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Praise for Andrew Nugent’s novels:

 



‘The writing is excellent. A well-crafted plot with witty and amusing dialogue with just enough Irishness to raise a grin’ Bernard Knight, bestselling author of the Crowner John series

 



‘Elegant and witty, with some colourful characters including an engaging pair of police officers . . . an entertaining story with some nice touches of humour’ Sunday Telegraph


 



‘Elegant, charming and clever, Andrew Nugent deflates the pomposity of the law, the police force and Irish rural mythology in a novel as ingenious as it is witty and compelling’ Irish Post


 



‘An entertaining and erudite whodunnit’ Ireland on Sunday


 



‘Just as P.D. James so well uses her background in forensic science, Nugent uses his background in law and the monastery, providing wonderful (often funny) details about Dublin courts, barristers and solicitors, and the conflicts among monks’ Washington Times


 



‘It would take an iron will not to find oneself swept along by the pace at which the story is told . . . compelling’ Irish Times





The dying boy Markel said:

‘Every one of us is responsible for everyone else in every way. And I most of all.’

Mother could not help smiling at that. She wept and smiled at the same time. ‘How are you,’ she said, ‘most of all responsible for everyone? There are murderers and robbers in the world, and what terrible sin have you committed that you should accuse yourself before everyone else?’

‘Mother,’ he said, ‘you must realise that everyone is really responsible for everyone and everything. I don’t know how to explain it to you, but I feel it so strongly that it hurts.’

 



 



F. Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov





Preface

The advice given to budding authors is: write about what you know. I know about boys’ boarding schools, having been in one for eight full years as a youth, and having worked in another for half of my adult life. Both schools had castles on campus – castles, I suppose, being deemed fairly boy-proof. I have used both castles, very approximately, to create a vague aura of gothic horror for my story.

St Isidore’s School does not exist, nor is it a code name for any school that does exist. The entire cast and setting of my novel are wholly fictional. What is not fictional but I believe true, is that life is a  slow-release miracle. Accordingly, there will always be people in my novels – and especially young people – who, faced with the challenges and even the tragedies of life, grow, develop and deepen.

There is another more sombre truth; in the case of some people, for the miracle to happen, it can also mean to be broken open. This will not be a triumphal progress but – as a Christian – I would understand it as a way-of-the-cross. This can happen to the best, the most innocent, and especially the most vulnerable people. To such as these this book is dedicated with profound respect.

I should like to acknowledge the patience of Martin Fletcher and the support and encouragement that I have received from him, Thomas Dunne, Ruth Cavin, Breda Purdue, Jo Stansall, Ciara Considine, Ross Hulbert, Toni Plummer and Nancy Webber. A very special word of thanks to my agent, Mary Pachnos.

This book has not been easy to write. I am grateful to colleagues and confrères who have understood what I was trying to do and why it was important for me to do it.




Chapter One

‘Midnight barbecues are the pits. I mean, in the jungle or some place roasting they might be okay. In Ireland, they’re the pits.’

Wasn’t that typical of Gilhooly. Always bitching!

‘Get lost, will you, Gilhooly,’ Jim Higgins exclaimed.

‘Piss off,’ the little French boy added. He was practising his idioms. But Gilhooly persisted, as if thirsting for martyrdom.

‘Well it’s true, isn’t it? We’re all frozen to death. These sausages are only half cooked. That other mess tastes like puke. Plus we’ll all be wrecked in the morning.’

‘That’s what I hate about you, Gilhooly,’ Higgins retorted disgustedly, ‘you never agree with anything we plan, but you always insist on tagging along and belly-aching every inch of the way. Why didn’t you just stay in bed, snoring and farting, like you always do?’

Seven third-year boys – average age fifteen – were struggling to have a midnight barbecue in late October. In Ireland, this is simply not possible; and St Isidore’s boarding school, as Gilhooly implied, is in Ireland. Everything else that Gilhooly said was also true: that is why the others found him so annoying. They were frozen, the food was awful, and they would very likely be sick and shattered in the morning.

So why did they do it? Why did they hold these miserable midnight barbecues that nobody in his right mind could possibly enjoy at all? Addiction? Or for a dare? Routine sado-masochism perhaps – or one of these crazy things that people do for charity?

None of these motivations played any part at all. These boys were on manoeuvres for the single and most compelling reason in the code and lexicon of boys’ boarding schools everywhere and wherever – tradition.

The midnight barbecue was one of the most hallowed traditions at St Isidore’s. It was an essential rite of passage, one of the evil deeds absolutely necessary for salvation. The midnight barbecue was like stealing fire from the gods. Even such punishments as having your liver fed to eagles or rolling boulders up mountains for all eternity – which is what happened to Sisyphus, or one of those Greek dudes – did not deter the stout hearts of St Isidore’s. After all, a man’s got to do what a man’s got to do, and these men did it with gusto – even several times.

Successive headmasters had laboured mightily to stamp out this deplorable and dangerous custom. Still boys persisted in disappearing into the forest by night, in spite of all the terrors and discomforts of that time and place. Truth to tell, even in the best of circumstances, they cannot have enjoyed the experience very much. But there are more things to life than crass enjoyment. The young scholars of St Isidore’s, like adolescents everywhere and at all times, were putting down markers, pushing out boundaries and generally giving notice to their elders that they had arrived on the planet and would not be going away any time soon. Folksy wisdom has always acknowledged that boys will be boys. There  are depths and demands in that seemingly innocuous proposition. That is why the boys of St Isidore’s were doing the barbecue thing. And that, too, is why the headmaster was trying to stop them.

‘It won’t look good at the inquest,’ the current headmaster, Dr Derwas Fisher, had said on more than one occasion, shaking his head gloomily. He seemed convinced that there would inevitably be an inquest eventually. At midnight in the forest, accidents are just queueing up to happen, and the track record had not been reassuring. One boy had fallen down a deep ravine in the dark and broken his wrist. Another had been attacked by a badger that had crunched his big toe between powerful teeth. Still another had nearly been shot by poachers hunting for deer. And one legendary hero from the dim and distant past had had to be rushed to hospital to have his stomach pumped out, having drunk some lethal distillation, half learned in chemistry class.

So the school authorities had grown rigorously vigilant about these nocturnal adventures. They could not very well lock the boys into their dormitories by night. There had been too many horrific cases in various parts of the world where this had been done, and dozens of children had perished in flames because they could not get out of a blazing  inferno. Instead, at St Isidore’s, in the summer term and again in early autumn, there was a policy of frequent random checks in all dormitories at any and every hour of the night. This tactic had proved that it had teeth and several arrests had followed, usually whole dormitories at a time. Summary justice was meted out in the shape of mandatory suspension for a week.

In the days when school authorities smacked children, which was really a form of body language – provided one was careful to speak that language correctly – being caught on a midnight barbecue was regarded as a fair cop, and even as part of the excitement of living dangerously. But political correctness had put paid to anything as uncivilized as corporal punishment and replaced it with excruciating and mean-minded scoldings, followed by mandatory suspension.

Suspension was a pernicious and inequitable punishment, simply because it meant totally different things in different households.

In one, ‘Oh, darling, how lovely to see you. I’ll cook your favourite supper.’

In another, ‘You little brat, disgracing us before all the parents.’

In a third, ‘Brilliant! We’ll go waterskiing!’

And in a fourth, ‘You will not put a foot outside that door for the entire week, and no television. You can catch up on your school work, which you have obviously been totally neglecting.’

This last remark really hurt. That boy was not the brightest blade in the pack, God knows, but he had been working really hard, just trying to keep up.

Another boy, whose parents were divorced and both remarried, was heard to complain sourly to his dormitory companions as they went into exile: ‘It’s all right for you buggers. I have four of them, and the only thing they can all agree on is that I am a total asshole.’

He got lucky, and his grandparents took him. He had a happy week. Grandparents and grandchildren have one deep conviction in common: the parents are pretty dumb.

Meanwhile the boys of St Isidore’s had no alternative but to change the rules of the game and even to move the goalposts. Instead of holding midnight barbecues in summer or in autumn, they would hold them in early spring or even in the depths of winter. This meant risking either hypothermia or setting half the forest ablaze, and themselves with it, as they spewed petrol or paraffin on what could too easily have been their own funeral pyres.

There had even been a barbecue in the snow where one sanguine youth – too good for this wicked world – had appeared in pyjamas and football boots. In twenty minutes he had turned blue with the cold and could hardly speak. Gilhooly, who had been reading with avid interest about sailors shipwrecked in Arctic waters, suggested gleefully one way to induce a sharp rise in body temperature. The innocent iceman, shocked to the depths of his sensitive soul, had found enough voice to croak ‘Like shit, Gilhooly, you queer’ before stumbling off to his bed, which he should never have left in the first place.

Gilhooly could be odious. When the headmaster from time to time scolded his companions for being horrible to ‘Eddie’, the answer was always the same. ‘You don’t have to live with him, sir!’ On the other hand, Gilhooly had his uses. For one thing, he seemed to know a lot about sex. For instance, on the basis of his superior knowledge in this department, he had been able to tell his classmates authoritatively when would be the best night for a barbecue.

‘Have you seen that chart thing that Tyson has pasted up on his wall?’

Mr Tyson was the housemaster, and some of them had indeed noticed the chart and wondered what it was.

‘Well, that proves that this would be a brilliant night for a barbecue.’

‘Why?’ they all said.

‘Aha!’ Gilhooly explained. ‘Because this is a temperature chart.’

‘So?’

‘So, this is a chart of Tyson’s temperature. It shows exactly when it is safe for him to have sex without having a whole load of unwanted babies as well.’

There was an undeniably pregnant silence. Then Martin Wilson said: ‘I thought it was the lady who, sort of, that you had to have the temperature of.’

‘You perfect ignoramus,’ Gilhooly snapped. ‘What has the woman got to do with it?’

Martin did not rightly know, so he remained silent. Gilhooly resumed magisterially, ‘Anyhow, I can tell from this chart that tonight is the night.’

‘Why?’ they all said again.

‘Because the temperature is precisely spot on, and the coast will be clear. Tyson, as soon as he thinks we are asleep, will be spending the night – elsewhere.’

The boys looked at each other, bewildered. Karl Hogan said: ‘I don’t believe you, Gilhooly. Tyson is very old, you know, nearly fifty or something. I mean,  you’re over the top, like, from that point of view, I mean, years before you get to be fifty.’

‘Nonsense,’ Gilhooly snorted. ‘Half the guys in the Bible had kids when they were five hundred or something. They were begetting like crazy.’

‘Yeah,’ Martin interjected, ‘but they had to work overtime, to get the world population up and running, like. It’s different nowadays.’

Gilhooly smiled acidly. ‘Really? How different? Do your parents still do it, Martin?’

There was a shocked silence. There are things that even boys do not talk about. Martin blushed scarlet.

‘Shut your face, Gilhooly, will you? Just shut your face!’

 



Whatever wild theory Gilhooly might have had about Mr Tyson’s ‘temperature chart’ – which was, in fact, nothing more exciting than a record of local daily rainfall, made at the request of the national meteorological service – his effrontery was such that the other boys tended to believe what he said. When, therefore, that night, Mr Tyson had indeed left his room about twenty minutes after lights-out, and had even turned off his own light, which he would not have done if he had intended to return there any time soon, they had waited for another half an hour.  Then Higgins, who by common consent was the natural leader of the band, gave the signal.

‘Go for it!’

So they went for it.




Chapter Two

From its foundation, thirty-five years previously, St Isidore’s School had been housed in a mock-Gothic Victorian folly built in the early eighteen thirties by a noble knight who had made his money out of South African diamonds. Set in the lush Golden Vale of North Kerry, Ireland, it was almost a success. Rather less than a castle, but definitely more than a mansion, purists might and did say that whichever architect had dreamed it up was having nightmares. It was all turrets, flying buttresses, gargoyles, spiral staircases and secret passages, a perfect compendium of the unlikely, the unnecessary and the impractical.

St Isidore’s had even had a moat and a drawbridge. That was in the last century, or rather in the one before that. The moat had gone two thirds of the way round the castle, mostly in front of it. It had attracted rats, which is probably why it had also attracted Lady Mabel Randler’s pet sausage dog – Lady Mabel was the great-grandmother of the last baronet to inhabit the castle. The hound had plunged merrily into the moat convinced, like so many people, that it could walk on water. Its silly little legs were quite inadequate for moat-bank-climbing, so, inevitably, it finished the day belly up.

Lady Mabel discovered the tragedy herself. She had to spend six weeks in Switzerland to recover from the bereavement. Applying the common law doctrine of the deodand, which states that Whatever moved to do the deed / Is deodand – and forfeited, she decreed vindictively that the moat should be drained of every drop of water and never filled again this side of the end of the world. This was a bit hard on the moat which could not really be said to have moved at all.

The drawbridge survived until the castle became a school, and it did not seem reasonable any longer to be lowering a drawbridge every time a miserable schoolboy with holes in his drooping socks approached the premises.

Still, the pile served well enough as a boys’ school, if only because, with walls three to six foot thick, it was more or less boy-proof. Avid readers of Harry Potter, who were sent to St Isidore’s, thought they were in heaven. On the other hand, such is the influence of environment that Old Isidorians – which is what the alumni were called – retained in later life something gently whimsical, tinged with the macabre, and more than vaguely off-the-wall.

Mr Tyson was responsible for fifty boys in the middle school. These were housed in dormitories for five, six, or seven, with a few lucky youngsters having single rooms which were raffled at the beginning of every term. The Middle House, as it was called, occupied space on the second floor of the castle. Mr Tyson’s own rooms and one dormitory for seven, inhabited by Higgins and his crew, were housed in a round tower up a further flight of stairs. No doubt on the basis that possession is nine tenths of the law, this was called Tyson’s tower. An architectural mushroom, it resembled nothing so much as the control tower of an airport, in the days when safety depended on who was looking out of the window.

When Higgins gave the word, everybody stole out of bed and wrapped up as warmly as impatience  would allow. Each boy hurriedly made a shape with his duvet and pillows which he fondly imagined would fool an experienced housemaster into believing that there was a recumbent body in his bed. Then they crept down three flights of stone steps and into the night. It was nearly half past eleven.

Once outside, the boys collected their food from a clump of rhododendrons where they had hidden it earlier in the day. This time, fortunately, it had not been gnawed by rats or dogs. That did happen from time to time, but if the damage was not deemed too  bad – for which it would have to be very bad – standard practice was to brush the affected area robustly with a grubby hand or on a trouser leg, and to hope for the best. The boys, of course, were perfectly aware that much higher standards of hygiene applied in home economics class. They even knew the solid principles on which those higher standards were based. But none of all that stuff applied when the lads were having fun.

A midnight barbecue was one of those privileged occasions when the laws of nature are deemed to be suspended in favour of young people, or so they seem to think. When the young are having high jinks,  surely, nobody ever gets frightful diseases, babies are never conceived, and teenagers can drive like there’s  no tomorrow without its becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. The discrepancy between wishful thinking and sombre reality in all these matters is a series of tragic statistics.

Higgins meanwhile, operationally at least, was taking no risks. He led his cohort out of the gable end of the castle, which was constructed as a massive Norman keep and had only one small window high up in its blank expanse. This was the safest way to cross, unseen, the eighty yards of open terrain between the school and the forest. Once under cover of the trees, the adventurers could move less furtively. But they still had to travel most of a mile before they could have their barbecue safely. Anything less would be courting disaster because sounds, smells of cooking, smoke, and even the flicker of a fire, can be detected across phenomenal distances in the still of the night.

In the days of the noble baronets, the castle had had attached to it a fine tillage farm of several hundred acres. Sir Neville Randler’s ancestors had diligently cultivated this holding. His father, however, had been far too lazy to exert himself unduly, or even duly. So he had sold the tillage farm. It was Sir Neville who had eventually given up the unequal struggle and sold the castle to the  trustees of St Isidore’s School. He was still living in the neighbourhood.

There remained for St Isidore’s to inherit nearly eight hundred acres of deer park and forestry, containing two small lakes and a bigger one connected by a network of brooks and streams, and a spectacular gorge gouged out, it was said, by a glacier. The gorge was a mile and a half long, deep, and overgrown with the wildest and weirdest of vegetation. Some of the boys ardently believed that a prehistoric tribe of poison dwarfs, together with extinct reptiles with five hundred teeth apiece, were hiding somewhere in these impenetrable thickets and living off each other – which, admittedly, would have been a neat ecosystem all of its own. The boys were torn between the hope and the fear of finding either or both of these colonies.

If Harry Potter could have been quite at home in the castle, Jungle Jim would have been in his element down in the woods.

The posse was headed this evening for a familiar site, much patronized by clandestine barbecuers. At the end of a long incline which eventually rose higher than the top of the castle, this site was safe, according to schoolboy wisdom, because sound, smoke and smells all rise still further into the air.  So they could not be detected, the boys argued, unless the headmaster invested in a satellite or at least in a helicopter.

At the summit of this modest hill, there was a bowl-shaped depression, tailor-made for wrap-around chumminess at barbecues. This might have been caused by a random-shot meteorite colliding with St Isidore’s several million years ago at trillions of miles per hour. On the other hand, it might have been specially designed by a provident intelligence foreseeing that the scholars of St Isidore’s would be needing a congenial barbecue site some aeons into the future. The difficulty about this second theory was that it seemed to range the provident intelligence on the side of the lawbreakers.

This particular barbecue was long on random shots but sadly short on intelligent design. It was, as a boy called Jack O’Toole described it with spontaneous alliteration, ‘an effing fiasco from flag fall to finish’. There had been failures of communication on a massive scale, which meant that pratically no one brought what he was expected to bring. It was like the GUM supermarket in Moscow before the fall of Communism: all chamber pots but no lavatory paper. Demand and supply were not singing out of the same hymn sheet. Sausages, but nothing to fry/grill them  in/on, unpopped popcorn, tins without openers, and a bottle of wine, ‘borrowed’ from Martin’s father’s cellar, or garage actually, but no corkscrew. Most serious of all, nobody had thought of dry firewood, with the result that they never got a convincing blaze going, whether to cook meat or to warm people.

They stuck it out for an hour and a half. Anything less would not even register on the Richter scale of barbecues. But enough was enough. Everything that Gilhooly had said about this barbecue was too true, which, as already noted, did not make the others love him any the more. A perspicacious if indiscreet teacher had once said to the whole class, ‘Gilly is the kind of guy who will die happy if his last words can be, “There, I told you so!”’

It was about half past one in the morning. With any luck, they would be in bed by two o’clock, then up again at half past seven, which was much too little sleep for growing boys. They would stagger through the next day on automatic pilot, sore of throat, sour of stomach, dull of wit, and constipated – or more likely the opposite. If they had class tests that day, they would fail miserably, and if they had rugby training, it would be like dying for the faith under torture.

At least, getting down the hill which led to the  school was easier than climbing it with so much ill-assorted and ultimately useless equipment. They went in single file, almost in silence. They could all remember tales of hilarious barbecues from which the revellers had returned as high as kites. Indeed, one of the times that a group had actually been caught, it was not because of anything clever the headmaster or a housemaster had done, but simply because they came back into the castle at three o’clock in the morning sounding like the sack of Rome.

The forest was dense as Higgins and his followers approached the school. Used as they were to the sudden appearance of the castle, it never failed to take their breath away. One saw none of it, and then all of it, as if it had materialized in a split second before their astonished eyes. Built of grey-red sandstone, by day – and even by night – it could look warm and benevolent, a safe and protective strong-hold. But this night it seemed massive and sinister, a Count Dracula’s castle. A cold cheerless moon sluiced light on the battlements, like icy rain on a row of tombstones. The little French boy said suddenly, ‘I am afraid.’

Martin, who was close to him, took his arm and whispered conspiratorially, ‘So am I, Bertrand, but let’s not let on.’

They went in through the cellars that housed the central heating plant. All was quiet at this hour of the night except one maverick pump, wheezing away eerily like a vampire who has overslept in his coffin. The pitch black darkness of this subterranean dungeon was pierced randomly by menacing points of red light: bloodshot eyes, each threatening some cruelty that the mindless apparatus to which it was attached itched to inflict on the unwary. The boys scuttled through quickly, arms and hands close to their bodies, for fear that even a little finger could unleash a dozen demons.

They got to the second floor, where Middle House territory begins. The final gauntlet was there before them. Seven pairs of eyes lifted apprehensively in the direction of the spiral stairs leading to Tyson’s tower. Even when a rocket has been all the way to Mars and back, there remains the tricky manoeuvre of re-entry. It must spoil all the fun of even the most thrilling cosmic odyssey if one is to crash and burn in the last two minutes.

Jim Higgins had just put one hand on the fire door at the bottom of the spiral stairs when he snatched it away again like a scalded cat.

‘Scatter! Tyson!’ he hissed, and dived for cover himself.

Jim had heard the unmistakable sound of a footfall on stone. There was somebody coming down those steps from the tower, and perhaps only two or three twists of the corkscrew away from catching them all red handed. This person could only be Tyson – simply because there was nobody else left up there, since they themselves were the only other residents. Tyson had obviously discovered their villainy and was eagerly awaiting their return. Indeed, charmingly, he was coming halfway to meet them.

Seconds passed. Nemesis, the Greek goddess of vengeance and punishment, giving a last twist to the screw, metaphorically sealing their coffins, abruptly appeared through the fire door. The boys flattened themselves against the wall and suspended breathing. They realized that it was almost certainly too late. Tyson must have seen them, and the game was up.

But, to their amazement, the housemaster turned and walked away quickly in the opposite direction from where the naughty boys were spreadeagled against the wall. Six mouths fell open in blank astonishment. The seventh mouth had so much orthodontic hardware within it that opening and closing had to be conscious decisions.

‘I don’t believe it!’ Martin whispered excitedly.  ‘He never saw us. Perhaps he doesn’t even know that we’re out.’

‘But where is he going – at this hour of the night?’ Gilhooly asked.

Karl Hogan said, ‘I don’t think that was Tyson at all. It was too small.’

‘Well who was it then,’ Jack O’Toole asked, ‘and what was he doing up there, in our empty dormitory? ’

‘Perhaps it was Lady Macbeth,’ Martin Wilson suggested.

Lady Macbeth was the literary name for the class sleepwalker, an inoffensive youth whose real name was Harry Lewins. Harry never did himself or anybody else any harm on his nocturnal rambles. The boys had strict instructions to leave him alone when he was sleepwalking, which they did willingly, being a bit in awe of Harry’s unusual affliction – if indeed it was an affliction, and not some higher state of consciousness or mystical experience. They, and even he, were never sure how aware he was of what was going on around him during his walkabouts, though he insisted that he had no recollection of where he had been or what he had done the following morning.

Jim Higgins cut short on the speculation. ‘Maybe  so, and maybe not. If it wasn’t Tyson though, then he’s still up there, and we’re not home and dry yet. So, you guys, move it!’

They crept up the last flight of stairs as noiselessly as a pride of kittens. Mr Tyson’s door was closed and there was no telltale strip of light from under it. Elated, they scurried past and into their own dormitory.

‘No lights!’ Higgins reminded them in a hoarse whisper. Quickly, they undressed in the dark and undid the dummy figures they had made with pillows and duvets. Then they tumbled gratefully into bed.

There was a short silence. Then the little French boy said: ‘Ah! My bed is all wet!’

‘How, all wet?’ Martin asked.

Gilhooly chimed in, his voice absurdly high pitched and squeaky, ‘Oh, là là! ’ave we been doing  oui oui in our leetle bed?’

A flashlight flickered briefly. Suddenly, the French boy panicked.

‘Higgins, turn on the light, please! I’m all blood. Oh please, I am bleeding very badly. I am going to die!’

His tone was so urgent that Higgins did not hesitate. He jumped out of bed and flicked on the light. The French boy’s bed was indeed drenched in blood.  Higgins ran towards him, without knowing what he would do when he got there. Then he stopped in his tracks, mouth open, his face ashen white. With a visible effort, he forced himself to continue. He caught the little boy’s hands and started to pull him out of the bed.

‘Bertrand, you are all right, do you hear? You are all right, okay? But come with me now, come with me! No, don’t look back, Bertrand! Don’t turn round!’

He dragged the little boy towards the door, calling urgently to the others, ‘Everybody OUT! Please! Don’t ask. Just do it, immediately. OUT! DO IT!’

Some of them saw it, some of them did not. Between the little French boy’s bed and the window, Tyson was lying on his back on the floor in a pool of his own blood. His throat had been cut from ear to ear, and it looked as if his head was half off. He was certainly dead. It was not a pretty sight. Jim Higgins was to wake up screaming for months afterwards.




Chapter Three

‘Molly, isn’t that what you call déjà vu?’

‘Isn’t that what you call what?’

‘You know, déjà vu, like when you’ve been here before.’

The speakers were Superintendent Denis Lennon and Sergeant Molly Power of the Garda Síochána, the Irish police force, who were driving down from Dublin to Kerry to investigate a shocking murder in a boys’ boarding school. All murders are shocking, it goes without saying, but any death in a school – let alone murder – seems particularly shocking.

Lennon went on: ‘Well, I have actually been here  before. It must be forty years ago, before the castle was a school. The owner was a young chap, Sir Neville Randler, quite an eccentric and a spend-thrift, people used to say. He had to sell his castle eventually.’

‘So what were you doing there?’

‘That was a laugh. Some obscure royal was due to call, the duke of somewhere or other. The bad bold baronet demanded a security presence. So P. J. Connolly and myself were sent all the way from Templemore – we hadn’t even completed our training at the time. They called it work experience. The Gardaí were way ahead of anyone when it came to saving money. We were despatched on a big black motorbike that was used to break in outriders in cop school. We had to do – what? eighty or a hundred miles on that yoke, and the same to return. P. J. was driving and I was on the pillion seat, clinging on for dear life.

‘Naturally, P. J. contracted a terrible thirst and we kept stopping for “just one pint”. The result was that by the time we arrived, the duke, or whatever he was, had come and gone, and P. J. could hardly get off his motorbike. To tell the truth, I wasn’t much better myself.’

‘You must have been boiled in oil for that one,’  Molly exclaimed, quite shocked at the thought that Lennon, the paragon of police probity as far as she was concerned, had ever been so irresponsible.

‘Not a bit of it.’ He laughed. ‘The duke and the baronet had been doing exactly the same thing themselves. The bart was on his ear. We told him that we had arrived bright and early but that our instructions were to be unobtrusive – indeed invisible – while at the same time being ready to pounce at a moment’s notice if the IRA tried anything. So P. J. and myself, we said, had forged a ring of steel round the castle – an invisible ring of steel, of course – and felt that we could let it go at that. The baronet was pure delighted. He showed us round the whole castle, fed us, and lubricated us again liberally. I don’t know how we ever got back to Templemore that night.’

‘I’m shocked!’

‘Yes, I suppose you probably are. But those were more innocent days. Besides, I’m not sure that what we have got now in this country is better. In fact, I’m sure that it is worse.’

Lennon fell silent for a time, presumably reflecting on the good old days. After an interval Molly asked, ‘What became of the bold bad baronet?’

‘He must be in his seventies now. I think he still  lives in the neighbourhood. The locals used to call his place Hatter’s Castle when the old boy still had it. I believe that the trustees of the new school had a hard time losing that name. It was not at all what they wanted for their posh academy.’

They made good time from Dublin and were driving up the long tree-lined avenue to St Isidore’s by eleven o’clock on a bright October morning. Three days had elapsed since the murder. In the interval the local police had been in charge of operations. Their task had been to preserve the scene until the State Pathologist arrived and, in her wake, what Lennon described as ‘the powder-puff brigade’. These were the almighty technicals for whom seeing is not necessarily believing and who can, in any case, see round corners with the periscopic vision of their diverse technologies.

Tyson’s body had been removed within a few hours, and within a day the police had been able to hand over the clothes and personal effects of the seven boys who had occupied the dormitory where the body had been found. Dr Fisher, the headmaster, explained, ‘Of course, you could not expect these boys ever to sleep in that dormitory again. Indeed, it will probably never be used as a dormitory at all in the future. Boarding schools have powerful  mythologies, you see. That room will almost certainly be haunted – or be said to be haunted – in perpetuity. For ever.’

Lennon noticed with wry amusement that the headmaster had added the last two words for the benefit of the police people, who might be presumed to have difficulties with expressions like ‘in perpetuity’. One of his strengths as a detective was that people often thought Lennon was slightly dim and, consequently, harmless. In appropriate cases, he positively encouraged that opinion of himself.

Silver haired, sixtyish, domesticated, still married to his first wife, Mary, with two daughters and one son and an increasing flock of grandchildren, on whom he doted, Lennon was not cut in the contemporary mould of police detectives. He was neither hard-boiled nor world-weary – although he did increasingly express a degree of perplexity about ‘what the world was coming to’. Lennon did not chain-smoke, drink heavily, habitually sleep in his clothes, or eat only junk food – Mary would never have allowed such things – and he was pretty good at his job.

The headmaster’s study was a particularly splendid Gothic horror of a room. Perfectly circular, it was the interior of one of two cylindrical towers to the  left and right of the great entrance to the castle. Situated on the ground floor, it would rise two storeys to become the base of Tyson’s tower two floors above. At the centre point of the study there was a massive pentagonal pillar with an open fireplace on one of its five faces and tall mirrors set into each of the others: a cunning architectural feature to reflect and increase the sparse light admitted by five narrow windows on the room’s circumference. The ceiling of the study was, literally and architecturally, its crowning glory: an intricate and geometrically sublime culmination of a network of ascending pillars, deep ribbing and pointed arches, the whole papered in a heavy damask material mottled with gold stars on an ice-blue background.

‘You could imagine the thumbscrews,’ Lennon commented afterwards. ‘A real Star Chamber. That room must make even the lustiest lads quake in their boots.’

The headmaster seemed indeed rather gaunt and Gothic himself. Perhaps in his late forties, he stooped already at the shoulders, like a depressed vulture with worms. He was tall, thin and hollow cheeked, with limp and colourless hair – Molly called him afterwards Count Dracula. Lennon, in somewhat more complimentary vein, countered with Sherlock Holmes. 

‘Look at those hawk’s eyes,’ he said. ‘They don’t miss anything. I would feel extremely uncomfortable if I was a schoolboy trying to spin him some tall story.’

Dr Fisher had been headhunted by the trustees of the school more for administrative astuteness than for his educational philosophy. ‘Horses for courses,’ the chairperson of the trustees had exclaimed. Fisher made the place pay, while Tyson and others like him got on with the educating.

Molly asked the headmaster if anything would be done to the seven boys who had ventured out for their barbecue on the night when Tyson had been murdered.

‘I mean, as a punishment. After all, these midnight barbecues are surely against the rules, aren’t they?’

The headmaster permitted himself the kind of smile he probably reserved for slow learners.

‘They most certainly are, Sergeant. The normal punishment for such behaviour is suspension for sometimes even a week. In this case, the circumstances are highly unusual. After all, these boys have had a most hideous shock, which is punishment enough. Besides, you, no doubt, need to be asking them questions, so there would be little point in dispersing them in several different directions.’

‘Thank you, that is very thoughtful of you,’ Lennon said. ‘Yes, we would like to talk to all seven of them. Often children notice things that grown-ups miss. We’ll do that, I assure you, in a very non-threatening way.’
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than killing...?






