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During her 15-year career as Ireland’s State Pathologist, Marie Cassidy became known to the Irish public as a trusted figure whose expertise helped to solve murders and clarify unexplained deaths. In over 30 years of practice, she performed thousands of postmortems and dealt with hundreds of murders. She has witnessed the burgeoning role of forensic science and the impact that has had on death investigation and the expectations of the general public, while embracing new technology and welcoming the input of experts in the other sciences. She retired at the end of 2018 to spend more time on the other passions in her life, her family and writing.
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People associated death with silence. With hushed tones and murmured condolences.


In Dr Terry O’Brien’s experience, death was always accompanied by noise: sirens blaring, doors slamming, orders given, questions asked, the rustle of paper suits and, finally, the clang of metal as the knife drops onto the table.


Death and noise. Two constants of the pathologist’s working life.


In the mortuary, of course, such intrusive sounds could be drowned out by the radio, which was, at that precise moment, playing the Commodores’ ‘Three Times a Lady’ at full volume. The stereo was a rather grubby piece of equipment that spent its days wedged between boxes of gloves and rows of glass specimen jars on top of a cupboard that lined the wall of the mortuary. Getting into that cupboard and giving it a good clear-out and restock was next on the list of jobs Terry had been systematically working through since she’d taken up the position of temporary state pathologist in the Dublin State Mortuary a few weeks ago.


But it would have to wait for now.


There were other more pressing matters to be dealt with.


The mortuary was where, as Terry was wont to say, ‘all the real work happened’ in law enforcement. It was a long high-ceilinged room, its floor and walls tiled in a patchwork of mismatched greys.


Various lights and magnifying glasses hung on extendable, manoeuvrable arms from the ceiling, and as well as the aforementioned cupboard, the walls were lined with sinks, workstations and backlit display boards.


To Terry’s left, behind a glass panel, was a viewing gallery, where investigating officers and other interested parties could watch proceedings.


This morning, there was standing-room only remaining in the gallery. They’ve come for a show, Terry thought. So let’s give them a show.


On the table before her lay the body of a man, Robbo Boyle, a bouncer from Cabra who, according to the senior investigating officer, had come out the worst in an altercation with a group of lads to whom he had refused entry to the nightclub where he worked. During the course of this disagreement, he had found himself falling to the ground – to be accurate, he had been flung upon it with some degree of force – causing his head to bounce off the kerb, knocking him unconscious.


The other bouncer on duty said Robbo wasn’t down for long before he regained consciousness. When his colleague hauled Robbo to his feet, he saw Robbo was bleeding from the ear, but he also stated there were no cuts to be seen on his head. Robbo insisted he was fine, carried on for the rest of the shift and went home. It was his mother who found him dead in bed the next day when she went to wake him.


Terry knew this script by heart. It was a typical Friday night back home in Glasgow.


Mindful that the man’s kin were waiting to identify the body, Terry picked up a ten-inch scalpel and tried to angle her cut as far back as would still allow good access to the skull. She deftly sliced across the top of the head from ear to ear.


And there it was.


‘Vinnie, can I get a photo?’ she asked the police photographer, pointing to the large bruise under the skin, just above the right ear.


Detective Garda Vincent Green broke off from a deep conversation about last night’s soccer match, which he had been conducting with the two scene-of-crime officers present, and positioned himself, camera at the ready, on Terry’s right. He’d got used to her style and pace of working by now – detailed, steady, less hurried than that of her superior, Professor Boyd, the chief state pathologist.


With a nod, she placed a ruler beside the large red patch of haemorrhage on the under-surface of the scalp, something that had only become visible once she cut into the skin. Vinnie moved in and took the photograph.


Terry steadied the head with her left hand and drew the blade across the muscle fanning out over the surface of the skull from above the ear. The brownish fibres gaped apart to reveal bleeding on the surface of the skull. Vinnie moved back in and out again, he and Terry swapping places with now practised ease, the intermittent camera flashes the only indication of their endeavours.


Tomas, the mortuary assistant, appeared at Terry’s left side and handed her a pair of forceps. With a flick of her wrist, the muscle peeled away from the skull.


‘And there it is!’ she said.


Vinnie leaned in. ‘Got to hand it to you, Doc, you said as much at the house. A fractured skull! Shit, you even got the actual site right!’


Terry shrugged. When the coroner had called her that morning to tell her she was needed for a suspicious death, he’d mentioned the man’s profession and that there’d been an altercation. She’d told him what the cause of death was going to be immediately. She’d seen more cases like this than she could count.


‘Tomas, you can get on with the skull,’ she instructed him. ‘Just avoid the fracture. Vinnie, stay with me. We’re not out of the woods yet.’


‘Yes, Doc. I’m with you.’


The background music was drowned out as Tomas’s electric saw cut through the skull. In her peripheral vision Terry saw the two scene-of-crime officers who were in the room cringe and one look away, a slightly greenish tinge washing across his complexion. The crime scene manager Mary Healy, who stood beside the two scene-of-crime officers, was made of sterner stuff. Terry and she exchanged an amused glance.


Like well-drilled dancers her team took up their positions, Terry with her hands cupped over a bowl right under Robbo’s head.


‘Ready?’ Tomas looked left and right. Two affirmative nods were swiftly followed by the crack of the skull opening. Vinnie’s camera clicked and Terry leaned in to have a look.


‘An extradural haemorrhage,’ she observed. ‘He didn’t stand a chance.’


The glistening disc of a blood clot, about the size of a chocolate chip cookie – M&S rather than Maryland – slid slowly towards Terry’s waiting hands.


‘It’s a big one, Doc,’ Tomas said. ‘Reckon a good 150.’


‘Big enough to kill him, that’s for sure,’ Terry affirmed, guiding the clot into the bowl.


Terry glanced at the figures in the viewing gallery. The gardaí crammed into the space had broken into two groups. The one at the back included Detective Chief Superintendent Sinnott, a bear of a man with broad shoulders, a rapidly receding hairline and a prominent paunch, his grey suit doing nothing to hide the strain the buttons of his shirt were experiencing. He’d introduced himself on arrival into the viewing gallery as head of murder squad and made much of Boyd’s ‘latest protege’, which had made Terry cringe. DS Healy had quietly told her, ‘A rare visit from the king.’


The officers in Sinnott’s group seemed preoccupied, all talking intently. She leaned over the dissecting bench and rapped on the glass to get their attention. Their heads whipped around, startled by the sudden interruption.


She pressed the button on the intercom.


‘Sorry to interrupt, gentlemen.’


She caught herself as soon as she said it and scanned the viewing gallery but, not unusually, there wasn’t a woman in sight on the other side of the glass.


Blessed am I among blokes, she thought.


‘Just to let you boys know,’ she gestured to the body on the table, ‘Mr Boyle died from a head injury. He’s got a fractured skull and a large extradural haemorrhage, resulting in a blood clot that squashed his brain and killed him. From what I’ve been told about the circumstances of his demise, it looks like you have a homicide on your hands.’


DCS Sinnott buzzed back: ‘Our friend there may not be the only one on the menu today. A body has been found in the Phoenix Park. You’ll need to get over there, pronto. The SIO on the case will be there to meet you.’


And with that, he turned his back on her and resumed the conversation with his cronies.


‘Well, you’re very welcome,’ Terry said, realising that, even though she was still holding the button for the intercom, no one was listening.
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The team broke off to prepare for their trip to the Phoenix Park.


Terry was in her office grabbing her coat and gulping from a half-finished can of Coke when the door was flung open without ceremony and her boss, Professor Charlie Boyd, strode in, closing the door behind him and turning his large brown eyes on her with a laser-like stare.


Boyd was in his late fifties, a tall, lean man with a rugged complexion earned from spending a lot of time outdoors. That morning he was dressed in a dark blue pinstriped three-piece suit set off by a red tie and pocket square, his greying hair, which still had traces of chestnut brown through it, swept back from his forehead.


‘Dr O’Brien, I would appreciate a few moments of your time.’


Terry flashed him a smile, though she had a feeling it wasn’t going to do her much good – her boss had the look of a peregrine falcon about to snare a fieldmouse. ‘Please have a seat, Prof.’


Boyd cast an eye about Terry’s office. ‘Where, precisely?’


Terry was exact, meticulous even, in her work in the mortuary, but her personal affairs tended to be a little more chaotic. Her office was an explosion of files, photographs, empty cofee cups and Coke cans, magazines, handwritten notes, sandwich wrappers and half-finished tubes of Polo Mints.


‘Let’s move that bundle off that chair in front of you.’ Terry got up and picked up the pile of case files from the aforementioned chair and placed them against the wall.


Boyd pointedly brushed the seat with the flat of his hand before settling his long frame into it.


‘Now,’ Terry said, sitting in her own chair and taking a swig from her can. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘I have heard something that … disturbs me.’


Terry waited. Boyd had a flair for the dramatic, and she knew he was working up to something. When the wait stretched for five long seconds she said, ‘Prof, in the job we do we hear disturbing stuff every day. What is it that’s so terrible?’


Boyd narrowed his eyes and sat forward. ‘What I heard is directly pertinent to you and the circumstances of your employment.’


Terry tried not to flinch, but she felt her stomach drop. ‘Oh.’


‘Yes. Oh.’


‘And?’


Boyd shifted in the seat and cleared his throat. ‘I was speaking to a colleague of mine in Glasgow yesterday evening. He informed me that you were placed on what he termed “gardening leave” three months ago, due to an irrevocable clash with certain members of your team. Serious and entrenched disagreements over basic practice, apparently.’


Terry put the can back on her desk and gave a hollow laugh.


‘Please be serious, Dr O’Brien. This is not a laughing matter. I was under the impression when I signed off on your position that you had left your previous employment because you wished to, in your words, “expand your horizons”. Which seems now to be somewhat at variance with the truth.’


‘It is absolutely the truth,’ Terry snapped back, trying to control her annoyance. ‘Strictly speaking, I wasn’t put on gardening leave – I chose to take some time out. But did your friend, who randomly decided to dish the dirt on me, tell you that this disagreement developed over a misunderstanding of the role of the expert witness by those who should know better?’


‘You are not being very clear, Dr O’Brien.’


‘I was being pressured to alter my report to support the police’s theory. In other words, to lie. The procurator fiscal agreed and the guy was done for thieving and not culpable homicide – manslaughter here. Certain high-ranking police officers made it known that I had obstructed their investigation and a killer had walked. I was furious at their attitude and told them so. In no uncertain terms. They logged a complaint, I logged a counter complaint. It all got a bit messy.’


Boyd eyed her but said nothing.


‘I was completely honest at my interview,’ Terry continued, ploughing on despite her boss’s glowering silence. ‘I did want a change of scenery and to learn about police work in a new jurisdiction, and I also have friends here. All true.’


Boyd sighed and, reaching over, pushed a coffee cup that was sitting close to the edge of the desk out of danger. ‘Dr O’Brien, in the interest of fairness, might I say you are, without question, a gifted pathologist.’


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re quite welcome. You are also, however, impulsive and far too fond of the media attention your arrival here has attracted. I do not like the way you manage your team – your overfriendly attitude is unprofessional. I suggest you keep a certain distance from your work colleagues. Ireland is a small country. You hold a very important position, one that garners respect from the public and close scrutiny from the press. The Office of the State Pathologist is not your personal playground. I do not know how things were done in Glasgow,’ he elongated the word, treating it as if he found it distasteful, ‘but we do things differently here. Am I clear, Dr O’Brien?’


Terry gazed back at him, feeling anger prickling but knowing now was not the time to have this battle. ‘You are crystal clear, Professor Boyd.’


‘Good. Now I believe you are wanted in the park. I trust you will apply yourself to this case with close attention and no small amount of professional reserve and objectivity.’


‘Professional reserve and objectivity are my middle names, Professor.’


Boyd blinked, not sure if she was making fun of him. ‘Well. Good. Good day, Dr O’Brien.’


Boyd stalked out and, groaning in frustration, Terry put her head on the desk and practised the breathing exercises her therapist, whom she had left behind in Glasgow, had advised her to use in moments of stress. They didn’t work, but they did make her slightly lightheaded.


I think I’ll stick with the Coke, she thought, swallowing the rest of the can. She pulled on her coat and made for the car park.
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The garda car entered the Phoenix Park from the North Circular Road.


Terry was still getting her bearings around Dublin. It would be easier if she had her own car, but that was parked at her dad’s place back in Glasgow, and there was no way she was ever getting on a ferry again after the horrendous crossing she had endured a month ago. Her dad had driven them both over to get her settled in. In truth, he just wanted an excuse to visit his old stomping ground.


Perhaps she should get something small to get her around town. She’d have to think about it.


The last time Terry was in the Phoenix Park was when she was about ten years old, and her family had come over from Scotland for a holiday. The ferry from Glasgow had been a nightmare then too, not helped by her dad’s mantra: ‘Two more vomits and we’ll be there.’


One of her father’s old school friends from Swords had given them a loan of their mobile home somewhere north of Dundalk. Her aunt Bridie, Dad’s sister, and her cousins had rented a caravan on the same site. Terry had loved spending time with her Irish relatives – she smiled when she recalled their antics, running amok, or ‘acting the maggot’ as Bridie called it, about the caravan park. It was a wonder they didn’t get thrown out.


On one of those days, in an effort to keep their boisterous children out of trouble, the O’Brien family had driven down to Dublin to visit the zoo. Truth be told, only her big sister, Jenny, had any interest. Terry had sulked and complained about being away from the beach and her cousins the entire time they’d been there.


Terry forced a familiar feeling of regret back into the depths of her consciousness. Thinking of Jenny always aroused strong feelings in her. It didn’t look like that was ever going to change.


At the first roundabout the garda driver took a right turn, away from the main park area. Terry relaxed a little. Her work, either in the mortuary or in the field, was a safe space for her, somewhere she knew the rules and had a tangible, achievable problem to solve. Pathology wasn’t like the other areas of policing, where they had to worry about motive and crimes of passion – Terry’s job involved getting to grips with the science of what had happened to the deceased.


And science was, in many ways, simple. It told you directly, in a trail of evidence that was easily detectable if you knew where to look, the story of what had happened to the dead.


Even better, science was as honest as the day is long. Science never lied, even if people misunderstood it from time to time. Terry, though, was an expert in interpreting the subtler messages left for the living to read.


She tapped the shoulder of the garda in the passenger seat in front of her, who’d introduced himself as Pádraig and the driver as Tony. ‘Where are we heading?’


‘Farmleigh. You know the big house where all the VIPs stay?’ He turned to the driver. ‘Were you about when Obama came over? Jaysus, that was a big deal, all the bosses were stressed out of their game. And for all that, there was I was on ground patrol, spent a week wandering, getting paid to do nothing. Never saw them once.’ He turned round to Terry. ‘Do you remember, Doc?’


‘No. I wasn’t here then.’


Terry knew all about the visit, though. Her aunt Bridie had come up from Cork to Moneygall, the backwater town Obama’s ancestors were supposed to be from. There was no way Bridie was ever going to miss an American president or a pope on Irish soil. Many of her generation seemed to live for such moments, when the eyes of the world were focused on their little island.


As if reading her mind, the garda continued. ‘The brother was in the Armed Response Unit and was sent down to Offaly. I mean, everyone wants to be Irish these days. But Moneygall! Who the feck wants to claim that place? Still, good for tourism, I reckon. Only reason I can think of why anyone in their right mind would want to go to Offaly.’


The car was stopped at the gatehouse by a couple of security guards, who seemed to take their role a tad too seriously. Only when it was explained that one of the state pathologists was on board did they relent and move the bollards.


‘Farmleigh,’ the guard in the passenger seat repeated. ‘There’ll be TV cameras all over the place before we know it, like flies on shite.’ He turned back to Terry again. ‘They’ll be all over you as per, Doc.’


She knew they would. The anonymity that came with a forensic pathology job in Scotland was not replicated in Ireland; here, it seemed, you were part of the story. A fact that, as had so recently been communicated to her, bothered Professor Boyd considerably.


The Irish media had made a huge fuss over her, the broadsheets referring to the new arrival as ‘Ireland’s glamorous new pathologist’ and one of the tabloids going so far as to state that she was ‘making murder sexy again’, which she thought was rather offensive to the families of the deceased. But she knew responding would just add fuel to the fire.


As they followed the road through the grounds, the handsome Edwardian house – all columns and balustrades – suddenly came into view against a backdrop of pristine blue sky. Once the home of the Guinness family, the mansion sat on seventy-eight acres of what was mostly farmland in the north-west corner of the Phoenix Park.


The house’s commanding vista was, that afternoon, marred by a haphazard arrangement of garda cars and vans. The ‘death investigation circus’ – as that same tabloid had referred to Irish law enforcement’s arrival to a murder scene – had come to town, creating a dark contrast to the unusually warm late summer’s day. Terry, the journalist in question had suggested, was the ‘alluring female ring mistress’.


You’d swear I asked for any of that nonsense, Terry brooded, recalling once again Professor Boyd’s irritation. It was the press who want the personal, rather than the professional, angle. It wasn’t her fault if the occasional hack asked what brand of make-up she wore or where she got her shoes. Boyd was never asked stuff like that – it was not a problem men had to deal with.


The driver gave their details to a young guard with a clipboard, who dispassionately lifted the tape stretched across the end of the drive and directed them to the front of the house.


‘We’ll hang around and take you back, Doc,’ the driver said. ‘No rush. We’ll park over there behind the van.’


Terry thanked them and, climbing out into the sunshine, walked towards the group of detectives standing in the shade of the portico.


She stopped dead. Among the group was Detective Chief Inspector John Fraser, a well-dressed senior detective whom Terry had met at a forensic medicine conference on deaths in custody some months before.


‘Fuck,’ she muttered to herself. She didn’t know he was Dublin-based. It hadn’t exactly come up the first and last time they’d met.


Fraser was in his early forties, with a strong, solid build, his hair artfully mussed and a bit long, which was unusual for a detective. There was an assured air about him. There had been drinks and conversation when they met – she found herself relaxed in his company – and eventually, as if by unspoken mutual agreement, they’d ended up back in his room.


It had been … fun. Really good fun. Just what she’d needed, given the drama that was brewing with work back home. The following morning they’d had breakfast together, not a trace of awkwardness or embarrassment, before they disappeared back to their ordinary lives.


She had no idea then they would end up working in the same city in the not-too-distant future. On the night in question, she didn’t believe she would ever see him again. It was a one-night stand, pure and simple.


Fraser stepped forward into the sunshine and Terry wondered if he felt as mortified as she did. ‘Dr O’Brien.’


‘DCI Fraser.’


‘It was only a matter of time until our paths collided, Terry. I’m the senior on the case.’ At least he had remembered her name.


They looked at one another for a few long moments, then Fraser said, ‘Your timing couldn’t be better. I was just going to have a look at the site.’


He cast a glance at her feet. Terry was relieved she’d jettisoned her stilettos in favour of her old trainers before she’d left the morgue.


‘The body’s over beyond the lake there, in the woods near Beech Lane along the north side of the estate. Do you need to bring anything with you?’


Terry looked in the direction the detective was pointing, hoping for a distant outbuilding where the body might be, but there was nothing but green: grass, bushes, trees, patches of ragwort and rosebay willowherb.


‘Nope,’ she said.


Terry had encountered forensic pathologists who attended scenes with enough equipment to carry out major neurosurgery. In her experience it was better to keep your powder dry, your mouth shut and your hands in your pockets until you knew what you were dealing with. She could drag half the lab out with her and use none of it. Far more sensible to look at the remains and then send for equipment that would actually be useful.


‘We don’t know much at this stage,’ the DCI continued. ‘Some kids on a day out with their mothers found the body. They were walking around the lake, the young lads messing about, throwing sticks in the water, when their dog went missing. They found more than they bargained for when they went looking for it. According to the technical bureau, the body’s been there a while. It was probably the smell that attracted the dog. We’ve got a specialist team talking to the boys and their mothers.’


Those poor kids, Terry thought. But they were not her problem now. She needed to keep her mind on the task before her. Whoever was lying in the woods ahead, all alone, was the person she needed to care about.


‘Male or female?’ she asked.


‘Looks like a woman. But no one’s got too close.’ The ghost of a smile crossed his lips. Terry knew that some of the burliest police officers were the biggest wimps when it came to death. And this one would be particularly unpleasant. ‘There’s no sign of a bag or a phone. But you might find something when you have a close look.’


At the far side of the lake was a large white van with ‘Technical Bureau’ emblazoned on it. As she and Fraser approached, Terry spotted two men in white coverall suits wrestling with a body bag.


‘Alan!’ Fraser shouted across.


A tall figure appeared at the open doors at the back of the van and looked over, simultaneously pulling back his hood to reveal a mop of thick black hair.


‘This is Dr O’Brien, the pathologist.’


The tall man waved and began to walk towards them. Fraser said to Terry, ‘This is DI Alan Ahern, head of the ballistics section,’ then called over to the approaching detective, ‘You crime scene manager today, Alan?’


Ahern grinned. ‘Fancied getting out of the office. Mary is busy with the bouncer crime scene, and I thought you might appreciate the A-team turning up.’


He nodded at Terry, pulling down the zip of his white suit to reveal a tight black T-shirt barely concealing an impressive torso, then rolling up the sleeves to display equally impressive biceps. Terry tried not to stare, but she could see why her best friend, Michael, who had told her quite a lot about DI Ahern already, was so smitten. He liked a man with a bit of muscle on him. He also had a blind spot for poseurs.


She and Michael had been best friends since they’d started university in 2008, and he was part of the reason for her recent move to Dublin, where Michael was a scientist in Forensic Science Ireland. It was a job he loved, at least until his break-up with his long-term partner, Paul, who had until recently been the state pathologist. Alas for Michael, Paul had returned to the US, and they needed a replacement. A heartbroken Michael had begged Terry to apply. And she had to admit the timing couldn’t have been better, the opportunity coming just as she had decided she needed to get out of Glasgow for a while. Breathing space was what she needed before she made any radical decisions about her future career.


She’d remained close to one of her university lecturers, Professor Rooney, who was a regular speaker at forensic pathology conferences, and was therefore very well-known in forensic circles. He was more than happy to support her application.


‘Every cloud has a silver lining,’ Terry had told her distraught friend when she’d heard she’d got the job. ‘Think of all the horror movies and bottles of wine we’ll have once we’re neighbours.’


Of course, it hadn’t quite worked out like that, as Michael was fond of reminding her. But she’d been as ridiculously busy between settling into a demanding new post and the endless interview requests she had to deal with from the Irish media. But at least Terry and Michael were at long last forensic sidekicks. He liked being a big fish in the little pond that was Dublin, and she could see why. Everyone knew each other and, in the main, there was a feeling of collegiality and mutual support in law enforcement circles.


Not that she hadn’t encountered bitchiness and jealousy. But she’d found that everywhere she’d been. In this instance, though, the good outweighed the bad. So far, anyway.


Ahern flashed her a smile. ‘Dr O’Brien, I’m pleased to meet you. Mike has told me all about you. He can’t sing your praises enough, in fact.’


Mike, is it?


‘Nice to meet you,’ she said. ‘I think Michael may have mentioned you, too. Once or ten times.’ She looked over at Fraser. ‘You know Michael Flynn, John?’


‘I do,’ Fraser said. ‘A fine forensic scientist.’


Ahern feigned bashfulness and turned back to Fraser. ‘This one’s well past its sell-by date according to Vinnie. I haven’t seen her yet.’ He handed Fraser and Terry white protective suits and gestured towards the boxes of surgical gloves sitting on the tailgate of the van. ‘Help yourselves.’


Suited and booted, Terry and Fraser set off after Ahern. In a natural clearing ahead, they could see a man hunkered down with his back to them. As they got nearer, it was clear he was focused on something in the ditch in front of him; he turned as he heard them approach.


‘Vinnie!’ Terry was relieved to see the photographer’s familiar aquiline face, his heavily lidded eyes giving the man a permanently thoughtful, hangdog look.


‘Just finishing up here, Doc, then you can give it all a once-over.’ Vinnie let his camera rest against his chest. ‘She’s lying in an awkward position so I can’t see too much.’


‘Definitely female?’


Vinnie nodded. Terry made her way over, carefully placing every step so as not to disturb evidence. The photographer got up and stood back so she could squeeze past.


The smell of decay hit her. The others quickly pulled up their masks, but the flimsy coverings weren’t designed for this situation – Terry thought they intensified the stench rather than filtering it out – and they were damned uncomfortable to wear for any length of time. But rules were rules.


She looked back at Vinnie and, sotto voce, asked, ‘Dumped?’


He gave a subtle nod. Terry was always careful not to divulge too much to anyone outside her immediate team before she was sure of her facts.


The body was small and appeared slight, long blonde hair the only indication that this was likely to be a female. It lay on its right side in a semi-foetal position, the limbs at odd angles, as if it had rolled into that position. The other side of the ditch was boundaried by a dense hedge and a fence. She looked at Vinnie and nodded across at it. Vinnie nodded in return, silently agreeing with her hypothesis that the body must have been hoisted over the hedge and fence to have landed where it was, in such a twisted, unnatural position.


Gingerly, she slid into the ditch, Vinnie above her, firmly grasping her left arm. She leaned over the corpse and as she did the hair moved, as if of its own accord, revealing a mass of maggots engulfing the woman’s face. Their squirming had forced the strands to part.


Shit, Terry thought, ID is going to be a problem.


The body looked fully dressed, but Terry couldn’t see any staining. She could see tears in the clothing and the woman’s fingertips had been gnawed – not surprising, given that she was at the mercy of any passing rodent or other four-legged resident of these grounds.


‘Any idea about the cause of death?’ Fraser called down to her.


She knew her answer would determine what he did next, so she just shrugged. ‘Not a clue at the moment, sorry. I might, and I mean might, have a better idea once I get a good look at her in the mortuary.’


She saw disappointment cross his face, but she was damned if she was going to jump the gun. In contrast to Fraser, the officer beside him looked visibly shocked as he stared at the throbbing mound of larvae.


Not such a tough guy then, DI Ahern, she thought. Crime scenes like this did tend to separate the men from the boys.


‘Time of death?’ asked Fraser.


‘Don’t know that either. But I know a man who will be able to help us: your friend and mine Alan, Michael Flynn.’


The two detectives waited for her to explain herself.


‘Amongst his many accomplishments as a forensic scientist, Michael – Mike to Alan – also specialises in entomology and anthropology – bugs and bones to you and me.’ Terry pointed to the maggots that crawled over the woman’s face.


‘Aha,’ Fraser said.


‘At any rate, these guys will give Michael a good enough picture, and if you suspect drugs might be a factor in this lady’s demise, they might help us there too. Clever little buggers, maggots.’


On the drive over, her garda escorts had regaled her with tales of bodies found in the park and how, in their considered opinion, this was probably just another ‘junkie’. Terry hated that term.


‘Wait until you have the facts,’ she’d told them. ‘And the term is drug user.’


A collective roll of their eyes had confirmed that she was preaching to the entrenched and disinterested.


A drug overdose was a long shot here, though. Why would someone move or try and conceal the body of a woman who had simply died of an overdose? That didn’t make sense. Still, she had to keep an open mind. Terry stuck her arm up. Vinnie grabbed it and hoisted her out of the ditch.


With luck there could be a very simple explanation for this woman’s death.


But she doubted it.









4


Terry removed her latex gloves, took out her phone and dialled Michael’s number. He answered after the first ring.


‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Busy?’


‘When am I not?’ he replied, his tone harried.


‘I’ve got something right up your street,’ she went on. ‘A body’s been found in the Phoenix Park. The grounds of Farmleigh.’


Terry knew Michael could never refuse a chance to get out of the laboratory and into the field. He always loved to be in the thick of it. And, of course, he would be delighted to work a case with her – Ahern being involved would be an added bonus.


‘It’s crucial we get a rough idea of the time of death,’ she said, knowing which buttons to press.


Michael responded by heaving a weary sigh and shooting back: ‘I don’t do rough, as you well know. Entomology is a science. And I don’t do time of death. But I will tell you when the first fly landed on the body.’


Terry could imagine him pulling himself up to his rather modest height as he spoke. ‘I’ll take that as a yes, I’m on my way, shall I?’


‘They’ll need to get onto the met office and get temperatures and weather for the last few weeks,’ he said. ‘I’ll know better when I see the body how far back they’ll need to go.’ He paused a few beats for dramatic effect before saying, ‘I’ll get my kit together and head over.’


‘Thanks, Michael.’ She put her phone back in her pocket and turned to Fraser. ‘One entomologist on his way.’


Ahern came over to join them at the edge of the ditch. ‘That Mike fella is a bit of a dark horse. He was the DNA expert on a case I was on, but I didn’t know he was an entomologist too.’


‘Not to forget anthropologist,’ Terry said. ‘Not that he’d let you.’


‘Impressive.’


Terry looked closely at Ahern. He seemed genuinely interested. Maybe Michael’s in with a chance, she thought.


Fraser shrugged. ‘Anything that helps me narrow the window of opportunity is appreciated. This is a needle-in-a-haystack situation at the moment.’


‘Well, time-of-death calculation is not an exact science. But Michael is your best bet. Particularly if her body was dumped here shortly after she died.’


Terry knew many pathologists who gave the impression they could give a specific time of death and, unfortunately, they believed that they were being helpful, but many an investigation had fallen foul of good intentions. She was well used to griping from detectives when she talked in terms of days since death rather than hours and minutes. But only the people there at the time knew when someone had died. And she wasn’t in the business of delivering false hope.


‘I wish the time she died was our only issue,’ Fraser said. ‘Who the hell is she?’


They arranged the postmortem for 10 a.m. the next morning, after which Fraser and Ahern left for a conference at the incident room in Kevin Street Garda Station.


She was relieved things didn’t feel too weird with Fraser. While she waited for Michael to arrive, she and Vinnie walked to the house, hoping someone would offer them a coffee. One of the guards had told them a couple of rooms had been put aside as a hub for the various teams needed on site. Even at this distance from the mansion they could hear sounds of frenetic activity, a sure sign the media were gathering. It was nigh impossible to keep them at bay once they got a sniff of a story, and this would certainly pique their interest: the body of a young woman found in the grounds of the official state guest house.


As she got closer to the house, Terry thought she had better lose her white suit, which was dirt-smeared and smelled badly, before going in. She pulled down the zip and wrestled her way out of it as Vinnie did the same, and they made their way towards the stately home.


Terry was finishing her coffee and scene notes in one of the small rooms they’d been given when Michael arrived. She watched her friend as he fiddled with a large old-fashioned doctor-style bag – a present, she knew, from his parents at graduation. Mammy Flynn had been so excited at her son studying medicine at Glasgow University that she’d gone out and bought the bag the day he was accepted. She hadn’t been so thrilled when Michael switched to forensics. But he did get to keep the bag.


With it in hand, Michael looked around until he spotted Terry. Grinning, he strode over and went to hug her, but she stepped back, giving him a stern look. There was a time and a place for everything, and she was still relatively new here and wanted to maintain a professional veneer.


‘Thank you for coming out, Dr Flynn,’ she said, attempting a formal air.


Michael’s laugh cut through the affectation. ‘Your wish is my command, Dr O’Brien.’


Despite herself, Terry smiled. Vinnie looked from one to the other.


‘We go way back, me and Tez,’ Michael said. ‘You’re Vinnie, right? We met when you were shooting that scene in Dundrum about four months ago. The hammer attack?’


They shook hands.


‘Never did find the hammer.’ Vinnie sighed. ‘Found enough other odds and ends to fill a toolbox, but that hammer proved very elusive.’


Michael turned back to Terry. ‘Lead on, Macduff. I guess you’re going to be my lovely assistant today?’


In a situation like this, the forensic scientist was the one in charge, the pathologist following his instructions. His slight smirk told her he would enjoy bossing her around for a change.


Vinnie led the way, Terry and Michael in quick step behind him. They reached the wooded area where the body lay, and Terry felt her friend’s eyes come to rest on her.


‘Are you okay?’ he asked quietly.


‘I’m fine,’ she replied, forcing a brightness into her voice that she didn’t feel.


Michael knew about another wooded area, many miles away, which had left an indelible mark on Terry’s life. The last time she’d been there had been a sunny day, not unlike this one, but in her mind’s eye a permanent darkness hung over those trees, the pall of death always upon them.


Cairnhill Woods in Scotland were never far from Terry’s thoughts. How could they be? They were where her sister Jenny had been found, murdered, all those years ago. The hard shell of professionalism was a useful protection at moments like this.


‘I saw your fancy boy, by the way,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘Total poseur, no surprises there!’


‘No way, Alan was here?’


‘Yes, Mike.’


When they reached the ditch where the body lay, Michael set up his gear along the side of it. Vinnie looked on, fascinated, as he lined up glass bottles, some containing clear fluid, and a tape measure, then jumped in.


‘Right, Tez. You ready to hand me the bottles?’


Terry noticed the photographer flinch as Michael plunged a thermometer into the mass of maggots just where the eye socket should be. From experience, she knew that the best way to get over squeamishness was just to get into the thick of it. She crouched at the edge of the ditch and turned to Vinnie. ‘You take pics of the maggots as I lay them on the tape to get their length.’


Vinnie, his long face even paler than usual, took a deep breath, swallowed and then raised his camera.


The three worked together in companionable silence until Michael was satisfied he had a representative sample.


‘Trowels, Tez!’ he said merrily.


Terry rummaged in Michael’s bag, then, armed with two trowels, slid into the ditch beside him. Together they followed the trail the larvae had taken as they migrated from the body to pupate, their little bellies full. It took Terry a few minutes to get her eye in – it was no mean feat finding the tiny pellet-shaped pupa cases in the ground around the body that were essential for Michael to calculate the minimum time the deceased had been dead. Not quite the same as when the person died.


A good hour’s work later, as the evening was drawing in, her friend stood and stretched. ‘Right, time for a shower. Then does anyone fancy a scoop?’ He looked from Terry to Vinnie.


‘I’ll give the drink a miss, if you don’t mind,’ Vinnie said. ‘I want to get a few more photos once the boys move the body.’ He reached down from his perch at the edge of the ditch and grabbed hold of Terry’s arm and pulled her out. ‘Another time, Doc?’


‘No worries, Vinnie. Thanks for your help. See you at the mortuary tomorrow morning.’


Terry started back towards the house, her suit, once white, a mottled collection of dark stains from dirt, ditch water and worse.


‘Jesus, we don’t half stink,’ Michael said, following her.


‘What’s new,’ she said, turning back to him just in time to see two white suits hoist the packed body bag up from the ditch. ‘So where are these drinks happening – usual place?’


‘Where else?’


‘Right, let’s get cleaned up back at base, then head in.’
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The Forensic Pathology Department where Terry worked, in the grandly titled Office of the State Pathologist, was part of a complex off Dublin’s Griffith Avenue that included Forensic Science Ireland – Michael’s domain – and State Toxicology.


A state-of-the-art purpose-built mortuary had been a long time coming and was Chief State Pathologist Professor Boyd’s pride and joy, even if he was an outspoken critic of the building’s modern edifice – a subject he had held forth on in the bar on more than one occasion when Terry was present.


She understood his ambivalence. This was a fitting repository for the dead, but Charles Boyd favoured Art Deco and Georgian elegance, and she had to agree the building was a bit flash. From the outside it looked more like an art gallery than a hotel for the dead – most checking in for just a couple of nights, the more complex cases often outstaying their welcome.


The front half of the building allowed for everything to be on view, from the outside and the inside. A sweeping staircase led up to the concourse presided over by Mrs Carey, Cerberus, the guardian of Professor Boyd, who divided his time between academic commitments at the university and his position here.


Terry would have bet her bottom dollar that no one who worked in the building had any hand in the design. Beyond this transparency of glass, the true purpose of the place was hidden away: to uncover the secrets of the dead.


Even at this time of evening it was ablaze with lights, but Terry knew the only live occupant was Jimmy, who was on the late shift. He had been the mortuary manager when Boyd’s predecessor, Professor Carly, was appointed state pathologist in the early 1980s, and rough and ready as he was, Jimmy would walk over hot coals for Boyd. He didn’t seem to feel quite the same way about Terry yet.


If there was no greyhound meeting, he always volunteered for the late shift. She knew he would be in the mortuary office, lying on the couch, a can of Aldi’s version of stout in hand, watching the telly. She checked her watch – 7.42 p.m., which meant Coronation Street. Who was she to deny him such simple pleasures? Not that he would be likely to take much notice of her wishes anyway.


She went around to the back of the building to the hearse entrance. As she walked down the hall she shouted out, ‘Only me, Jimmy. Just getting a shower and I’ll be out of your hair. Body will be here in the next hour. PM’s booked for ten tomorrow.’


In reply, the sound of the television quietened for a moment and then racked back up to just below nuisance level. Terry knew he’d heard her.


Tomorrow she would set about trying to piece together what had happened to the Farmleigh woman. Whoever she was, she deserved a better resting place than a ditch at the edge of the woods. She deserved a grave with a headstone – they all did – and it was up to Terry to help fill in the blanks, providing the details that should be etched into it.


Michael was late arriving at Mulholland’s, his old work local from when FSI was located in town. Then, it had been far enough away from the big chiefs in Harcourt Street to allow them to relax and let their hair down, a necessity given the pressures of the job.


The pub was situated on Dame Lane, a narrow walkway between Dame Street and Grafton Street, within walking distance of both Pearse Street and Harcourt Street Garda Stations.


Terry sat on a high stool nursing a Bacardi and Coke as she waited for him. She’d missed a couple of calls while she was at the scene, both from her dad. She thought about calling him back as she waited for Michael, but the last thing she wanted was a lecture about being in the pub, so she texted a quick ‘Sorry I missed you – call you tomorrow x’ instead.


Michael tapped her shoulder as she signed off and she almost knocked over her glass with the fright. ‘For fuck’s sake!’


He gave her a quick hug and sat down. ‘You can take the girl out of Glasgow but you can’t take Glasgow out of the girl,’ he said. ‘Did you not get me a pint, doll?’


His exaggerated Glasgow accent made her laugh. He was normally so polite – well, as polite as anyone from Larkhall could be. He flashed her the same cheeky grin she remembered from their first encounter so many years ago.


It was during freshers’ week at Glasgow University, at an introduction to the drama society. She was with Becs, her friend from as far back as primary school, who was determined they throw themselves into the whole shebang, hook, line and sinker. Becs was small, blonde and super confident; Terry was the complete opposite: tall, lanky, awkward in herself and shy – hardly drama material. Michael had marched up to her as she stood on her own in a corner, shredding a paper cup into confetti, terrified that anyone might notice her.


‘Did you hear that?’ he said, his voice incredulous.


Terry looked around, hoping that this curly-headed laddie was talking to someone else.


He gestured towards the guy at the top of the room, who was waxing lyrical about the joys of the drama soc. ‘Snobby twat. We only do Shakespeare and serious plays, nothing as frivolous as musicals. Huh! Bugger that, is what I say.’


‘It might be a laugh?’ Terry said, although she wasn’t so sure she wanted to be prancing about on a stage, performing the Bard.


‘Are you joking me?’ Michael’s response had become their tagline over the years.


They never did join the drama society.


Terry slipped her phone into her bag and gestured for the barman to put on a pint for her friend.


‘Like the new look,’ she said, leaning across and ruffling his hair. ‘Yuck!’ She wiped her hands against each other. His normally unruly mass of curls was straining against a thick layer of gel.


Michael settled on his stool and lifted the glass that landed on the beer mat in front of him. ‘Cheers, me dear!’


They clinked glasses and sipped their drinks.


‘So, how do you feel about today?’ Michael asked as he wiped at an errant drip on his thigh.


‘Fine, why?’ she said.


He had a serious look on his face. ‘That can’t have been easy, the body of a young woman in the woods.’


Terry had no intention of going there. ‘Give it a rest, Michael.’


He could be exasperating at times, acting like a surrogate big brother, trying to protect her from the workings of her own mind, as if anyone could. She stared down at her drink. When she looked up, the expression of concern on his face made her feel bad for snapping at him. She knew he meant well, that he could see through her ‘fake it till you make it’ facade. But it didn’t help that he kept trying to bring up the past.


‘Honestly, I’m okay,’ she said, switching on a smile. ‘Don’t fret so much, you big girl’s blouse.’ She picked up her glass and held it aloft. ‘Pals?’


Michael sighed. ‘Pals.’


Terry looked around for a menu. She’d had nothing but coffee and Coke since breakfast and the Bacardi was going to her head. Michael nudged her arm.


‘What?’


‘Look who just walked in.’


Terry turned to see Alan Ahern, the crime scene manager from earlier on. Michael was staring at him, bug-eyed, his tongue virtually hanging out. As Ahern made his way through the bar, women openly appraised him; a couple that he knew were acknowledged with a hand on the shoulder and the full force of his smile.


‘I think your gaydar might be a tad faulty,’ Terry said.


‘Uh-uh.’ Michael shook his head as he waved in Ahern’s direction. ‘Hands off, he plays for my team.’


‘Hello, Mike, and hello, Dr O’Brien,’ Ahern greeted them as he approached.


Michael pulled over another stool but Ahern squeezed between their two stools and leaned against the bar.


Poor Michael, Terry thought. He’d been like a love-sick puppy since Paul had packed up and gone back to Boston. Paul had said they should call it a day because he wasn’t sure if or when he’d be back in Ireland. His mother had dementia and he needed to care for her. Michael had lost weight since, not from grief, but mainly because Paul had been a great chef, and the one thing Michael loved as much as a muscle-bound man was a good home-cooked meal.


‘Let me get you another one,’ Ahern said, turning his back on Michael. ‘What are you drinking, Terry?’


‘Thanks. Bacardi and Coke please.’


‘Carlsberg here,’ Michael added.


Although Ahern barely acknowledged him, he put the full order in. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me,’ he said as the barman set about his work, ‘I have to use the little boys’ room.’


‘Are you joking me?’ Terry said when Ahern was well and truly out of earshot, watching him flirt his way across the floor. ‘You don’t stand a chance with that lad, Mikey boy!’


Michael’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Just because you fancy him doesn’t mean he’s hetero, hen.’


‘I do not fancy him. I’m just telling you, from an expert point of view, he’s as straight as an arrow.’


‘The lady doth protest too much.’


Ahern returned just as the order arrived and tapped his card to pay. Thanking him, Terry hesitated before raising her glass. She still needed to eat! But she closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation of the cold rum and cola going down.


‘So how does working in Dublin compare to Glasgow?’ Ahern asked as he pulled his stool over so he was sitting between Terry and Michael.


Terry shrugged and focused on not slurring her words. ‘Same job, different people.’


‘Well, it’s the people you work with that make the difference.’ He smiled.


Terry caught sight of herself and Michael in the mirror behind the bar.


Oh God! she thought. We look like lovestruck teenagers vying to impress the cool guy at school.


She decided there and then that, good-looking or not, she would not be getting into any kind of relationship with Ahern beyond the professional. She’d already come close to making her job unnecessarily difficult with those kinds of hijinks, and she still had to see how that would pan out with Fraser.


Michael interrupted her musings. ‘Did you hear the latest? DCS Sinnott came in to see MacKenzie earlier on about one of his cold cases, wondering if the forensics might match anything to do with the body in the park today.’


Monica MacKenzie was Michael’s boss, the director of Forensic Science Ireland. Terry found her a bit irritating, too much of a head-girl-at-school vibe about her.


‘Seemingly Sinnott’s got some guy called Cleaver in mind,’ Michael continued, ‘recently released from Mountjoy for aggravated assault, known to be a predator and he has form attacking women in the park. I looked him up – the rag press called him the “Park Prowler”. He was in the frame for this murder years ago, but Sinnott never got the chance to properly pin him for it.’


Ahern took a swig of his pint. ‘Probably wishful thinking. Bet it was the McCarthy murder – that’s always been the one that got away for him. Sinnott wasn’t the Super then, just a rookie detective. But he’s a sore loser. Always thought Frank Cleaver got the better of him. Sinnott likes to stick his name in the mix for anything from jaywalking to triple murder, bless him.’


‘The McCarthy murder?’ Terry asked.


‘Eileen,’ Ahern replied. ‘Eileen McCarthy.’


‘Anyway,’ Michael broke in, ‘MacKenzie wasn’t best pleased – sent him off with a flea in his ear. We’re out the door with cases as it is.’


Terry leaned in. ‘So what happened to Eileen McCarthy?’


‘Terry, has anyone told you that you’ve an unhealthy interest in murder?’ Michael said, an eyebrow raised.


Terry chose to ignore him.


‘She was found dead in her home,’ Ahern said matter-of-factly, ‘strangled and stabbed. It was 2007 or ’08, I think. No one was convicted for it – but there was strong circumstantial evidence that pointed at Frank Cleaver. He and the vic knew each other. They’d met in a pub on the evening she was murdered and she’d rebuffed him, after which he became very agitated and threatened her – the entire pub heard it. And, of course, he had a history of violent sex offences. There was never a smoking gun, though – the entire case against him was circumstantial.’


‘So he walked away from it,’ Terry said.


‘He did, and that was the start of Sinnott’s obsession. The Supe’s theory was that it was a rape gone wrong – he was convinced the attacker, who he believed was Cleaver, hadn’t intended to kill the vic, but that he lost control and the violence escalated to the point she died. Cleaver fit the profile to a point, but there was never enough to prosecute. Her poor family never got any resolution.’


Ahern downed the rest of his pint and rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’d better be going. An early start tomorrow.’


Michael’s eyes followed him as he glided out the door.


‘For Chrissake, Michael, put your tongue back in your mouth,’ said Terry as she signalled for the menu.


She made a note to herself to look up Eileen McCarthy’s postmortem file. It was probably nothing but her interest was piqued – an unsolved murder was right up her street. And it seemed curious the gardaí might think there was a link with today’s case. It wouldn’t hurt to have a look, but not until she’d completed the postmortem on the Farmleigh woman.


Better to go into each case with a clear view.
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