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Glossary


Glossary of Irish language (Gaeilge) terms


Dáil Éireann – The lower (main) house of the Irish parliament


Seanad Éireann – The Irish parliament’s upper house


Oireachtas – The combined houses of the Irish parliament


An Taoiseach – The Prime Minister


Teachta(í) Dála – Member(s) of Parliament


A Chara – Dear Friend




Author’s Note


This book is fictional. The story is an invention of my imagination and not intended to resemble any real-life people or places.




Prologue


The Death


I am going to die.


I know this as surely as I know I don’t want to.


I can’t bear it. I cannot stand the thought of leaving my girls, of not seeing them again.


Kathryn will never recover. We have defied the odds of so many married couples and are as much in love as the day we met. Sweet, beautiful, funny Kathryn.


And Beth. Oh, my little baby girl. The newness and perfection of her skin. The smell of her soft hair. Her little pudgy hand clasping my finger like she’ll never let go. She’s part of me, but she’ll never know me. People will tell her I loved her but she will never understand how much. She won’t know the almost physical pain I felt when she was born, so overwhelming was my love for her. I couldn’t speak when I held Beth for the first time, the lump in my throat was so large. Kathryn laughed. She’d never seen me cry before and it was because I was so happy.


I’m crying now.


Did I know it would come to this? Why didn’t I realise that I was playing Russian roulette not just with my own future, but with my family’s too?


I fall forward into the cold arms of the angel. The images fall from my hands, scattering across the floor.


My leverage and my downfall.


How little they mean now.


I would give anything to turn back time and be with my girls, to take them in my arms and squeeze them tight, my heart exploding with love.


Because too late, I know that’s all that matters.


My body writhes in agony as I try to turn my head.


I want to look my executioner in the eye. Who is this person who will steal everything from me?


My punishment is cruel. My threat was to a career, not a life. This is not fair.


I will beg. I will wail and I will plead and maybe God will intervene. He will forgive my naivety, my arrogance. This angel will carry me not to Heaven but to help, and I will fight to live. I will fight for them, Kathryn and Beth.


But all hope of salvation evaporates as I behold my attacker.


My mouth struggles to form the word.


It’s not ‘Please’. It’s not ‘Stop’.


It’s . . . ‘Why?’


And then I see it, but I don’t see it. The end.


There’s no shot at redemption.


I am going to die.


The gun is in my eyeline as the second bullet is fired.


That’s the one that kills me.


The Deal


‘Is it done?’


‘We’ve been over this. I will deliver my end of the deal.’


A magnificent old grandfather clock chimes imperiously from the corner of the room, marking the late evening hour. All else is quiet. Other parts of the sprawling building are still busy, people going about their business, unaware of the presence of the two men and the nature of their conversation.


The atmosphere between them is tense, oppressive even.


The businessman stands and pours himself a second brandy from a crystal decanter. The drink has little effect on him. He is used to consuming everything to excess.


He wasn’t always this way. As a child he was neither the eldest – chastised and disciplined as the first always is – nor the youngest – coddled and worshipped, forever basking in the love of multiple older family members. The businessman had been a quiet middle child, generally ignored. Some would say he went on to achieve so much because he craved attention. They would be wrong. He discovered early that he enjoyed the rewards of success, not its spotlight.


He holds the decanter’s stopper up to the low-hanging chandelier. The light casts brilliant illuminations through the prism of the perfectly cut glass, multicoloured diamonds that dance over bookshelves heaving with a gloriously eclectic mix of modern and dated texts. He drops the stopper carelessly on the mahogany drinks cabinet and brings the brandy glass to his lips, inhaling as the spirit wets his mouth and hits the back of his throat. A Hennessy Cognac Paradis. Excellent, but far from the best. Presumably the taxpayers’ euro can stretch to mid-range luxury, but not premium.


‘I asked you, is it done?’ The businessman’s tone is crisp, sharp, insistent.


The seated man smiles coolly and tries to appear at ease, though the slight trembling of his right hand says otherwise.


‘Look. Have I given you any cause for concern so far? Everything is in hand. I foresee no issues, but don’t underestimate what I am trying to do here. Do you know what would happen if this was leaked and spun in a certain way? If people knew what you and I were doing and I lost control of the story? We’re not just talking about the fall of a ministry. This could bring down the government.’


The businessman doesn’t respond immediately. He tilts the liquid in the glass, observing its colour with interest. A mellow, honey-golden hue.


‘Don’t be so dramatic,’ he says dismissively. ‘Governments come and go. Business carries on regardless.’


‘I don’t think it is being dramatic to point out that you stand to lose millions if this doesn’t go to plan. Another government might not be so . . . sympathetic.’


‘I’ve yet to see the proof of your sympathies. Your administration has been in office for nine months, but still my company is the subject of negative publicity. I was promised that our operations would be allowed to run smoothly. Why is it taking so long?’


The man he addresses tries to suppress an eye tic that is threatening to manifest itself. A symptom of fatigue, it will betray weakness. No doubt the tremor in his hand has already been noted with concern.


The shaking isn’t, in fact, related to any stress.


He had let the businessman pour him a glass of the brandy. Five years, three months and twelve days dry. This is a test. He won’t drink the alcohol, but oh, the temptation! It’s always there, tap, tap, tapping – a neverending battle of will versus desire. And at times like this, when he’s at his lowest, the struggle is tremendous.


‘In a week or so, the new law will be brought before the House and passed quickly,’ he says. ‘Everything is going to plan and if any unexpected minor issues arise, they will be dealt with. Immediately.’


In that moment, the urge to down the whole decanter of brandy almost conquers the seated man.


Because there is a complication – one so unexpected, he was taken completely unawares when it was dumped in his lap just days ago.


He could do without the crisis, this meeting. His personal life is imploding. He could be about to lose the one person who means everything in the world to him and the businessman and his demands just don’t seem as important as they once did.


The man buries a sigh. He is being forced to neglect his own affairs for the moment. This new obstacle to the businessman’s plans will be overcome. No matter what it takes. He hasn’t worked so hard for so long and neglected all else for nothing.


Of that much, he is sure.


The other man is studying him with frightening intensity. It makes the seated man feel naked. No, worse. Transparent.


‘I hope so,’ the businessman says at last. ‘Because if you can’t ensure I get what I want, I will use somebody who can. Am I making myself clear?’


The seated man looks into his glass of golden liquor, its heady, sweet scent filling his nostrils, enticing him. He picks it up. His hand is sweating and his palm almost slips on the ornate indentations.


‘Crystal,’ he replies.


The clock continues to tick, counting down the seconds to murder.


The Hunt


60, 59, 58, 57 . . .


The man marks the passing minute, his fingers drumming the desk, body tense, breathing fast. The printer whirrs behind him, disgorging the images he needs at a snail’s pace. When it pauses to calibrate, his heart almost stops too, with the sudden realisation that a ridiculous, unplanned technical glitch could put everything on hold.


50, 49, 48, 47 . . .


He’s almost there. An empty cardboard folder lies open, waiting for its bounty. The last image of the collection is still on the computer screen and it catches the man’s eye. He feels ashamed, embarrassed, his stomach knotting with revulsion at his plan.


He starts downloading the images onto the USB stick in the side of the machine.


35, 34, 33, 32 . . .


The penultimate page slides onto the printer tray. Just a few seconds more and he’ll have the complete set.


That’s when he hears it. The unmistakable hum of the elevator at the end of the hall. He freezes as the drone ceases. The lift has reached its destination and the door is opening. On this floor.


There’s no time to lose. He doesn’t want to be discovered and he senses danger. He rushes to stand, knocking a precariously balanced pile of papers to the floor.


‘Shit!’


The word escapes him involuntarily and – thankfully – quietly. The man grabs the material from the printer and shoves it into the folder. Every inch of his body is taut with stress.


There it is – the soft click of a door being opened in the distance. A few moments pass, then the sound of another door opening, a little closer. He doesn’t know how it came to pass, but he knows in his gut that this person is looking for him.


Each office along the hallway is being checked systematically. That gives him a chance to think.


He tries to plan his escape. This is the second-to-last room. The double doors at his end of the corridor are locked; he can’t use the stairs that way. He has to exit the way he came in and that is towards whoever is in the hallway now.


The solution is so simple and yet it almost doesn’t occur to him. This office has a connecting door to the neighbouring office, which, presumably, the searcher will reach first. As the person moves towards this office, the man can slip into the adjacent room and, from there, out to the hall. If he is indeed being pursued, he can make a run for it. Hopefully his weak leg won’t betray him. He hasn’t done any serious exercise since the accident, but adrenaline will surely carry him for the next few minutes. He can already feel it pumping through his veins.


He clutches the folder to his chest as the door to the neighbouring office is opened. He waits a few seconds until he gauges the other person is satisfied the room next door is empty, then launches his evasive manoeuvre.


He misjudges it by a hair’s breadth. The hunter is moving faster than he had estimated. The door to the man’s office opens just as he is moving into the adjoining room.


A blurred figure rushes at him, bearing nothing but ill will and threat. Panicking, the man slams the shared office door into his pursuer and flees. He barrels out into the carpeted hall, hurtling down its length as fast as his weakened body will allow, grasping the folder so tightly his fingers have turned white.


He reaches the lifts. One is out of order; he’d seen that when he came up. The second must have waited momentarily before returning to its station on the ground floor. It will take too long to summon back.


The man makes a snap decision. He crashes through the fire doors to the stairwell and descends, two steps at a time.


That haste on the stairs is his second mistake. A couple of flights down, his bad leg buckles and he tumbles six steps. He lies on the landing between floors, winded but intact. He’s cut his hand on a splinter from the banister, but he can barely feel the sting. He is there just long enough to hear the fire doors open again two floors above.


He has to move.


He pulls himself up painfully and continues running. He doesn’t look back, doesn’t want to see what is behind him.


The man emerges into the building’s open-plan coffee dock. Nearly there. He has his swipe card for the underground tunnel at the ready. Once through those doors, he only has to run a couple of hundred metres and he will be back in the populated part of the building. Or should he go up – to the main level? He doesn’t have to return the way he came. Are the doors upstairs locked yet? Might there be an usher present?


He can’t think straight.


In fact, what had he been thinking? Why had he taken the risk?


Because he hadn’t understood the danger.


Now, the consequences of his actions are terrifyingly clear.


The tunnel doors are open, held in place by two fire extinguishers that weren’t there earlier. He doesn’t stop to think what that means but keeps running as fast as his feeble, treacherous body will allow.


The statue looms large in front of him – the beautiful stone angel that always seems curiously out of place in this lonely, functional corridor.


The man knows his hunter has gained on him. The hairs on the back of his neck are standing on end.


If asked earlier, he would have brazenly declared that the folder of pictures would only be relinquished if it were prised from his cold, dead hands. He would carry his plan through, no matter what. Now, he wants to fling the images away, screaming: ‘Here, take them, leave me in peace!’


The man is in front of the statue when he hears a muted popping sound and feels a searing white heat. The pain tears through his body, paralyzing his legs, his back, his arms.


But not his mind. He is aware of everything. In this instant, the man knows exactly how much he has left to chance and what he is about to lose.


He is pitched forward into the outstretched arms of the seated angel. The folder falls from his splayed fingers, its incriminating contents spilling onto the floor.


In his agony, the man twists his body to see his assailant.


His eyes widen, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly as he tries to speak.


‘Why?’


This is the sole word he manages to utter before his killer raises the weapon and fires the second bullet, this time aimed at the head.


Blood explodes across the green stone angel and the red wall behind it. The man’s body slumps. He is dead in that instant.


The hunter lowers the gun. There is a moment’s reflection. Then, stepping around the blood seeping onto the granite-coloured tiles, the murderer approaches the body, leans down and gathers up the fallen pages.


Job done, the killer turns and runs back to the lift, returning to the office and the computer with the abandoned USB stick.


The only sound in the hall is the slow, steady drip-drip of blood forming a pool on the floor, reflected in the dead man’s remaining eye.


Trapped between his body and the sculpture is one of the pictures that set the events of the last few minutes in motion.


An image that landed beneath the victim as he fell.


A page the killer has missed.




Chapter 1


The Investigation
Friday, 11.30 p.m., Dublin


Well, that had been a total and utter disaster.


Detective Sergeant Ray Lennon closed his eyes and raised his face to the hot shower, letting the spray wash away the stress of the evening. The warmth surged through his stiff joints, chilled on the walk home in the fine autumn rain.


He lathered soap onto his chest and stomach, conscious of his changing body. He’d lost weight recently. He was exercising too much and eating too little but the physical activity served as a distraction from the anxiety he’d carried for the last year.


Ray hadn’t wanted to go on the date in the first place but Michael Geoghegan had forced his hand. Motivated by his own domestic bliss, his detective colleague was on some sort of mission to rid the world of singletons. Ray was his latest victim. Michael and his wife Anne were meant to have made up a foursome with Ray and a single friend of Anne’s, but at the last minute they had begged off.


Emotional blackmail and a sense of duty saw Ray standing alone outside the restaurant at 7.55 p.m., waiting for his ‘blind’ date.


She had offered little apology for arriving a full half-hour late, was rude to the waitress taking their coats (unforgivable), and then clicked her fingers for the wine list before ordering the most expensive bottle on the menu. Ray wasn’t usually a food snob, but by the time she’d demanded that her thirty-five euro prime fillet steak be ‘cremated if possible, I don’t want it mooing at me’, he was ready to join forces with the beleagured waiting staff, should they decide to turf her out. She was an attractive woman, but brought nothing, literally, to the table – not manners, not humour, not even an offer to share the bill.


He’d give Michael an earful in the morning. Regardless of Ray’s lonely heart status, that girl was single for a reason. And no, he was not too fussy. Or still hung up on . . . well, he didn’t want to go there.


Fair enough, he knew he was struggling to get back on the dating scene. But he just hadn’t met a woman recently who appealed to him, on any level.


An unbidden image of DS Laura Brennan, one of his colleagues, surfaced. She always made him smile and he could relax in her company.


But, no. She was a workmate. He wouldn’t be going there again.


Not after what had happened last year.


He reached for the shampoo. Pointless, really. It slid off his dark buzz cut as soon as it was applied. As he shook water from his ears he realised the phone was ringing in his bedroom.


Ray felt his heart sink. It was nearly midnight. That shrill repetition could only mean one thing. Work.


He flicked off the shower and grabbed a towel.


Everything had been relatively quiet for the past couple of days and the team had been grateful for it. Detective Inspector Tom Reynolds, Ray’s boss, was on a well-earned and much-needed break with his wife and had told them, under pain of death, not to contact him for the long weekend. They were only twenty-four hours in.


Ray entered the bedroom, acknowledging mournfully the lonely, unruffled double bed. He didn’t want to think about how long it had been since anybody had shared it with him.


His night was about to get worse. Flashing on the screen was the personal mobile number of Detective Chief Superintendent Sean McGuinness, head of the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation. The Bureau contained numerous specialist teams dedicated to investigating serious crime, among them the murder squad, led by Tom Reynolds.


Ray composed himself before greeting the chief in a tone that made it sound like he was still at his desk, a busy Friday-night martyr, as opposed to standing in his bedroom, dripping wet and naked bar a towel.


‘Ah. There you are. I suspected when you didn’t answer immediately that you might have a lady friend with you. It being the weekend.’


McGuinness’s thick County Kerry accent voice boomed down the phone.


‘Well, eh, I’m actually just . . .’ Ray started.


‘Don’t try to convince me you’ve company, son – I’ve a car sitting outside your apartment the last ten minutes. You should consider getting drapes. Willie Callaghan can see right in.’


Ray’s jaw dropped as he peered through the Venetian blinds of his ground-floor apartment, blinds he’d neglected to close. On the other side of the green patch that faced the apartment block, he could see the car. He tightened the towel at the waist, blushing furiously. Bloody perverts.


‘What can I do you for, sir?’


‘Right, all joking aside. This is serious, lad. I need you to get hold of Tom for me.’


‘But he’s . . .’


‘I know. And his phone is off. I want you to go to the hotel he’s staying in and fetch him. I’d go myself, but I’m afraid of his wife.’


‘Can I not deal with whatever it is myself?’ he pleaded, in vain hope.


McGuinness paused before answering, his voice low and grave.


‘No. Get Tom, then both of you go to Leinster House. I’m on my way there now. Pick two presentable members of your team and send them over to meet me.’


Ray drew a sharp breath.


Leinster House was the seat of the national parliament, Dáil Éireann.


‘Couldn’t we just ring the hotel?’


‘I tried that, Detective. They wouldn’t put me through. Even after I used the “do you know who I am” line. I don’t know what this country is coming to. You need to go there and flash your badge.’


‘Okay. Can I ask . . .?’


‘Best wait until you get to Leinster House. Tell Tom I’m sorry, but this is unprecedented. He has to come in.’


McGuinness hung up.


Ray still had the phone to his ear, his head spinning.


Had somebody just been murdered in the Irish parliament?




Chapter 2


Saturday, 12.30 a.m., Wicklow


This is the life.


Detective Inspector Tom Reynolds was sitting on his hotel room balcony, admiring the stunning Wicklow landscape. Bathed only in moonlight, the rolling woods and fields were still delivering beautifully on their county’s moniker – ‘The Garden of Ireland’.


He zipped his fleece jacket up to the neck to ward off the cold nip of the breeze and took another pull on his cigar. He wouldn’t stay out much longer. It had been an unusually mild autumn so far, but the temperature was starting to dip as the evenings drew in and it had rained most of today. At forty-nine, Tom was still relatively hale and hearty, but in recent years he’d noticed a sneaking creak in his joints, the hint of weakness in his knees. He had become more susceptible to colds and bugs and hated leaving his warm bed in the morning more than ever.


It wasn’t lost on him that his body had begun to betray him at precisely the same time his jet-black hair had turned salt and pepper. Maybe it was nature’s way of telling him everything reverted to dust and ash in the end. Even the green in his eyes seemed duller with each birthday. Given how far away he had to hold a newspaper in order to peruse it these days, no doubt he’d soon be wearing reading glasses as well.


Tom hadn’t wanted to come to Wicklow to begin with. He had suggested to his wife that they go abroad for their long weekend: Paris, maybe, or Rome. Louise, however, was determined to be within driving distance of their daughter, Maria, and their infant grandchild, Cáit.


Tom hadn’t fought her, biting his tongue when she suggested a neighbouring county for their break. Really, it didn’t matter where they went as long as they were together and he could get a full night’s sleep.


Cáit was five months old now but still woke several times a night. Maria, just turned twenty, still lived with them. While Tom relished being a grandfather, he was not enjoying the pseudo-parental role Louise kept inflicting on them both. Of course he agreed they should help Maria. The baby’s father, a fellow college student, had so far proved to be an utter disappointment and their daughter was, to all intents and purposes, a single parent. He suspected, though, that Louise was doing a bit too much of the heavy lifting. She’d even taken a sabbatical from her English literature PhD, which she had resumed before Maria became pregnant.


He shook his head. He wouldn’t let negativity creep in. They’d had a terrific day, starting with a stroll through the captivating gardens of the old aristocratic Powerscourt Estate in the foothills of the Wicklow Mountains. As the afternoon drew to a close, they’d checked into their hotel in the Glen of the Downs and retired to the residents’ restaurant for a delicious five-course dinner.


Tom smiled. Paris or Rome! Sure, they couldn’t hold a candle to the Irish countryside, when you thought about it.


He placed his cigar in the ashtray to burn out and stood up, inhaling the night air, infused with the smell of wet October foliage. Heavenly. But now it was time to warm up with his wife.


He shut the sliding door gently and crept over to the suite’s king-size bed. Louise had left the lamp on and fallen asleep with her book in her hands. It was a rip-roaring American thriller, full of action and sweeping generalisations about world politics, which she seemed to be reading just so she could give out about it. Her long brown hair fanned out on the pillow behind her, her dark lashes resting on soft, creamy cheeks. The Sleeping Beauty image was only slightly tarnished by her trumpeting snores, caused by the half-sitting position she’d been in when she dropped off, her chin resting awkwardly on her chest.


Tom was carefully extricating the book when the bedside phone trilled angrily.


He jumped, as did she, and the novel clattered to the floor.


‘Bloody hell, Tom!’ she barked, before realising what had disturbed her slumber.


Tom hesitated. The phone was still ringing.


‘It could be Maria?’ Louise suggested.


‘She’d try your mobile first.’


They both knew what the call meant. Unless it was reception ringing to tell them there was some emergency in the hotel (and Tom fervently hoped one of the floors was ablaze), the call meant work.


He wasn’t happy. He’d specifically asked the reception clerk to ensure no external calls were put through to the room and his mobile was switched off.


He lifted the receiver.


‘I apologise sincerely for disturbing you, sir, but there’s a gentleman down here who is quite insistent. He says he’s a colleague of yours. He threatened to arrest me if I didn’t ring your room.’


Tom sighed wearily.


‘That’s all right. Put him on.’


He gave Louise an apologetic look. She frowned in return.


‘Boss, it’s Ray. I’m really sorry about this.’


‘Ray, unless you are about to tell me the Taoiseach has been murdered, I suggest you get back on the road to Dublin,’ the inspector snapped.


There was a brief pause.


‘Well, that’s the thing . . .’


‘What?’ Tom’s heart skipped a beat. ‘You’re joking . . .’


‘I don’t know the ID of the victim, but I’m under strict instructions to pick you up and bring you to Leinster House. The chief sends his heartfelt apologies to Louise.’


Tom covered the mouthpiece with his hand.


‘Leinster House,’ he whispered.


His wife’s eyebrows shot up.


‘Give me ten minutes,’ Tom said into the receiver.


‘Who’s dead?’ Louise asked immediately.


‘No idea. But the national parliament . . . McGuinness wouldn’t have sent for me for anything less. I’m so sorry about this, love.’


She sighed, exasperated.


‘And there I was thinking you’d woken me because you wanted to ravish me.’


‘I did. I do. I’m starting to think there’s an alarm bell that goes off somewhere whenever I’m feeling amorous.’


He cupped her face, still warm from sleep, in his cold hands.


‘Our lovely weekend . . .’


‘Your lovely weekend. I’m staying. There’s a spa downstairs.’


He smiled ruefully. ‘I’ll call you in the morning. You never know, I might get back out tomorrow evening.’


She snorted. ‘Do me a favour? Call by the house and check on the girls. If you get a chance.’


He swallowed.


‘What?’ She squinted. It was a challenge.


There was nothing to lose. The weekend was already ruined.


‘Maria has a team of people helping her this weekend, Louise. She’s the child’s mother; she has to learn to cope on her own.’


He moved to retrieve his clothes from the chair where they’d been discarded. Mentally, he ducked.


‘She’s twenty years of age and a single mother trying to manage full-time education,’ Louise growled. ‘She needs all the help she can get.’


He never would have dared rolling his eyes if he’d been facing her. He grunted, concentrating on dressing. She began to say something else, then stopped. Maybe she had taken his silence as a sign of agreement. He turned round.


Nope. That was not the face of a woman satisfied she had won the point.


‘You’re right,’ he said, in a last-ditch attempt to keep the peace. He never learned.


She pursed her lips.


‘I suppose I’ll have to drive your dodgy Citroën on my own this weekend. Why did you replace one crap car with another?’


He sighed. He thought he’d defused the situation, but she’d just paused to reload. It never ceased to amaze Tom how his wife – no, scratch that, every woman he knew – could skip from one subject to another in an argument without pausing for breath. He’d known for months the new Citroën, with its insistent, inexplicable flashing warning lights, was driving Louise nuts, but she’d been biding her time to throw it at him in the midst of a spat about something else. She stored nuggets like that.


He also knew it wasn’t the car she was unhappy with. Louise’s patience with Tom’s job was almost bottomless, but they’d been away so rarely over the last couple of years it was no wonder she was feeling irritable.


‘I’ll get my mechanic to have a look.’


Tom made to plant a kiss on her lips, but got a cheek instead.


‘Hmm,’ she said, her expression firmly set in long-suffering mode.


From talk of ravishing to rejection. The holiday was over.




Chapter 3


‘If you had your own wife, Ray, you might appreciate what a man means when he says he and the missus aren’t to be disturbed. Three days. That’s all I asked. Three bloody days.’


Willie Callaghan, Tom’s garda driver, chortled from the front of the car.


‘Leave the poor lad alone. While he’s single, we can live vicariously through him. Why should he sign up for a marital life sentence just because we were duped?’


Tom grunted and gazed out the window, watching regretfully as the thick Wicklow woods disappeared, to be replaced with civilisation in the form of housing estates on either side of the main road back to Dublin. The aftermath of the couple of glasses of wine with dinner had manifested as a headache, the cherry on top of his bad mood.


‘Don’t mind the boss,’ Willie said to Ray, who was seated beside him, pointedly ignoring Tom. ‘He was probably on a promise. It’s rare for us married folk to strike it lucky like that. You wouldn’t understand that sort of drought.’


Willie, a tall, thin man in his late fifties, was one of life’s gentlemen. A prim and proper appearance belied his easy-come, easy-go attitude. His uniform was always starched, the corporal-like moustache neatly trimmed, his thin hair groomed tight and Old Spice judiciously applied. He was one of Tom’s favourite people in the world, as much for his relaxed demeanour as for his dry wit and extensive collection of useful (and often useless) facts.


Ray, pondering his romantic failings as a single man, took his turn to stare glumly out the window.


It was almost 1 a.m. and the roads were deserted. It took them just half an hour to reach their destination.


Dublin city centre was still busy. The country had been in the grip of a nasty recession for the past couple of years, so bad that the Troika of the International Monetary Fund, the European Commission and the European Central Bank had descended on the government’s financial institutions. A strict programme of cutbacks and tax hikes had been imposed but it was a Friday night and Dubliners – those who had a few quid to spare – were trying to be their usual sociable selves. Most of the pubs, clubs and restaurants, the ones that had so far survived austerity’s depredations, had adapted to their customers’ demands for more competitively priced bills of fare.


Ray observed the last of the night’s revellers being expelled from the city’s drinking joints. Beautiful girls tottered past the car in ridiculously high heels and short skirts, their scanty clothes the last vestiges of a long-passed summer. One young woman blew a kiss at the car window, then shrieked with laughter at her bravery.


‘We’re going in the Merrion Street gate,’ Willie said. ‘An attempt to keep things quiet. For now.’


Merrion Street was the rear entrance to the Leinster House and Government Buildings complex, but the inspector didn’t imagine for one moment they’d be able to keep tonight’s events hushed up for any length of time.


Two uniformed guards met them at the gate. The barrier was raised and the car rolled onto the tarmac that provided parking along Merrion Lawn, the green area behind Leinster House.


Tom had been in the complex several times and it never ceased to amaze him how this collection of buildings, in the heart of a crowded city centre, could be at such a remove – physically and metaphorically.


A former ducal palace, Leinster House had been built in the mid-eighteenth century by the Fitzgeralds, Earls of Kildare and Dukes of Leinster. It had become home to the Irish parliament in 1922 after the War of Independence and the departure of the British administration.


The complex consisted of more than just the main House. The adjacent Government Buildings housed the Taoiseach and his ministers.


As they progressed along the driveway they could see the side profiles of the Natural History Museum and the National Gallery through railings to either side of the lawn.


‘The cavalry,’ Ray said, pointing up ahead.


Tom saw the two canvas-covered trucks. Army vehicles. The complex had a permanent military and garda presence. But if somebody had been murdered in the precinct, a protocol for a security threat of the highest order would have been triggered.


In the inspector’s memory, Leinster House had never been subject to a terrorist threat and Ireland wasn’t exactly top of the list of target countries in current world crises. There was a first for everything, though.


Willie brought the car past the main door and parked across from a small gate in a curved wall that ran along the side of the building. A stranger stood ready to greet them. The dark-haired man had a military bearing not unlike Willie’s and was dressed in a distinguished naval-type uniform. He was well-built, bulkier than the inspector’s sinewy driver. The Chief of Security, Tom assumed.


Leinster House had its own security staff, responsible for the safe operation of the complex. The Chief of Security was assisted by the Head Usher and the Captain of the Guard in managing both internal security and the general running of the House. They, in turn, were supplemented by a full-time cadre of gardaí and armed members of the defence forces.


The man stepped forward and offered the inspector a firm handshake, his countenance grim. He seemed like somebody who was rarely rattled, but tonight was proving the exception to the rule.


‘Shane Morrison, Inspector, Chief of Security. Your Superintendent asked me to escort you. He’s with your colleagues at the scene.’


The man’s voice was deep and gravelly. It suited his authoritative air.


‘Thank you,’ Tom replied. ‘Should I use your official title?’


‘Mister is fine.’


‘Good. Did the incident occur in the main building, Mr Morrison?’


The other man shook his head. ‘Not quite. None of us are sure what he was doing where we found him. Shall we?’


So, the victim was male.


Morrison was eager to move their little group inside, away from any long-lensed prying eyes.


He led Tom and Ray through the gate and up a set of stone stairs. At the top, they found themselves outside a modern building, part of the complex not visible from the front or back vistas of Leinster House.


‘This is LH2000,’ Morrison said, slipping into what sounded like tour-guide mode. ‘It was opened, as you may have guessed, in the year 2000, to provide extra office accommodation for elected members and their staff. There are six floors and a basement containing rooms for committee meetings.’


The chief of security rapped on the glass door. An usher swiftly appeared to unlock it.


Morrison nodded at the man and maintained the fast pace as they made their way to a descending set of stairs beyond the building’s reception desk. He continued to narrate LH2000’s history and describe its layout as they walked.


‘These stairs lead down to the coffee dock, but also to an underground tunnel that connects this building to Leinster House proper. There are several rooms along the tunnel, but its main function is to provide speedy access for members, the Teachtaí Dála, to the chamber when debates or votes are called. The tunnel is where we found him.’


‘Were there people in this building when the body was discovered?’ Tom asked.


Morrison hesitated.


‘No. But you should know something. Normally, the military police are based in an office off the tunnel. They moved into temporary alternative accommodation last week. We are in the process of enhancing our security provisions and repairing some essential infrastructure. Their base is in a part of the building that is being upgraded with new technological systems and water and heating facilities. It was decided the work could proceed quicker if the offices were empty.’


The inspector swallowed. There was eating and drinking in this for the media.


‘Who found the body?’ Ray asked, as they arrived at the foot of the stairs.


‘One of our ushers. The door we just came through was locked at 9 p.m. this evening and the floors upstairs had been checked beforehand to ensure they were all empty. Jim, the usher, had left his bag behind the reception desk and came over from the main House to retrieve it. He used the underground passage and that’s when he found the body. This was at 10.45 p.m.’


A bellow brought their conversation to an abrupt close.


‘Tom! Thanks for coming in.’


Chief Superintendent McGuinness loomed large over the people gathered around him. The small group parted like water as he made his way over to shake the inspector’s hand vigorously with his vice-like grip.


‘I write with that hand,’ Tom winced, as usual unprepared for the sheer strength of the man. McGuinness ignored him. He was nearing retirement, but the Kerry native hadn’t lost any of his imposing physicality. Tom was barely shy of six foot himself and still McGuinness had three inches on him.


McGuinness regularly used his height and booming deep voice to his advantage. Those who didn’t like the man often remarked that he’d be more at home with his arm stuck up the backside of a calfing cow than running one of the most important garda divisions in the State. It was a serious underestimation. Tom and the chief went back a long time and were good friends. The inspector knew the other side of his boss, the sharp-witted aesthete who enjoyed fine wine and concertos, a man who read the Guardian daily and could quote the Bible and many other tomes, chapter and verse.


McGuinness could run rings around anybody who had him pegged as a loud-mouthed, thick culchie.


‘I wasn’t aware I’d a choice whether to come or not,’ Tom snapped irritably.


‘Hmm, sorry about that. I don’t need to tell you how serious this is, though. The assistant commissioner was just on the phone. This is going to explode when news gets out. The Taoiseach is climbing the walls.’


‘I get it,’ the inspector sighed. A murder investigation was challenging and wearisome enough without all the bells and whistles this one would come with.


‘Good. Right, to start you off, I want you to meet Darragh McNally. He’s the chair of the Reform Party. Speak to him while we’re waiting for forensics to finish sweeping the scene.’


Wonderful. The Reform Party was the governing party. Tom hadn’t even seen the body yet and already politics were a feature of the investigation.


McGuinness stood aside to introduce the man he’d beckoned over. The diminutive man had the look of someone who rarely slept – sunken eyes underlaid with deep bags. His colouring, naturally pasty excepting an unfortunately placed birthmark on his right cheek, made his face appear particularly gaunt in the low lighting. His brown hair was receding rapidly and greying at the roots – most likely further evidence of the stress that accompanied his job.


‘Inspector Reynolds, I’m glad you’re here. Your reputation precedes you.’


McNally was hoarse, his body language jittery.


Tom shook his hand, noting the clammy palm.


‘Do you know the victim, Mr McNally?’


The other man nodded.


‘Yes. I can’t tell you how shocked I am. He’s only back in work. He was in a car crash six months ago and nearly died. He’s literally just back a few days. I’m struggling to get my head around this.’


‘Who is he?’


‘Ryan Finnegan.’


Tom stared at McNally, waiting for more. It took the other man a moment to realise the name meant nothing to the inspector.


‘Oh, I’m sorry. Forgive me. I’m working here so long, sometimes I forget there’s a world outside. Ryan Finnegan is the political advisor to Aidan Blake. He is – was – one of the most senior advisors to the government.’


Blake. That was a name Tom knew. The Minister for State Resources and Energy Efficiency was the man of the moment – the most popular government figure and one of the youngest members of the cabinet. He had been elected in the Reform Party’s landslide victory earlier in the year when the former governing party had been dumped out of office, a consequence of their mismanagement of the economy and the arrival of the Troika. Blake, handsome, confident, assured and energetic, was tipped to be a contender for the party leadership. Even Louise, who generally greeted political coverage on the news with a long sigh, had mentioned during the election that she found Blake fascinating – his wife’s code for I fancy him.


‘You can see our dilemma, Inspector,’ McNally said. ‘A man of Finnegan’s standing, murdered here, of all places. This is sensational.’


Tom noted the use of the word ‘dilemma’. Surely it would be more apt to describe this as an unqualified disaster? And ‘sensational’ – it was a word a PR handler would use.


He weighed up his reply. He wanted to say the victim’s standing meant nothing to him, nor the location of his murder, but he was conscious that McGuinness was eyeballing him. Putting McNally in his place would cause more of a headache than the fleeting satisfaction it would bring.


‘I need to take a look at the body,’ he said, instead. ‘I’ll want to speak to you again in the morning. Does the victim have immediate family?’


‘Yes. His wife, Kathryn. They’ve a small baby.’


Tom felt the familiar knot in his stomach. Before the night was out, he’d have to break the heart of a young mother and wife.


‘Excuse me,’ he said, making his way over to the plastic police tape tied at either side of the doors to the tunnel Morrison had mentioned. Beyond it, several officers, suited and booted in their white gear, laboured to secure the scene and gather evidence.


Amongst them, Tom could see one of his detectives, Laura Brennan.


She joined the inspector and Ray at the tape, removing her hood and letting long chestnut curls spill out. At twenty-nine, she was the squad’s youngest member and one of Tom’s most diligent and intelligent officers. To compensate for her age, Laura wore smart, tailored suits and a studied look of concentration. She was so classy that she somehow managed to make even the white forensics getup look sharp.


‘It’s definitely murder then?’ Tom asked, already knowing the answer.


Laura nodded. ‘Without a doubt. The forensics team isn’t finished yet, but Emmet is letting us in with protective clothing.’


Tom was relieved to know that Emmet McDonagh had personally taken charge of the scene. The head of the Garda Technical Bureau, the unit that dealt with crime scene forensics, McDonagh was thorough and, more importantly, had a good relationship with Tom. Luckily for the inspector and his team, because Emmet was an egotistical, smart-arsed git who acted the maggot with everybody else.


Tom and Ray stepped into the outfits provided and dipped under the tape.


A few metres ahead, the inspector could see the top of a stone sculpture sitting in an alcove. Even at this distance, he could see the splashes of blood on the cream ceiling above, the frenzied spray incongruous in the functional space.


As they approached, the forensic scientists – one of them the artificially dark-haired, extremely broad McDonagh – stood up and away from the body so the two detectives could see the victim.


Ray cursed and looked away. He’d never become inured to gore, no matter how often he was faced with it.


The inspector would later learn that the greenish-hued sculpture carved in a sitting position was called ‘Fame’ and had originally sat at the front of Leinster House, beneath a larger statue of Queen Victoria. The lady herself had been lent to Australia for its centenary celebrations in 1988.


The large angel-type figure held a trumpet of some sort across its lap in outstretched arms.


It also held the limp body of Ryan Finnegan.


Finnegan’s one remaining eye was wide open, its glassy surface caught in a petrified moment. Where his other eye should have been was a bloody cavity. His mouth was contorted in agony.


‘Hellish, eh, Tom?’ Emmet McDonagh said to the inspector. ‘Give me a good old-fashioned strangling any day of the week. The pathologist is going to move him shortly before rigor mortis sets in. Otherwise, it might be a tad difficult to get him off that sculpture. He has nothing on him, no ID, no phone, but I gather the people who work here know him.’


‘What happened, Emmet?’ Tom asked, slightly dazed.


The other man threw out his arms as he spoke, his mop of brown hair bouncing unnaturally (the inspector was starting to wonder if it wasn’t so much a dye-job as a wig-job), glasses slipping lower on his nose the more animated he became. Ten years older than Tom, Emmet was still renowned for having an eye for the ladies, hence the vanity. None of it, sadly, was for his wife.


‘Call me poetic, but it looks to me like the victim was fleeing something and fell into the arms of one of God’s angels. What he was running from, I don’t know, but it may have something to do with this. We found it between the body and the statue. Not sure if it has anything to do with him, but it seems like an odd thing to be lying about.’


He produced a plastic evidence bag and held it up for Tom to examine.


The background noise of the various police officers, security personnel and medical and science professionals died away as the inspector examined the image.


It depicted two young men performing a sexual act. It wasn’t the intimacy of the act that disturbed Tom. It was the knowing eyes one of the men was casting over his shoulder at the photographer. Experienced, old eyes, that screamed ‘sex for sale’ and carried the haunted look of someone who had witnessed too much. Only the back of the other man’s head was visible.


Tom looked back to the victim, cradled in the arms of that which symbolised purity and innocence.


Ryan Finnegan was wearing a light blue striped shirt and black trousers. Office wear. Professional dress in a professional setting, which made the blood-spattered crime scene all the more disturbing.


The inspector turned to Ray.


‘We’re in the basement of Leinster House,’ he declared, incredulous.


‘I know,’ Ray replied, having found the courage to look back at the body. ‘I had to see it before I could believe it. The shit has well and truly hit the fan.’


*


Kathryn Finnegan wasn’t sure if the baby was crying in her dreams or was actually awake and yelling in her ear.


It took her a few more moments to come to properly. She was so exhausted, she felt almost hungover. Her head ached with tiredness and her limbs felt like she had the flu.


The young mother raised herself from the pillow and looked down at Beth. The baby was headbutting her breast, trying to get at the milk through Kathryn’s vest top.


‘Oh, my God,’ she whispered, drowsily. ‘How can you be hungry again? This isn’t on. You’re six months old and feeding like a newborn.’


She pulled herself up into a sitting position, plumping the pillows to get comfortable. She’d feed her daughter this time, but – and Kathryn promised herself she meant it – if Beth woke again tonight Ryan would have to give her a bottle. She needed a break. Beth must be going through a growth surge as well as teething. The only thing that seemed to bring the child any comfort was being fed and walked.


She cradled the baby and adjusted her clothing to let the infant latch on. As she did this, Kathryn looked across at the empty side of the bed where her husband normally lay.


Her brain was only now starting to fully engage.


Where was Ryan? It was Friday night – wasn’t it? Or was it Thursday? No. It was definitely Friday. What time was it, anyway?


Kathryn reached across to her phone with her free hand and tapped the screen. One a.m.


She felt her heart beat a little faster. There were no missed calls on the phone. If Ryan was working late, he’d have rung or texted, surely? He knew how much she worried, ever since the car accident – and also that she was dead on her feet, with Beth being so cranky and wakeful lately.


Why hadn’t he sent her a message?


A feeling of unease began to creep into her stomach, but she held it at bay.


It was probably nothing. He’d got caught up in something or maybe he’d gone out for a drink to end his first week back at work. He’d forgotten to ring her or his phone was dead. She’d read him the riot act but there was no need to get herself worked up. The chances of him having been in another accident were surely minuscule.


With no hands free, Kathryn had to blow away the hair that had fallen onto her face and was tickling her cheek. Despite all the advice from her friends and her hairdresser, she’d made the rash decision when she was pregnant to cut her hair short. Now it was bob-length. Long enough to be annoying, too short to tie back. Ryan had told her she’d still be beautiful even if she shaved it all off; right now Kathryn was feeling sorely tempted.


She dialled his number and listened as it rang out, willing him to pick up.


‘Ryan,’ she snapped when it went to voicemail, but quietly, because of the baby. ‘Where the hell are you? Ring me as soon as you get this.’


She flung the phone angrily onto the bed covers and stared at it, hoping to see the screen light up with her husband’s picture as he returned the call.


Beth pulled off the breast and looked up at her mother, sensing something wasn’t right.


Kathryn looked down at the baby.


‘Where’s your silly daddy, eh? Mammy’s going to kill him when she sees him.’




Chapter 4


Tom knelt beside Ryan Finnegan for a short time before the body was moved from its awkward position, half on, half off the lap of the sculpture. He studied the deceased man, trying not to dwell on the crater where his right eye had once been.


Who could have done this? Who hated the man enough to shoot him in the face? The state pathologist had indicated already that the victim had been shot twice – the other bullet most likely to the back. The inspector surmised that Ryan might have been running from his attacker when the first shot was fired. Perhaps he had turned to see his killer before sustaining the fatal wound. Emmet’s team was already suggesting that the murder weapon had been fitted with a silencer. Otherwise, the reverberations of the gunshots would have echoed throughout the tunnel and beyond, possibly drawing attention.


Had Ryan’s killer known the military police weren’t in their usual accommodation? Had they been there, would the murderer have dared to strike, even with a silencer, within spitting distance of the security services?


Finnegan was youngish, his skin relatively unlined. Nearing forty, maybe. He had a pale, sun-starved ring around his remaining eye, indicating he probably wore spectacles often. Where were they now? Or had he recently taken to wearing contacts?


Tom tried to imagine the man alive, animated. He thought he would look intelligent. Sincere. Quite pleasant, in fact. So what had he done to die so brutally? Was he the other man in the photo they’d found, the man only visible from the back?


When he eventually stood up, the inspector felt dizzy. He stretched his knees. It was time to begin.


Emmet closed the tunnel doors as the body was prepared for removal.


McGuinness was pacing, talking on his phone as he waited for Tom back out in the coffee dock.


‘Bronwyn Maher,’ he said, as he hung up, naming the assistant chief commissioner. ‘She says the Taoiseach has been on to the commissioner. He’s at that conference in Canada. It will be all hands on deck for this, Tom. You’re going to have to conduct interviews with a lot of important people. And I want you to bring Linda McCarn in.’


‘Linda McCarn,’ Tom parroted, nodding his head back in the direction of Emmet McDonagh. ‘Are you sure that’s wise?’


Linda was the State’s leading criminal psychologist, a woman Tom respected and feared in equal measure. She and Emmet had a history and the inspector liked to avoid creating situations where they might encounter each other. There wasn’t enough room in Dublin for their large personalities, let alone for the brief illicit fling they’d conducted. The relationship had ended acrimoniously and the two main players refused to divulge why – but they liked to make everybody aware of how much they detested each other now.


‘I don’t care about their feelings on the matter,’ McGuinness barked. ‘We will be seen to be using our brightest and our best on this investigation. The man was a minister’s PA and he’s been gunned down in Leinster House, for God’s sake. What’s your plan now?’


The ‘seen to be’ wasn’t lost on Tom. The resources war continued.


He sighed.


‘I’ll go inform the victim’s widow. We’ll let forensics gather their evidence here then get the team in first thing and go over what we have. I presume the victim had an office in the building. I’ll send Ray over to check it out before he finishes up.’


‘Good. Let me know how you get on. I suggest you start your interviews in the morning with Shane Morrison. He’ll give you a rundown on the building, who was here tonight, and so forth. McNally can fill you in on Ryan’s work record and you’ll have to talk to Aidan Blake, the minister he worked for. Statements have already been collected from those who were still in the complex when the body was found.’


‘Right. Sean, how much independence will I have in this investigation? I only ask because you’re already talking about the commissioner checking in from Canada and Maher’s on the phone to you . . .’


‘Listen, they’re going to be breathing down our necks, but neither of them want to be seen with cabinet members – they won’t want any photos leaking out to accompany headlines of “Guards interview government ministers in Leinster House murder”. You question whoever you need to; the investigation will be under your control. I’ll make sure you have the full cooperation of the security services in here.’


McGuinness took a deep breath.


‘Don’t let politics interfere, Tom. This is a murder case like any other. But do everything by the book and be discreet, okay? Bronwyn and I will take care of the media circus. Hopefully this is down to some deranged member of the public who managed to get in here as a visitor.’


‘Unlikely,’ Tom remarked. ‘Do you really think Ryan Finnegan was just in the wrong place at the wrong time and somebody blew his head off? Did you see the picture forensics found?’


McGuinness sucked in his cheeks.


‘Unfortunately, yes. Perhaps it was something in the man’s personal life that resulted in his murder?’


‘It was hardly just sitting on the floor of Leinster House and Ryan Finnegan happened to fall on it when he was being murdered. Which then begs the question: what was he doing with a pornographic image of two young men on his person?’


‘Is he one of the men?’


‘I can’t tell,’ Tom replied. ‘Not yet. We’ll examine it.’


‘Hmm. There’s another issue you should be aware of.’


‘Uh-huh?’


‘The Taoiseach was in Leinster House tonight. As head of the investigation team, you should interview him formally. He’ll want you to.’


The inspector clenched his jaw.


‘Marvellous. Bloody marvellous. I presume we’re shutting the building down?’


‘For now, anyway. But government has to resume business at some stage. Sorry, I need to get this.’ McGuinness walked away, his phone glued to his ear once more.


Tom summoned Laura.


‘I’m going to inform next of kin,’ he told her. ‘I want you to come with me. I’m leaving Ray in charge of closing down here.’


Laura grimaced.


‘Sure. I’ll just get out of this suit.’


She knew that the victim’s family could have important information pertaining to their investigation. She also knew that Tom didn’t like to delegate the breaking of such bad news. When possible, he took on the responsibility himself. And Laura was also aware that he was choosing her to come with him both because he wanted it to be a male and female arriving at Mrs Finnegan’s door, and also because she could do with the experience.


But knowing all of that did little to stop Laura’s heart sinking. There was no end to this day.


*


Willie drove them to the quiet North Dublin suburban village of Raheny where Ryan Finnegan had lived. Tom made a couple of calls during the ride, but aside from that, nobody in the car spoke.


A brand new silver saloon was parked in the Finnegans’ driveway. The family must have had to purchase a new car after the crash that Darragh McNally, the party chair, had mentioned. The garden was well tended, a red rose in late bloom scenting the air. A couple of adult-sized bikes rested against the wall in the narrow walkway through to the side gate. A man’s cycling helmet hung on one of the handlebars.


Tom’s steps were heavy with apprehension as they approached the door, his stomach knotting. He willed every second to last longer. He wanted to give this woman every last drop of blissful ignorance before he knocked and shattered her life with his news. He’d done this often enough to know that even in the unhappiest, the most strained of relationships, the sudden knowledge that a loved one was dead was an arrow of grief to the soul.


A light sensor was triggered just as Tom raised a reluctant fist to hammer on the wood.


It never made contact. The light had alerted the homeowner and the door swung open. A young woman stood there, baby in arms. Her raven, bobbed hair was dishevelled, her grey-coloured eyes bloodshot with fatigue. She was still pretty, even in that state.


‘Where have you been?’ she started, her face furious.


The anger died as she looked from Tom to Laura and realised they weren’t who she was expecting.


Their faces must have given it away.


‘Oh, my God.’


She crumpled and they both rushed to catch her. The baby, shocked from a fragile sleep, opened its mouth and screamed.


‘I’m sorry,’ Tom whispered, to Kathryn Finnegan and to the infant. ‘I’m so sorry.’


*


Laura stood with her back to her boss and Kathryn Finnegan, stirring unasked for sugar into unrequested tea. She’d slipped into comfort mode. In her career, she’d only broken this news three times – twice to the families of traffic accident victims and once to the wife of an elderly man accidentally murdered in a bungled bank robbery. There hadn’t been any young children involved and she’d never had to tell a thirty-year-old new mother that she was now a widow.


Kathryn sat clutching the baby in her lap like a life raft. The six-month-old was taking the visit surprisingly well, after the initial shock of being so rudely awoken. The mother bounced the infant softly up and down on her knees, eyes wide and unfocused, talking nineteen to the dozen. She was in shock.


‘Beth’s teething. Just when I thought I had her in a routine. She’s started waking up every couple of hours, wailing. Nothing works. I’ve tried all the gum gels, homeopathic remedies, everything. It was okay when Ryan was off work. We could take turns, once his leg had started to heal. She’s like the Antichrist some nights.’


Tom looked down at Beth, who was giving him the baby stare and drooling vast quantities of spit onto fingers that were rammed into her mouth. She smiled at him and gooed, thrilled to be the centre of attention. They were wont to do that, he thought, looking at the contented baby. Make liars out of their parents. No one would ever guess this little angel was giving her mother sleepless nights.


‘Ryan only went back on Monday. I didn’t want him to. The last few months – I know it’s terrible to say – but they’ve been brilliant. Once I got over the shock of the crash I was so happy to have my husband home. His job is so stressful and just before the accident he was under even more pressure than usual and we’d just had the baby. Oh . . .’


Kathryn looked down at the top of Beth’s head and let out a loud, shocked sob.


‘She’ll have no daddy. How do I tell her? Will she even remember him?’


Great big tears spilled down the mother’s face and onto her daughter’s hair.


Tom felt a lump in his throat.


At the kitchen counter, Laura’s shoulders stiffened as she gathered the strength to turn around with the tea. She placed the cup in front of Kathryn, but out of reach of the baby, who eyed this other new person with equal wonder.


‘Beth will always have her father because she’ll always have you,’ the inspector said gently, holding his hand out to the baby and letting her take his finger in her tight, sopping grasp.


Kathryn looked up. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t drink tea,’ she said to Laura.


‘Just take a few sips. It’s for the shock. Is there anyone we can call to come over?’


‘Um . . . My brother and his wife? But, no, they’ve two children; I can’t wake them at this hour.’


The inspector shook his head. ‘That’s not going to matter. Just give Laura his number.’


‘Who’ll tell Ryan’s parents? Should I ring them? And his sisters . . .’


A fresh wave of tears sprang forth and Tom waited patiently for the moment to pass.


‘Let’s get your brother over here and he can take care of the calls,’ Tom said, passing over Laura’s notepad and pen for the number.


‘I can’t remember it. I have to check my mobile.’


Laura fetched the phone from the counter and gave it to Kathryn, who tapped at the device, fingers shaking as she retrieved the information. The detective took the notepad and made her way out to the hall to place the call.


Kathryn reached out and took a sip of the tea, her face contorting as she swallowed the sugary drink. She was happy to take orders. In Tom’s experience, the people who dealt with grief best were those who let it wash over them immediately and didn’t try to stay strong, the ones who let others take charge and do the thinking for them. Kathryn was holding up okay so far, talking and answering questions. That lucidity, he knew, was a temporary symptom of shock. It would pass, so he had to make the most of the opportunity.
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