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For Marcia and Neil









In the end, you were left with no choice.


It had to be then.


It had to be there.


And it worked out for the best. You knew that when you heard her car stop so close to where you were hiding. The clunk of the locks when she pressed the key fob. The jangle of keys when she tripped past without seeing you.


When you were sure that you were the only one listening.


The only one watching.


She called out your name.


Impatient when she got no reply. Abrasive.


In her final seconds, giving you the strength you needed; the certainty that what you were doing was right.


She pushed the door open fully and walked towards the light. Candlelight. Warm. Cosy.


You congratulated yourself on that little touch, afterwards.


But the instant her toe crossed the threshold, you were all action. Every cell and sinew focused on the task in hand. Silently, you moved behind her. Matched her step for step.


Your quarry.


Your prey.


And you raised your arms high above her head.


Double grip.


And no scream escaped her. No cry.


Only an involuntary exhalation of breath.


Her dying.


Later, they called it a frenzied attack, and that bothered you because it was so far from the truth.


Because you’d planned it down to the last detail.


Because as soon as it was done, you stopped.


Stood.


Took the bundle of baby wipes from your pocket and rubbed the biological evidence from your face and the cheap hooded rain jacket and the waterproof trousers and the rubber boots and the latex gloves. All brand new. All disposable. Then you cleaned the sharpened claw-hammer, and put it and the soiled baby wipes into the black plastic bag and stepped backwards out the door.


You checked carefully for footprints and any other traces you might have left.


There were none.









1


YOU WON’T SEE IT ON A STREET SIGN, BUT US locals know. You have to look down when you’re walking in Cork. Look down or fall victim to the traps this city lays for the unwary. The errant paving slab. The drain cover gone rogue. The vomit. And, sometimes, the blood, a vivid, ruby trail when freshly shed, fading as it dries, melding with the caked-in grime on Patrick Street’s pink footpaths, laid in a fit of long-vanished boom-time optimism and, by the look of them after three days without rain, never cleaned since.


I was waiting for Davy Keenan by the front door of Brown Thomas. Looking down. Trying to resist the urge to pace. Definitely not calling. Even though he was late. Ten minutes late. Then twelve minutes. Then fifteen. Then I raised my gaze and glimpsed him at last, all six foot two of him, sauntering in my direction. Sandy hair and beard. Powder-blue, soft-cotton T-shirt. Old jeans. Scuffed brown suede shoes. I felt like I often feel when I see him. Like the sun’s come out and I might burn.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ he said. ‘But I’m here now, right? Half-looking forward to it in a weird way.’


I sensed something in him that hadn’t been there when he’d left my house that morning – a kind of nervousness, or it could have been excitement – and I badly wanted to ask why he was late. But I pride myself on not being needy. So I told myself that the why of it didn’t matter and flashed him my second-best smile.


‘You’re going to love her,’ I said.


He smiled too, a neat pretty one, and tucked a few strands of my long black hair behind my ears, and wrapped his right arm around my shoulders: I’m five foot eight, so we’re a snug fit. We walked on in silence, settling into a familiar rhythm as we cleared the city centre. Hugging the river most of the way, we kept walking; and I thought about how often it went like this between us – the raised heart rate, the nearly conflict, the unasked question, the almost resolution: the benign version of a destructive pattern I’d known long before we’d met that I was doing my best to change. Only it turned out my best wasn’t up to the job most of the time.


After a while Davy said, ‘It’s always farther than you think.’
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DOLLY PARTON’S TWO PREVIOUS VISITS TO CORK hadn’t gone to plan. On the first, in a venue normally reserved for equestrian events, a lighting rig had collapsed during sound-checking and the gig had to be cancelled at the last minute. The second time, she’d made landfall in the middle of a deluge. And, as it was a Saturday, a lot of the audience had been drinking since lunchtime. Let’s just say that there was an edge.


Third time lucky? It looked like it. A good-humoured after-work crowd on the balmiest of Thursdays. Dolly emerged to the sound of the Marquee roar and the night took flight, the audience word-perfect on most of the songs; quiet for ‘Coat of Many Colours’, when she sat alone at the front of the stage and sang to the sweaty throng gathered at her feet like we were family round the fire in her Smoky Mountain cabin. Tears in my eyes, I looked up at Davy, standing right next to me. He pulled me closer.


‘You big eejit,’ he said. Then he kissed me.


Later, on the walk back to his place, we were doing that thing where we weren’t talking but communicating all the same. He was letting me know that I was okay and I was wondering how come he was so sure. And I didn’t know how it had happened but there I was – a woman with soap opera standard messy origins – in an actual relationship, with Davy.


Who used to be my client back when he was having recurring legal troubles related to his cocaine addiction: a couple of low-grade possession charges, a drunken and a careless driving, a bundle of unpaid parking fines. Later, after he’d got sober and retrained, I’d checked the lease on his gym for him and he became my personal trainer and my ‘just good friend’ for several years. Later still, this – something I hadn’t admitted to myself I’d wanted for a long time, until a night last November when he’d come round to my house for dinner and stayed till morning. More than seven months ago. Barely six if you counted the multiple breaks we went through, the short periods of adjustment – hissy fits, if you prefer – instigated by me, as I tried, and tried again to get used to having him share my life.


But there had been no breaks since way back in February – nearly five months that felt like longer – a magical time, apart from the occasional arguments and misunderstandings that I told myself were normal for any couple. I had to make a conscious effort not to link how we were with each other with our past, with his, and with mine.


Because otherwise, I’d find myself wondering how smart being with him was for me. How safe. Taken into care at the age of four on the grounds of neglect, I was fostered by the people who became my forever parents – my real ones, as far as I’m concerned – while my birth mother kept on drinking. She gave up often but was never able to stay sober, however much she wanted to. After her death Mam and Dad were able to adopt me. Birth father unknown so his consent wasn’t needed; no maternal relatives scrabbling to take me on either.


I was nine when my birth mother died. Old enough to be taken to her funeral. Young enough to think that it was all my fault. In the years that followed, I locked her – the memories and the pain and, I suppose, the love – in a strong box deep inside me.


Then, decades later, I ended up falling for Davy. I don’t know what that is, but don’t tell me it’s a coincidence. What goes around, comes around, as they say. And yet, in real life, he and I seemed to work. We didn’t swamp each other or cling on too tightly. We ebbed and flowed. We gave each other space.


Beside us, cars crawled towards the roundabout. It was easy to distinguish the blissed-out country fans who’d been to the gig from the unfortunates caught in the traffic. Up ahead, in the front seats of a Mark 1 silver Audi TT, a couple embraced passionately, a woman in the driving seat, the dark-haired passenger’s elbow around her neck, pulling her ever closer to him. I recognised the car, as belonging to Mandy Breslin, Finance and Trusts partner at MLC, the law firm where I work. There’d been a recall of those cars to have a rear spoiler fitted, after they’d been found to be unstable at high speeds on the autobahn. Most people had opted for the spoiler. She hadn’t. She’d said that she liked the TT the way it was.


I glanced at Davy but he was typing something on his phone. As we passed by, I waved, but Mandy didn’t reciprocate. And her face, when she saw me, was a picture.


Understandable. I didn’t know who the dark-haired man was.


But he wasn’t her husband.









3


THE MORNING AFTER THE CONCERT, COMING UP to 10.15, I was chewing on a biro in my cramped and pathologically untidy office, trying to work out the most diplomatic way of telling a client that he would be a fool to reject a defence offer of €21,000 in a case worth €15,000, and that hell would freeze over before any judge would give him the €50,000 he thought he deserved, when Mandy slid in and clicked the door shut behind her. Slim and athletic, she was in her mid-forties but looked younger usually. Today, the thick dark blonde hair and barely-there make-up were perfect as ever but no amount of concealer could disguise the black circles under her eyes. And I could have sworn she was wearing the same teal linen sleeveless shift she’d had on at work yesterday. Either that, or it was a duplicate and whoever did her ironing had gone too easy on the starch.


She hadn’t spoken since she came in and I was fighting the urge to fill the void with some inanity about how great Dolly had been, when it dawned on me that Mandy probably wasn’t at the gig.


She broke the silence. ‘Last night,’ she whispered.


‘Look,’ I said. ‘It’s your own business. I …’


Before I knew it, she was standing over me, my side of the desk.


‘As I was saying, before I was interrupted,’ she said. ‘Last night, whatever you think you saw, you saw nothing. Get that?’


‘Sure. Like I said …’


‘Say it.’


‘I … I saw nothing?’


‘Say it again.’


‘Hey, I saw absolutely nothing. Not a thing,’ I said. ‘Honestly, Mandy, I’m like the grave. I haven’t told a soul.’ Not even Davy, I might have added, except I don’t talk about him at the office.


Mandy stepped back from the desk, and there it was again – the same expression I’d seen on her face last night. Understandable, I’d thought at the time. Only now I didn’t understand at all. She turned and left without another word, and I sat back in my chair and puffed out a breath and tried to analyse what the fuck had just happened. Surely she believed me when I said I’d say nothing?


But, if she believed me, why did she look so scared?









THREE
MONTHS
LATER
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SUMMER LINGERED UNTIL MID-SEPTEMBER. THE first wet Monday morning, it vanished. The college students were back and quite a few of the little treasures have cars so my previously serene walk to work was fuggy and loud. Add to that the chill that cut through my light mac, and that I’d forgotten my umbrella, and I was feeling distinctly autumnal by the time I got to 17–19 MacSwiney Street, the three restored Georgian townhouses occupied by McGrath Lynch Cleary, the mainly commercial law practice where I’ve worked for fifteen years or more. MLC has seven partners, sixteen solicitors, and don’t ask me how many trainees, legal execs and support staff in total, because I’m not sure anyone knows that from week to week, apart from Marian in Wages.


And Gabriel, obviously. That’s Gabriel McGrath, the firm’s founder and managing partner. He’s the person who, for reasons best known to himself, took me on back in the day. I had no legal contacts, applied to every firm in Cork for a traineeship. Didn’t even get an interview until the call came from MLC. I never understood why, but Gabriel must have seen something in me he liked. Out of the four trainees taken on that year, I was the least connected and the most grateful.


Which probably explains why I’m the only one of the four still working for the firm. I don’t do much of the corporate stuff. We found out fast that that wasn’t where my talents, or my interests, lay. Think legal dogsbody and you’re closer to the mark. Or general operative. Essentially, all the low-paying knobbly miscellaneous work that crops up in a big firm like ours that nobody else wants to do. As for me, I like problem-solving, I like variety and I really like being able to pay my bills, so the work I get to do suits me as well as anything would.


Except when Dermot Lyons starts complaining at partners’ meetings about my fee-earnings. Though even he was looking at me marginally more favourably after my recent investigatory work on a murder case led to the exposure of a serial sex offender and a slew of civil actions for damages, some of which had ended up coming the way of the firm.


But no matter how much money I brought in, I would never be quite right for MLC. I didn’t try to be. I slipped into the office, did my job, and slipped back out again, and binned the bowling night and the barbecue and the mulled wine and the mince pie invitations as fast as they hit my Inbox.


‘Whatever happens, Finn,’ my assistant Tina Daly was saying, between slurps of a giant caffeine and milk-based hot drink and bites of her regular morning Danish, ‘stay here. Gabriel’s back from his long weekend in Nice and he’s like a bear.’


She was standing in the open doorway and I was on my knees in front of my desk. With a groan, I shunted two tall stacks of files aside and reached along the wall for the main switch of the ancient electric storage heater. The public areas of MLC are luxurious and beautifully conserved. By the time you get to the attic where my office is, it’s the servants’ quarters. Even if I managed to turn it on successfully, it wouldn’t start to spit out heat until the next morning. I moved the dial first to a conservative three and then to a more realistic five and looked up at Tina. She was twenty-eight, nine years younger than me, and the most glamourous fat person – her words, not mine – in Cork. Her nails always polished and never chipped, her red curls styled and glossy, her skin springy and glowing a golden tan whatever the season. She worked downstairs in a shared office with some of the other secretaries but came up to me first thing every morning to plan the day ahead.


‘Any idea what’s up with him?’


‘No,’ Tina said.


I waited. If she didn’t know, she definitely had a theory. As well as being super-smart generally, she was better versed in the politics of this place than I could ever be.


‘Though it might have something to do with the fact that Mandy Breslin hasn’t come into work yet this morning and that there are two clients of hers that nobody knows anything about waiting for her in reception. And that she’s not answering her mobile.’


It was 9.45. Mandy was normally in by seven, eight if she was having a lie-in. Her husband Ed gave the kids their breakfast and took them to school. It was no secret that Mandy was the high-flyer in the family, that she was the one who paid for the school fees and the lavish holidays in California and Dubai. I hadn’t heard where they’d gone this year. I hadn’t been seeking out her company after ‘the incident’. No, it was more than that. The prickles of unease up the back of my neck told me that I’d been avoiding her in the three months since June.


And that I’d been wrong to.


•


My desk phone rang.


‘Uh-oh,’ Tina said. ‘Don’t answer it.’


I reached my hand up and grabbed the phone. Before I could put my ear to the receiver, I heard Gabriel’s voice.


‘Finola? Finola?’


He’s the only one who calls me by my full name.


‘Shit!’ I mouthed at Tina.


‘Told you,’ she mouthed back.


Gabriel was still talking.


‘Why Mandy arranges an appointment with clients and doesn’t put it in her diary or tell her secretary and doesn’t show up to meet them is beyond me. And why I’m supposed to deal with it, why everyone runs to me, that’s another mystery. Find out what they want, will you please? See if you can move the matter on in some way.’


I raced through the post, delegated as much as I could to Tina and made my way downstairs to the client waiting room off reception. A glass door led off the landing into a large rectangular room with a dozen burgundy studded leather armchairs, four small end-tables, one in each corner, a Ballygowan water dispenser and, in the middle, a low glass and chrome coffee table with the Irish Examiner, The Irish Times and the Financial Times and a stack of MLC promotional brochures. The Examiner looked like someone had leafed through it roughly and thrown it back down unread. I went next door to talk to Dervla, receptionist and fount of all knowledge, with the firm since its foundation by Gabriel. Instead, I found a slim blonde woman in a crisp white shirt.


‘May I help you?’ she asked.


In her early twenties, she spoke with a slight accent.


‘I’m looking for Dervla.’


‘Sorry, I don’t know who that is.’


‘The woman who usually works here?’


‘Ah. No. I don’t know her. I’m Katja Majewska. First day. Temping.’


I leaned across the desk and shook her hand.


‘How’s it going, Katja? I’m Finn Fitzpatrick, one of the solicitors. ‘I’m looking for two clients who came in to see Mandy Breslin, one of the partners.’


‘Yes, I asked them to wait in the other room.’


‘They’re gone.’


‘They didn’t tell me. I didn’t see them leave.’


‘Did you get their names?’


‘Only one, the older one. McInerney.’


‘First name?’


‘Sorry. The phone was going crazy and—’


‘Don’t worry about it. Can you remember what he looked like?’


‘Not really. He was old. Fifty, maybe sixty.’


‘And the other one?’


‘A lot younger. Twenty-two, twenty-three?’


‘Hair?’


‘Yes.’


‘I mean, what colour?’


‘Oh I see! It was black. Or dark brown. Cut short at the sides and longer on top. And he was tall, not too tall though. Really strong. Wearing a white T-shirt and a black Jack Wills hoodie. Black denim jeans and boots.’


She laughed.


‘You see now why I wasn’t looking at Mr McInerney. His friend was …’


‘Good-looking, by the sound of it.’


‘For sure.’


‘Did he say anything?’


‘No, just the old guy talked. Gave his name, said that he was here to see Mandy Breslin and that she’d know what it was about. But Mandy wasn’t in and her secretary said she had no appointment in her diary. She didn’t know who McInerney was but she said she’d check. Then Gabriel rang down and told me to offer them a cup of coffee. But McInerney said he didn’t want coffee, he only wanted to see Mandy. He said he’d wait as long as it took.’


‘Was he from Cork?’


‘Let me think,’ Katja said. ‘Irish, definitely. Maybe from Cork. But he didn’t have a strong Cork accent.’


•


Behind me, the door to the reception area opened. Ed, Mandy’s husband, walked in. About Mandy’s age but baggier, he had on a navy Musto sailing jacket over an ancient sun- and salt-weathered pink polo shirt, rumpled chinos and docksider shoes. His face was the colour of parchment.


‘Where’s Dervla?’ he asked.


‘Off. Is Mandy with you?’


He shook his head slowly.


‘Ed, is everything okay?’


‘She didn’t come home last night.’


I kept my expression as neutral as I could in the circumstances.


‘I went to the garda station in Blackrock this morning,’ Ed went on. ‘But they said she’s not missing long enough for them to do anything. They said I had to give her time. That it was too soon to … I took the kids to school and I didn’t know what else to do, so I came here. I know she’s not in the office. I was talking to Kathleen earlier. I don’t know. I just thought …’


Katja came out from behind her desk and handed him a paper cup filled with water. He gulped it back in one swallow. Then his phone rang. He answered it.


‘Ed Wallace.’


He said a few terse ‘yeses’ and a ‘no’ and an ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can’.


‘That was the guards,’ he said. ‘They wanted to know where I was, if I was at home. When I said I wasn’t, they asked me if I could come to Coughlan’s Quay garda station straightaway. That’s not a good sign, is it?’


‘It probably means that they’re taking it seriously, that they want to get all the essential details from you. It’s nothing to worry about,’ I said.


But Ed was right. It wasn’t a good sign at all.
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IF SOMETHING BAD HAD HAPPENED TO MANDY, whether she was still having an affair or not, the man standing in front of me was the default prime suspect. If he’d been a client of mine, I’d have told him to lose the pink top before he went to Coughlan’s Quay. But he wasn’t my client. Besides, it was ridiculously ghoulish of me to jump to conclusions – in this job, you’re always thinking ‘worst-case scenario’. I reminded myself that, wherever she was, there was no reason yet to think that Mandy was anything other than fine. Caught up in something. Unavoidably detained. Probably, and unfortunately for Ed, with the other man I’d seen her with in June. But fine.


Ed, on the other hand, looked anything but.


‘I’ll go along with you to the station if you want,’ I said.


‘There’s no need. I …’


He seemed to forget what he was about to say and stared at me, wide-eyed.


‘I’ll get my coat,’ I said.


•


I ran the five flights to my office, pausing on the way to let Tina know what was happening. On the way down, I rapped lightly on Gabriel’s door.


‘Come,’ he said.


Gabriel’s office was on the first floor, next to the boardroom and only marginally less palatial. He had a seating area in front of one of the sash windows (original glass and wood, fully working lead weights) with two high-backed wing chairs facing each other, chat-show style. His desk, at the far side of the room, was a heavy carved leather-topped partner’s desk never sullied by anything more than the single file Gabriel was working on at the time, a pen and a barrister’s notebook (unlined). A side table held a computer keyboard and two monitors. In one corner, two padded hangers – one for his exquisitely tailored suit jacket (always dark blue or dark grey pinstripe, the weight varying according to the season), the other for his coat – hung from a mahogany coat stand. Unusually, today both hangers were empty. Gabriel’s coat lay strewn across the back of his swivel chair and he, still in his suit jacket, was standing by the window. Though it was well after 10 a.m., his computer didn’t look like it had been switched on.


‘Em, Gabriel, Ed is downstairs. Mandy didn’t come home last night apparently. He got a call while he was here to go to Coughlan’s Quay immediately.’


‘Good God,’ Gabriel said. ‘Is he on his own?’


‘Yes.’


‘You should go with him. Mandy would like that. Unless …’


He’d had the same bad thought I’d had. He pushed it away, like I had.


‘You should definitely go with him,’ he said.


‘I will.’


‘And those two clients of Mandy’s?’


‘Gone. By the way, did you know there’s a temp on reception?’


‘Of course I did,’ he snapped.


Then he turned away from me and gazed out the window.


‘Please go,’ he said.


I backed out of the room. Tina had been right. Gabriel was like a bear.
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ED’S CAR WAS A METALLIC BLUE VOLVO 4 X 4 estate, the passenger seat buried under a pile of sports clothes and equipment. I helped him move the stuff into the back and sat in beside him.


‘The kids are into their activities by the look of it.’


‘They take after Mandy so they’re every bit as good as you’d expect.’


‘It’s just the two girls you have?’


‘Yup, Ava and Ruth,’ he said. ‘Hockey all winter, and tennis and sailing all summer. I’m kept going, driving them here, there and everywhere. I don’t know how they’ll cope if …’


I realised he had something specific in mind, something that hadn’t occurred to me until that second. A swirling started in my belly.


‘Is there anyone you’d like me to call? A friend or relative?’


‘No,’ Ed said. ‘I don’t want to worry anybody. Not unless I have to.’


‘But Mandy’s family, you told them she was missing? You checked to see if she was with them?’


‘I didn’t tell anyone except the guards. I rang the office at a quarter past eight. When she wasn’t answering her mobile or at work, I knew there was something seriously wrong. Mandy would never take a day off unless it’d been scheduled six months in advance. She loves her job. Or did. She’s not been herself lately.’


‘Not herself?’


‘She’s been a bit down.’


‘I’m sorry, I …’


‘You weren’t to know. She hid it well.’


‘She’s the last person you’d ever imagine would … but do you think—’


I stopped, thought better of the question I was going to ask.


‘I can’t let myself go there,’ Ed said. ‘But it’s a possibility.’
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ED FOLLOWED ME UP THE STEPS TO THE GARDA station. Boats haven’t docked at Coughlan’s Quay for a century or more. The river still flows here but it’s culverted, hidden and quiet, except when it isn’t. At ground level, where in times past cargo was loaded and unloaded, there’s a car park, the arches open but with cast-iron vertical bars blocking access from the street. The people who work here use the back gate. The front door, where we were headed, is used mainly by solicitors and members of the public, though there are fewer of those than in most garda stations. Coughlan’s Quay is the headquarters of the regional detective branch.


At the public office, I gave Ed’s name and my own, and we sat on two of the dusty plastic chairs. His right heel off the floor, he jiggled his knee up and down repeatedly. I tried to read the yellowed curling notices sellotaped to the wall but they might as well have been in Japanese. All I could think of was the children – teenagers – Ava and Ruth. I didn’t know them well but I’d met them several times with Mandy over the years, in the office and around town. They were at school now, Ed had said, oblivious to the storm that might be coming their way. Then I thought of the man I’d seen Mandy with, and whether I should say something about him to Ed, or to the guards. I’d promised her I’d tell no one. But promise or no promise, every minute would count in a missing persons investigation, wouldn’t it?


It would. If that was what we were still dealing with here.


•


As the minutes passed without anyone coming to get us, Ed grew more and more agitated.


‘This is not good,’ he said. ‘This is not good.’


‘I know someone who works here,’ I said. ‘I’ll send her a text.’


Detective Garda Sadie O’Riordan had been my best friend since our first week studying law together at UCC. She’d go through fire for me and I would return the favour. The fact that we hadn’t been getting on as well as usual over the last few months didn’t matter. I started typing a message but before I could press ‘Send’, the door to the left of the public office hatch opened and Sadie came out. She was pale and wiry with unbrushed hair cut in a bob. She was wearing her permanently tatty, jeans-based work outfit. She wasn’t surprised to see me – I’d given my name to the guard on the desk – but she didn’t look pleased.


‘Sorry for keeping you waiting, Ed. We’re ready for you now.’


‘Hi Finn,’ she added, without looking at me. She started to usher Ed through the door she had come through in a way that made it clear I wasn’t invited. When Ed realised I wasn’t behind him, he turned.


‘Finn? Are you coming?’


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘If you want me.’


I got up from my seat but Sadie held up a palm to stop me. ‘Could I just clarify your role here today, Finn?’


‘Friend,’ I said. ‘I work with Ed’s wife, Mandy.’


‘Is that right?’ Sadie asked.


I resisted the urge to say something sarcastic. She had to have known that Mandy worked at MLC.


‘It’s more a family than friend situation,’ Sadie said. ‘We won’t be long.’


‘Okay,’ Ed said.


He took his car keys out of his pocket and handed them to me.


‘Will you put a parking disc on the car?’ he asked.


Sadie raised her eyebrows, threw me a glance, darted her head around the door and spoke quickly to another plain-clothes officer who was waiting inside.


‘I think it’s better if you hold onto the keys yourself, Ed. And there’s no need to worry about parking fines. We’ll move your car into the station car park. Finn, you don’t mind showing Detective Fogarty where it is, do you?’


Ed took the keys back from me and passed them to Detective Fogarty. I went outside with him. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves as he went down the steps.


‘It’s the blue Volvo over there,’ I said.


He nodded, pointed the key fob in the direction of the car and moved briskly towards it. He was fast for a man who looked fond of a breakfast roll.


•


Strolling around to the rear of the station, I ambled into the corner shop and took my time getting a paper cup out of the dispenser. I took even more time choosing whether I wanted a nasty machine coffee or a slightly less nasty tea. Then I snagged a seat on a high stool at the greasy counter inside the window and worked my way through the reading material provided, the weekly freesheet, the Cork Independent.


Twenty-five minutes later, I heard the electric gates swing open. An unmarked garda car emerged at a sedate pace, Sadie driving, Fogarty in the passenger seat. In the back, perched in the middle like his parents were taking him out for a Sunday spin, sat Ed. I watched the orange indicator light blinking slowly as the car moseyed south and out of sight.









8


BACK AT THE OFFICE, GABRIEL WAS IN A CLIENT meeting so I went straight to my room and shuffled the papers on my desk for a while, Ed’s words going around in my head.


She’s not been herself lately.


You weren’t to know.


But I’d known something was wrong and I’d side-stepped it, thought it was nothing to do with me. What Mandy did in her private life wasn’t anything to do with me. We were work colleagues, nothing more. Yet I couldn’t help thinking that there was something I could have done all the same; and that, whatever I could have done, I’d left it too late for Mandy. And for her kids.


I pushed away the document I wasn’t reading and stared out the window at the slate rooftops, shiny black from the rain. I felt myself sinking into the dark place.


Suicide was something I already knew too much about. I’d been sixteen when I found out that that was how my birth mother had died. Older than that when I heard that the birth sister – half-sister – I’d never met had gone the same way. Finding out about her had made me want to know more about where I’d come from. In theory, I still wanted that knowledge. In practice, I’d done nothing about it.


Shutting my eyes on the world, I took a breath and another one, making it longer on the out-breath.


Managing myself.


By myself.


•


After a time, hearing a tread on the attic stairs outside, I turned my face towards the door, expecting to see Tina. Instead, Gabriel walked in and, his expression grim, sat on the only chair not stacked high with files. Tina’s chair, usually.


‘I haven’t been up here in a good while,’ he said. ‘I see it’s tidy as ever.’


‘I know where everything is,’ I said.


‘I doubt that very much.’


I do most of my work on screen. But when I have to think properly, I need paper, reams of it, and the feel of a pen in my hand. I said none of that to Gabriel. In the long silence, he sighed.


Then he asked, ‘Is there any news on Mandy?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But it’s not looking good. Ed told me she’s been … That her mood lately has been …’


‘Oh.’


‘The guards drove him home, I think. I saw them leaving. He had his car with him but—’


‘Dear Lord.’


‘It’s desperate altogether,’ I said.


‘Those unfortunate children.’


‘Yes.’


‘And the Law Society investigators,’ Gabriel said.


‘What?’


‘Mandatory firm inspection in case of suicide by a solicitor.’


He’d said the word out loud.


‘Poor Mandy,’ I said eventually.


‘Mandatory major inspection,’ Gabriel continued, like he hadn’t heard me.


‘But Mandy was, is,’ I said. ‘Mandy is a brilliant solicitor. I mean, even if she did … die like you just said, the Law Society wouldn’t find anything wrong with her files, would they?’


‘It shouldn’t be a problem,’ Gabriel said.


‘But you think it might be,’ I said.


‘I don’t know. Let’s pray to God she’s okay.’


I hoped that he meant we should pray for Mandy rather than the firm, but the little dip my heart took told me I might be wrong.


‘Anyway,’ he said, rising quickly from his chair. ‘Keep me in the loop.’


He was gone before I had a chance to ask what loop he was talking about. Then I remembered that he knew I was friends with Sadie. As a detective in Coughlan’s Quay, she’d be in whatever loop was going. I took out my phone and looked at it for a moment and put it away again. My desk phone rang.


‘What did Gabriel want?’ Tina asked. It didn’t occur to me to ask how she knew he’d been up to see me – I take it for granted she knows everything.


‘Nothing much,’ I said. ‘He had no news on Mandy, I mean.’


‘Right,’ Tina said.


‘We’ll just have to wait, see what the guards turn up.’


‘Right,’ Tina said again.


‘So that’s it for now.’


‘Em.’


‘Tina, has something happened?’


‘No. Nothing. Well, maybe.’


‘What?’


‘Finn, it’s on breakingnews.ie that a woman’s body has been found in Cork. Miles from anywhere Mandy would be, though. It’s not her. It couldn’t be.’


I brought up the website on my desktop. There it was, like Tina had said:




The body of a woman in her forties has been found in a house in the Glasheen area of Cork city. Gardaí are treating the circumstances as suspicious.





The media code for suicide or natural death was, ‘foul play is not suspected’. If the dead woman did turn out to be Mandy, she hadn’t killed herself. She’d been murdered. I grabbed my phone and express-typed: Is it her?


Eight minutes later, Sadie rang me back.


‘You didn’t hear it from me, but it’ll be on the lunchtime news. Identity established. It’s her. It’s Mandy.’
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CORK IS SMALL. WHEN TRAGEDY STRIKES, IT’S smaller. Long before the official pronouncement, and without a word from me, everyone knew. Below me, I could hear doors opening and closing, and rapid footsteps and stage whispers and raised voices and sobs. The ‘OMG’s and ‘RIP’s were piling up on Facebook and Twitter but I stayed in my attic room, alone and still and thinking. Thinking about what I’d seen three months ago on the night of the Dolly Parton concert. Reassessing it in light of what I knew now. Trying to bring to mind the dark-haired mystery man’s face. Failing.


Mandy’s own Facebook profile gave no clues. She had fourteen friends, no profile picture and no posts. On Instagram, she followed a lot of people but posted nothing about herself. It looked like she was on social media to monitor what her children were seeing, and for no other reason. And now she was dead and they were left without a mother.


Sadie had rung off before I’d had a chance to tell her what I knew about Mandy’s marriage. Tell I’d have to, either Sadie, or one of her colleagues at Coughlan’s Quay. I’d have to make a formal statement too. I didn’t want to break my promise to Mandy. But I would.


Not here, though. I wouldn’t say it to anyone in the firm. They’d find out about her affair – of course they would, there’s no privacy in a murder case. But they wouldn’t find out from me.


•


I went downstairs. Tina was in the tea-room with her arm around Kathleen, Mandy’s PA. In her late fifties, her light brown hair in a low maintenance shoulder-length style, Kathleen was a stalwart – a quiet, solid presence, someone who got on with everyone and did her work impeccably. Her hands over her eyes, she was crying softly.


‘How’s she doing?’ I mouthed.


‘Bad,’ Tina mouthed back.


‘Have a sip of the tea, Kathleen,’ Tina said.


‘The sugar,’ Kathleen managed to reply. ‘I can’t.’


‘Oh no! I thought it might help with the shock,’ Tina said. ‘Unless anyone has brandy?’


‘Gabriel might,’ I said. ‘Or Dermot?’


‘I’ll go check,’ Tina said. ‘Will you …?’


I nodded. After Tina was gone, I tipped the sugared milky tea down the sink and made a fresh mug, leaving it black.


‘You remembered,’ Kathleen said.


I smiled. Back when I was a trainee, my desk was little more than a shelf beside the photocopier in a second-floor office shared by Kathleen and some of the other secretaries. Kathleen’s desk had been nearest to mine. She answered all my questions, no matter how stupid. In return, I plied her with regular cups of tea.


‘This is horrific,’ I said.


‘If it was an accident, it’d be bad enough,’ Kathleen said. ‘But murder. Who on earth would want to murder Mandy?’
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‘YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT ME RUNNING A PARALLEL investigation,’ I said.


‘In a way, yes,’ Dermot Lyons said. ‘In another way, no.’


We were in Gabriel’s office. Lyons was sitting opposite me in the other wingback chair. Gabriel had wheeled over his swivel chair to sit beside him. The contrast between the two of them couldn’t have been greater: Gabriel lean, precise, rigorous, hardworking; Lyons, bursting out of his expensive shirt, a red-faced, glad-handing old-school-tie golf and rugby bore, a rainmaker who brought in lucrative work, though he never did much of it himself, with all the right connections to old money Cork. Mandy had been a blend of both of them. She’d made partner soon after I joined MLC as a trainee. And she was the person everyone had tipped to take over from Gabriel as managing partner. Her death would always have been a massive blow to the firm, but the particular circumstances meant that the loss was especially problematic.


‘You’d have a different focus,’ Gabriel said. ‘The “whodunnit” aspect, for want of a better word, is none of our concern – it’s a garda matter. What we have in mind is completely different. Like I was saying earlier, there’s bound to be an inspection by the Law Society. We need to know what, if anything, we’re facing.’


It’s hard to overstate the terrorising effect the words ‘Law Society inspection’ have on solicitors, even – perhaps especially – über-organised perfectionists like Gabriel. Despite the fact that, most of the time, and for most firms, the gruelling administrative ordeal passes without serious consequences, the fear is final-exam-and-no-revision-done real.


‘You’re talking about me going through Mandy’s files, her computer, emails, client accounts, that kind of thing.’


‘Exactly,’ Gabriel said. ‘You’ve done this kind of work before, not quite like this, admittedly, but I’ve no doubt you’ll manage.’


‘With a lot less drama this time, hopefully,’ Dermot Lyons said.


He was talking about the sexual offences and murder case involving Oscar-winning film director Jeremy Gill that I’d helped solve the previous winter. At the time, Lyons had done everything he could to stymie my investigation.


Ignoring him, I addressed Gabriel: ‘Tell me honestly, do you expect me to find anything?’


‘No,’ Gabriel said. ‘No, I don’t.’


‘But you still want me to do it.’


‘Yes.’


‘And you don’t see any contradiction between those two positions?’


Lyons interjected, ‘Fail to prepare, prepare to fail.’


‘Is this really where our priorities are at this time, Gabriel? Mandy Breslin, a woman I’ve worked with for fifteen years, you for far longer than that, is dead. Murdered. It’s a time to mourn her, surely? To help the family she’s left behind?’


‘Of course, Finola, of course,’ Gabriel said. ‘All that. Help in every way we can. Send a floral wreath. Close the office for the funeral. Organise a guard of honour.’


‘No guard of honour,’ Lyons said. ‘No weeping and gnashing of teeth till we know what’s what.’


‘Well, yes, I see what you mean, Dermot,’ Gabriel said. ‘Though I might have put it a little differently. Finola, unfortunately the fact is that the Law Society – their investigators – will be in by the end of the week. In the unlikely event that Mandy’s murder had anything to do with her work here, we need to know about it. Otherwise, this dreadful and tragic affair could bring the entire firm crashing down around our ears.’


‘The Law Society investigators aren’t the only ones who’ll be interested,’ I said. ‘You do realise that the guards might seek access? They’ll want all her emails and financial records. They’ll start with her personal life – but they’re bound to show up here with a warrant and a court order at some stage. Legal professional privilege can be lifted in the event of illegality.’


‘All the more reason to get moving,’ Lyons said.


I didn’t like what he was saying. I didn’t like any of this. But he was right.
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I POPPED INTO TINA’S OFFICE AND UPDATED HER on what Gabriel and Dermot Lyons had asked of me.


‘Sounds riveting,’ she said.


‘These things are sent to try us.’


‘What happened with those clients of Mandy’s, by the way?’


‘Left the building before I got downstairs. It’s strange. All I know about them is one of their surnames: McInerney. And there’s a temp on reception. It’s a real pity, because if Dervla had been there, she might’ve recognised them. Is she on holiday?’


‘Hardly. She’s only back from Portugal two or three weeks ago.’


I looked around.


‘Where’s Kathleen?’


‘Gone home. She was in a bad way, the poor thing. Why do you ask?’


‘I was hoping she might have Mandy’s computer password.’


‘Sure you can get it from Pauline, can’t you?’


•


Firm regulations required each staff member to hand-write their password on a piece of paper and place it in a sealed envelope. The envelopes were stored in a locked box in the safe – Gabriel held one key to the box, while Pauline Doyle, the office IT manager, held the other, though she didn’t know the safe combination – to be opened only in case of emergency. No one had envisaged that the first time the arrangement would need to be used would be because a partner had been murdered.


Even without her password, all Mandy’s client files would have been accessible to me via the case management system held on the firm’s secure server and to which all the staff terminals were connected. In theory, once I pinpointed Mandy’s files, I could have sat in my own office and read them on my own computer. Or I could have gone old school and read the paper versions that were stored in the central filing system downstairs. But Gabriel had decreed that, for as long as my investigation lasted, I should put as much of my own work as I could on hold, and move into Mandy’s office.


‘This is your primary task,’ he had said. ‘I know we can rely on you.’


‘All I can do is investigate. In the unlikely event that Mandy did something unethical or illegal, there’s nothing I can do to change that.’


‘Obviously not,’ Lyons had said dismissively.


But Gabriel had said nothing. And I reckoned I’d never seen him as worried.
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MANDY’S OFFICE WAS UNLOCKED – I KNEW THAT because I’d turned the brass doorknob – but I hesitated before going in, ran my fingers over the name-plate that I’d passed so often and barely noticed before, ‘MANDY BRESLIN’ etched in white lettering on a stick-on black plastic rectangle. The door was old, original to the building. It had outlived Mandy and the previous occupants, whoever they had been. I tipped my right shoulder to the heavy cream-painted wood and stood as it fell open.


Framed education and training certificates interspersed with several pieces of contemporary Irish art – including a good-sized and presumably pricey Donald Teskey seascape – hung on plaster-coloured walls. A desk, smooth to the touch that I reckoned was made of cherry-wood, sat cleanly in the middle of the large space, a low-backed chair in paler wood – elegant, simple – in front of it, a couple more of them stacked in a corner. I imagined Mandy walking around the room, deep in thought, reaching up her slim hand to select a law book from one of the shelves, the volumes neatly ordered by subject. She’d know exactly which one she wanted and exactly where it was because everything here was perfect, down to the tasteful black-and-white studio double portrait of her lovely daughters, a few centimetres to the right of her keyboard.


It felt wrong to sit in her chair – black leather, high-backed, ergonomic-looking – so I moved it to one side and put one of the others in its place. Settled, I slid open the drawers of Mandy Breslin’s desk one by one. There was nothing in them about her lover; about who he was or how long they’d been together. The drawers held no secrets of any kind.


Unless you counted the tupperware box half-filled with fruit gums and jelly beans and mini red Bounty bars.


‘Mandy, you dark horse,’ I said.


Or the silver-framed wedding photograph of her and Ed stowed face-down underneath.
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THE FIRM’S IT MANAGER, PAULINE DOYLE AND I spent the rest of the afternoon putting a shape on the task ahead. We ranked and ordered the files Mandy had been working on based on the time she’d spent on each. So that I could work independently of the case management system, we opened a new set of folders on the desktop and pulled copies of each file in alphabetical order into them. Then we compiled an alphabetical list of all Mandy’s clients and files into a new Word document. The name McInerney appeared nowhere. Whoever the man who had called to see her this morning was, he wasn’t an existing client, of Mandy’s or of anyone else at MLC.


•


‘It’s a quarter past seven,’ Pauline said. ‘I’m going to have to go. My babysitter won’t wait any longer. Call me if you need me. Anytime.’


I grimaced.


‘Seriously,’ she said. ‘Do.’


‘Thanks.’


She stood by the door and pushed her glasses up her nose, and buttoned her suit jacket.


‘It’s a rotten job they have you doing. Like you’re digging Mandy’s grave for them or something.’


‘Digging it deeper.’


‘Hmm,’ Pauline said. ‘You staying on for a while?’


‘No, I’ve had enough for one day,’ I said. ‘Hang on for me there and I’ll be down the stairs with you.’


I didn’t want to be alone in Mandy’s room as night fell.
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I LIVE A TEN-MINUTE WALK FROM WORK BUT I wasn’t going home. Not yet. As I was walking down South Main Street, I saw the 216, the bus that goes through Glasheen, taking on passengers. On impulse, I hopped on, handed my €2.40 to the driver and edged into a seat down the back.


I wouldn’t have walked or driven by – I wouldn’t have wanted anyone to see me, Sadie in particular, though I had every intention of asking her about the case next time I spoke to her. Which needed to be tonight. I had information, potentially of considerable value to the garda investigation, that I was obliged to disclose to her. I had to make a proper start on my own investigation too. And I wanted to have a mental picture of the murder scene before I did any of that.


The exact address hadn’t been released but I reckoned I might see something if I rubber-necked out the window as the bus passed along Glasheen Road. I didn’t know what difference it would make to me. I just knew I had to get some sense of the place where Mandy had drawn her last breath. For now, I was assuming that she’d died where her body had been located, the same side of the river but a very different suburb to her home in Blackrock. Glasheen had spread and filled in organically as the city grew. As a result, there were any number of side roads and small estates off the main road. The housing stock went from grand to grotty, with student accommodation and other rentals mixed in among a mainly older demographic, and younger families occupying a few new builds and fresh renovations.


The bus laboured up Sharman Crawford Street and climbed higher via a succession of squeezed turn-offs until eventually the road widened and started a westward descent. The sky was darkening into twilight. My phone told me that sunset was due shortly. But there had been no sun that day.


Stopped at the traffic lights at Dorgan’s Road, I glimpsed the telltale neon yellow of high-vis jackets up ahead. We took off again and I moved to a seat on the right side of the bus. Two uniforms were stationed at a barrier blocking the narrow entrance roadway to Alysson Villas, a cul-de-sac of houses I vaguely knew, the same way I vaguely knew everywhere else around here. Behind the barrier were garda cars and crime-scene tape and the Garda Technical Bureau van. I couldn’t see any of them, but I knew they were there. I had been wrong, I realised. Knowing where Mandy had died was no help. Her murder was just as shocking and incomprehensible to me as it had been when I’d first heard about it.


•


I got off the bus at the next stop and cut through Glasheen Park onto Magazine Road, using the walk as an opportunity to return one of the seven missed calls I’d got from my mother.


‘I’m okay,’ I said instead of hello when she answered.


‘I know you are,’ came the reply. ‘But it’s dreadful news.’


‘Dire,’ I said.


‘I can’t believe it.’
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