‘Will there be a wake, do you think?’


Inishowen is one of the few parts of Ireland where the tradition of the wake is still alive and well. The body is laid out for two days and two nights. All clocks in the room where the body is kept are stopped at the time of death, mirrors are covered or turned towards the wall and a window is opened to allow the soul to escape to heaven.


‘I doubt it,’ I replied. ‘Who would wake her? I don’t think she had any family around here, do you?’


‘No, I suppose she wouldn’t have had.’


‘They have to do a post-mortem first, anyway.’


‘Okay. Let me know if you hear anything. I’d like to go to the funeral, if I can.’


By ten to two I was back at my desk, head in my hands.


It wasn’t something I had wanted to discuss in the Oak but Maeve was right. Marguerite’s death did remind me of something. Of someone. Nine years ago, my sister Faye was killed by my ex-boyfriend, a man named Luke Kirby. And despite our friendship, it had taken until the summer just past for me to tell Maeve the real reason I had come to Inishowen and why I didn’t use my real name. I had told Molloy six months before that, and with his encouragement had finally told Maeve too.


What had happened to Marguerite did remind me of Faye, although not for the reasons Maeve thought. What Maeve did not know but Molloy did, was that I had let my sister down too. Faye had called me repeatedly on the night she died and for reasons I now regretted more than you could imagine, I hadn’t answered her calls. Luke Kirby was now in prison, having been cleared of Faye’s murder but convicted of her manslaughter, but I carried the guilt of that night with me every single day. Now I had let someone else down and they were dead too.


I decided I couldn’t wait any longer to hear from Molloy. I had just picked up the phone to dial the garda station when Leah buzzed.


‘Those two developers who were supposed to come in yesterday are here,’ she said. ‘I told them you wouldn’t be able to see them but they insisted on waiting. Your two o’clock hasn’t shown.’


‘That’s okay, Leah. Give me a minute then send them up.’


I don’t think I have ever seen two more physically different people than the two men who walked through the door of my office. The first was a balding, rubbery-faced man with a thick black moustache. He could have been no taller than five feet nine, but he was grossly overweight. The second was blond and at least six feet four, requiring him to bend down to get in the door of the office.


The tall one spoke with a strange combination of Donegal lilt and American drawl. ‘Hi, Miss O’Keeffe. I’m Jim Gallagher and this is my partner, Sean Dolan.’


I shook their hands and offered them seats. I was concerned for the one Dolan chose.


‘That real-estate guy in the square, Liam McLaughlin, gave us your name,’ Gallagher said. ‘We may have some business to put your way, if you are interested.’


‘Sure. Go ahead, Mr Gallagher.’


Gallagher leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms as if he were about to tell a long story by a roaring fire. ‘Well, Miss O’Keeffe, we’ve both been away from the old sod for a long time.’


‘The States, by any chance?’ I asked.


The sarcasm went over his head. He nodded.


I felt badly and tried to make up for it by being obsequious. ‘Well, you haven’t completely lost the Donegal accent.’


He gave me a toothy smile. ‘My grandfather was from the Illies. You know where that is?’


I nodded.


‘Go as far as the North Pole and turn left.’


He laughed loudly at his own joke. It was an old one. The North Pole is a pub at a crossroads on the way to Buncrana. I smiled politely.


‘I’ve been in the States most of my life, apart from the odd trip home to visit cousins and so on. Dolan here is from Cavan. He’s the same, pretty much.’


Dolan stared at me unsmilingly, his moustache twitching slightly while Gallagher continued.


‘We’ve made our fortunes, so to speak. And now we think it’s time we came home and gave something back.’


‘That sounds very commendable.’


‘We’re interested in acquiring some property here.’


‘And of course it’s a good time to invest,’ I said, unable to help the dig. I wasn’t sure how buying land at rock bottom prices from cash-strapped sellers could be seen as giving something back.


‘Not bad. Not bad. We’re interested in acquiring a piece of property in Malin Head. We’ve been negotiating for some time and we’ve finally struck a deal. We want you to act for us in buying it.’


‘Okay. I don’t see any difficulty with that as long as I don’t act for the seller. Have you a name?’


‘Sure do. Andrew McLaughlin. No relation of Liam’s. Nickname of Dancer,’ he added.


I wondered what the story behind that little gem was as I noted the name on an instruction sheet. ‘That’s fine. He’s not a client.’


Out of the corner of my eye I saw my mobile phone light up and wondered if it was Molloy ringing and leaving a message. I glanced over. Number blocked. Distracted, I realised I hadn’t caught the last thing Gallagher had said.


‘I’m sorry, you said Liam recommended me?’


‘Yes, ma’am. He has all the details. There’s one condition: the deal is subject to planning permission. We’re applying for planning permission to build a hotel on the site.’


That brought me back into the room with a jolt. This was a big deal. Time to pay attention.


‘A hotel in Malin Head? That would be the most northerly hotel in Ireland. You’ll have a job getting planning permission though. It’s been tried before.’


‘Let’s just say we’re quietly confident.’ I was surprised to hear Dolan speak for the first time since he sat down. A mix of Cavan and New York. Not pretty.


It turned out to be his parting shot. With surprising agility he was up out of his seat and on his way out the door, before I could even respond. Not even a goodbye. Apparently social niceties weren’t his thing.


Gallagher stayed long enough to give me their contact details and was gone too.


I wandered over to the window, rolling my head from left to right to ease the tension in my shoulders, and I pulled back the blinds to gaze out on to the street. Though still early, the sky was already beginning to darken; it was about to rain again.


I thought about ringing Molloy again but I checked my phone and there was no message.


The rest of the afternoon was spent seeing clients and dictating conveyancing contracts and probate papers: not exactly riveting stuff, but the kind of work that keeps a practice like mine ticking over. And I was grateful for the distraction. At least it had taken my mind off Marguerite.


At six o’clock I left the office. I live in Malin town, about eight kilometres from Glendara. I have always assumed the word town was added to distinguish it from Malin Head, Ireland’s most northerly point, since Malin is most decidedly a village. One of those Tidy Towns award-winning villages, in fact – a picture-postcard place full of pretty little houses, with an old stone bridge and a triangular green dotted with park benches, cherry trees, sycamores and limes.


I suspected I was no picture postcard myself at the moment. My hangover seemed to be making yet another reappearance as I pulled in to the kerb in front of my cottage. Before going into the house, I headed across the green to the shop to buy some cat food and a frozen curry, and when I returned, I was greeted by a disgruntled-looking black cat sitting on my doorstep with his tail curled around him. I leaned over to stroke the little white patch on the top of his head.


‘Hey, Guinness. Hope your day was better than mine.’


He responded by turning his back on me and facing the other direction, pointedly ignoring me as I turned the key in the lock. There had been no sign of him when I’d called in briefly this morning on my way back from Maeve’s and I’d been so hassled I’d forgotten to leave out some food for him. But he was clearly put out by my overnight absence.


But he appeared behind me in the kitchen just as I was opening a tin of cat food, hunger obviously getting the better of his pride. After I fed him, I put the curry into the microwave and grabbed a bottle of beer from the fridge. Opening it, I took a long gulp and walked into my tiny sitting room, flinging the jacket of my suit on to one of the armchairs.


I lit a fire log in the grate and threw some turf on top of it, saying a silent thanks for the age of convenience and sinking on to the couch. I jumped suddenly as Guinness took a flying leap from the doorway and landed in my lap, circling and digging his claws into my thighs until finally deciding to settle curled up like a prawn with his head resting on my knee. I was clearly forgiven: cat grudges don’t last very long. I scratched his head absently as I flicked on the television and caught the end of the RTE news.


‘And tonight Donegal Gardai have confirmed they are treating the death of French woman Marguerite Etienne in Inishowen as suspicious. Anyone with information is asked to contact Glendara garda station, County Donegal, or Letterkenny garda station. Telephone numbers will follow on screen.’




Chapter 4


At 9.02 on Thursday morning I walked into the public office of Glendara garda station. I had received the summons at half past eight while still mainlining tea, Molloy’s usual abrupt telephone manner giving nothing away. McFadden was sitting at the desk behind the counter, ginger brow furrowed in concentration as he tapped away at an ancient-looking computer with two fingers. I wondered if he was typing up McDaid’s statement from the day before.


He looked up as I closed the door behind me.


‘Morning, Andy. Tom about?’


‘Aye, he is. They’re waiting for you in the back office.’


‘They?’


He lowered his voice. ‘There’s a detective up from Letterkenny. Didn’t he tell you?’


‘No. He didn’t.’


McFadden threw his eyes up to heaven and showed me into the tiny interview room at the back of the station. I hesitated for a second in the doorway before going in because, frankly, at first glance, I couldn’t for the life of me work out how I was going to fit. No small man himself, Molloy was accompanied by a heavy-set, fair-haired fellow who seemed to take up at least half the room. The man was sitting authoritatively behind a large desk which itself seemed to take up the other half, and Molloy was rammed into the corner opposite. He stood as I entered and motioned to an empty chair beside him, so clearly I was expected to join them. I manoeuvred my way in as he carried out the introductions.
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