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For Tom, the best uncle in the world. (And that’s a fact.)


And for Pat and Jack – sadly missed.









Glossary








	AFIS


	Automated Fingerprint Identification System







	APT


	Assistant pathologist






	Cig


	Short for Cigre. A common nickname for detective inspectors, as ‘cigre’ means ‘inspector’ in Irish. Pronounced ‘kig’.






	DDU


	District Detective Unit (unmarked cars)






	DG


	Detective guard






	Debs


	A graduation dance attended by sixth-year students before they go on to college.






	DI


	Detective inspector. Often referred to as ‘cig’; ‘cigre’ being the Irish word for ‘inspector’. Pronounced ‘kig’.






	DS


	Detective sergeant






	GNECB


	Garda National Economic Crime Bureau






	IP


	Injured party






	IRC


	Incident room co-ordinator






	NSU


	National Surveillance Unit






	SIO


	Senior investigating officer






	SOCO


	Scene of crime officers






	SO


	Suspected offender






	TE


	Technical examination

















Prologue


It is a risk but one he is prepared to take. That bitch had destroyed what mattered to him. Now he will do the same to her.


To anyone looking, he is a middle-aged bloke, a bit hipster, scattered, longish hair and a beard. Haversack hitched high on his back, sleeping bag. Stout walking boots. He is a fitter man than he’d been when she’d come into his life. Stupid wagon.


He is clever too.


He’ll stay close to her. Watch her.


Strike when the opportunity presents itself.


He has an easy way about him, people say.


Those who don’t know him trust him.


Achill is a godforsaken kip but she is here now, and it being so … remote might make things easier.


Thoughts of her make his breath hitch.


He’d never understood before that love was just as destructive as hate. How loving someone could eat you up. How losing someone could tear you open. And all the sorts of bad things that came from that.


Including what he is about to do.


He pulls a picture from his jacket pocket. Old now, faded, but never forgotten.


He will avenge.
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12 January


The bar is hopping, which is surprising because it’s mid-January, six months off tourist season and dreary as hell outside. It’s also not the most popular bar in Westport, serving mostly locals and those who just want a quiet pint. Tonight, there seems to be some sort of party going on. The level of chat is high and the sound of someone strumming a guitar floats around the room. All the tables except one are taken up with young people, laughing, shouting, swilling back pints or doing shots while four elderly men crouch around the remaining table in the corner eyeing the interlopers in annoyance.


Larry, Ben, Dan and I are at the bar, there being nowhere else to go. We’re celebrating the closing of a case that had led to the conviction of two men for assault and robbery. They’d plagued the locality for close to eight months before their granny had finally turned them in. She was sick, she declared in court, of trying to get them on the right path.


‘To the right path,’ Larry raises his pint, ‘and to Granny Ryan.’


‘To the right path,’ we chant, clinking glasses, ‘and to Granny Ryan.’


‘To Granny Ryan,’ a tipsy red-headed woman to our right shouts, having overheard us.


‘And to all who sail in her,’ someone else chimes in, amid laughter.


The redhead chortles loudly, in a frantic sort of way.


There is something familiar …


‘Lucy, d’you hear what I just said?’ Larry asks. He follows my gaze, screws up his face. ‘I’m not into redheads.’


Larry is a total player. I’m just waiting for the day when some woman will break his heart but it’s looking increasingly unlikely.


‘I doubt that redhead is into arsehole narcissists.’ I pull my gaze away from her and refocus on the lads. For some reason, while I’ve been mentally congratulating myself on my clever comeback, they’ve suddenly developed an air of nervous apprehension. ‘What?’


Larry won’t meet my gaze as he mumbles, ‘I, eh, well, hmm, Larissa McKenna died. Isn’t she the one …?’


He doesn’t finish his sentence. Instead his eyes slide right into his pint glass. I know what he was about to say. Isn’t she the one who threw acid in your face?


‘Did you draw the short straw on having to tell me that, Lar?’ I ask.


All three have the grace to look abashed.


‘I tried to tell you,’ Dan says, ‘but there was no right time.’


‘I told him to just say it out straight,’ Larry says. ‘But he’s a bloody pussy.’


‘Sorry.’ Dan winces.


‘Thank you for your sensitivity in choosing this pub to break it to me,’ I say. ‘It’s so the right place.’


‘You’re welcome.’ Larry totally misses my sarcasm.


‘You all right?’ Dan asks.


I think I am. It’s a relief to be honest. I’d known she was released a couple of years ago and had always wondered where she was. In all my years on the force, her attack had been the most traumatic thing that had ever happened to me. She’d been the wife of one of my informants who had turned state’s witness. He’d gone on to witness protection while she had refused to go, unwilling to uproot her child. She had walked into the Dublin station where I worked at the time and accused me of robbing her of her husband.


I suppose I had.


The next thing I remember was pain. Searing, burning, horrific pain. And the surgeon telling me that there was only so much he could do and that I’d have to live with a huge scar down the left side of my face.


It was as if the bottom had fallen out of my world.


‘Cancer,’ Larry says then. ‘Liver.’


‘Lucy Golden, hey!’


The voice breaks into our conversation. It’s the red-headed woman again. I should know her, I think. She’s older than she first appears, a little younger than me maybe, attractive, her hair a riot of corkscrew curls, framing a thin face with over-large green eyes. She’s wearing red jeans and a yellow top, the clothes making her stand out in this packed but dreary pub. Her make-up is bright too, scarlet lipstick that clashes with the hair.


The three men make room for her to squeeze in, Ben giving her a not-so-subtle once-over.


‘It’s me,’ the woman says, her voice bright as a new penny, ‘Sandra Byrne. Megan’s sister?’


Of course.


‘Don’t you remember? I—’


‘Yes, I remember you.’ I attempt a smile. ‘Blast from the past.’ I shift, a little uncomfortable, not sure how to broach the subject in the packed pub, but knowing I should. ‘I was so sorry to hear about your mother. I couldn’t make the funeral. My mother went, though. She said it was lovely.’


‘Thanks.’ Sandra’s bright smile dips and she blinks rapidly. ‘It was awful, totally unexpected.’ Bright smile again. ‘How are you?’


‘Grand.’


She looks expectantly at me, wanting an introduction to the lads.


‘Ben.’ He pre-empts me. ‘I’m a detective, I work with Lucy, and this is Larry and this is Dan.’ He offers her his most charming smile.


She laps it up.


‘Oh, a de-tec-tive,’ she says. ‘That must be dangerous work.’


‘It can be.’ Ben’s voice is unnecessarily grave and Larry rolls his eyes.


‘Ripe for the plucking is our Ben,’ Dan whispers in my ear.


‘Ripe for the fucking,’ I whisper back, and Dan snorts a laugh, which he quickly tries to turn into a cough. Ben is separated about two years now from his ultra-glamorous, ultra-young, ultra-pain-in-the-hole wife.


‘Ben got beaten up by an old woman once.’ Larry adopts the same grave tone as Ben. ‘A packet of frozen peas, right in the face.’


‘Piss off, that’s not true,’ Ben says quickly, with a glare at Larry. ‘He’s just messing. I was involved in that case last year when the girl was found in the suitcase in Achill.’


‘Never!’ Sandra is good, I’ll give her that. If Ben was an apple, he’d have ripened right up.


‘Let me buy you a drink and I’ll tell you about it,’ Ben says, gently leading her back to her seat. He wants us to butt out, which we do. As Larry sensitively puts it, Ben needs to get his hole and fast.


Ben doesn’t need to know that when Sandra was fifteen she’d given birth to a boy and, much to the horror of the older locals, had refused to name the father. He doesn’t need to know that at sixteen she’d got a job in a shop in Dublin and left her son with her older sister Megan ‒ my long-ago best friend ‒ and her husband. He doesn’t need to know that to all intents and purposes, according to my mother, she’d abandoned her child, never coming back for him. ‘Though,’ my mother always says, ‘Devon was probably better off. Sandra would never have been able for him with all his illnesses. And her own problems.’ Mental Sandra Byrne, she’d been christened in those less sensitive times. And it had been an apt moniker.


No, I think, Ben just needs a good time. Sandra too, maybe.


An hour later, with his arm about her waist, Ben leaves with Sandra. By ten the next morning, Sandra is dead.
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13 January


Devon, her son, was the one who rang 999. I spot him as I make my way towards the scene. I tell Dan to go on ahead and I approach Devon, who is leaning against the bonnet of his dilapidated car, which nevertheless is polished to a high shine. It’s obviously his pride and joy. He’s a small man, at least a head shorter than Luc, though almost everyone is shorter than Luc. He has inherited his mother’s curly red hair, which pokes out from under his hat, and his face is nut brown from summers on the beach. He wears a thick tracksuit, a blue beanie hat and blue runners with an Adidas logo. He recognises my voice behind my mask and greets me as ‘Luc’s mother’.


‘How are you doing?’


‘All right.’ His tone is flat, eyes expressionless. Shock.


‘Me and my colleague are just going into the house now,’ I tell him. ‘That’s what this is for.’ I hold up the sealed bag containing the dust suit. ‘When I come back out, I’ll talk to you, okay?’


‘All right.’


‘I’m so sorry,’ I add.


‘My auntie Megan is on her way over.’


‘Good. Get some sweet tea into you.’ I attempt some sort of comforting smile, but he doesn’t react. ‘See you in a bit.’


I change into the suit, which is, as usual, bloody enormous. Pulling the mask on, I join Dan, who is waiting for me at the front door. ‘Are we all right to enter?’ I call out.


‘Come on in, Lucy. Dan, stay outside for now, talk to the SOCOs, see if there’s anything.’ It’s William, the DI. As senior investigating officer, or SIO, he oversees all our cases down here. A man without the ability to small-talk, he terrifies most of the team. I don’t mind him at all: I like that he’s so direct because I have to know where I stand with people and William does not pussy-foot around.


His voice comes from upstairs, and after we give our names to the garda on the scene, Dan moves to the side of the building, following the safe path marked out. I enter, mindful to step only on the plates that the SOCO team have placed on the floor. They can be slippery sometimes, especially on tiles, and I’m relieved to see that these are the metal ones, which are a bit sturdier than the plastic.


With great care, I make my way down the hall towards the stairs. Flock wallpaper, dado rails, brown pictures of hunting scenes. The smells of bacon and cabbage and stew permeate the place, but underneath is a smell I recognise, faint now but if left, it will smother all other odours with its sweet, rotten heaviness. Four brown doors open off the hall and, peering briefly inside, I catch glimpses of the SOCO team tagging and bagging anything they think might help the investigation. Unfortunately, the place appears to be a hoarder’s paradise, and while some of the rooms seem to have been cleared out into boxes, others are full of clutter. Shelves of heavy ornaments and photograph frames cover every surface. Cups and glasses and dinner plates spill from the kitchen. Empty wine bottles stand to attention just about everywhere I look.


This place will be a nightmare to gather evidence from.


Climbing the stairs, I pass boxes labelled ‘Mammy’s clothes’, ‘Daddy’s clothes’, ‘religious pictures’, ‘ornaments’. At the top, I steel myself to approach the bedroom where the body is. Through the open door, I see William standing at the foot of a bed while a garda photographer takes pictures of the body from every angle. The pathologist, Joe Palmer, has been and gone with promises to get an interim report to us by the conference this evening. He’s a cranky bastard, always ready with a barb or two. I’m glad to have missed him.


The bedroom, where the body lies ‒ or ‘the injured party’ as Sandra will be known from now on ‒ is caught in a nineties time warp. It must have been either Sandra’s or Megan’s at one time. Posters of Oasis and the Spice Girls are pasted crookedly on the swirly-patterned wallpaper. An old radio sits atop a brown chest of drawers. Heavy blue curtains, in need of a good wash, hang in the window, which also needs cleaning. A cup and glass have been smashed and lie scattered near the door.


There is a strange stillness in the space, even though the broken body of Sandra lies splayed out across the floor, face down, blood pooling on the carpet from a head wound. You don’t have to be a pathologist to guess that that’s probably what killed her.


‘Palmer says it looks like the blow to the head was the fatal wound,’ William says. ‘We haven’t found a murder weapon yet. Early indicators point to her having a tussle with the suspected offender. She tried to escape, was struck with an object, fell, and was struck again.’ He points at the walls, where the blood has made a classic impact spatter pattern. ‘See?’


‘Yes.’ I finally turn to Sandra. Last night she’d been alive, tipsy and flirty, and now, ten hours later, she was dead, her body already showing signs of rigor mortis. She looks tinier in death than she did in life and I wonder who the hell has done this and if they are still on the island.


She is barefoot, an oversized black pyjama top covering her upper body to just above her knees. I squint slightly, the better to see. ‘John,’ I call to the SOCO, ‘what’s that?’


John crosses over, leans in.


‘See there.’ I point to what looks like a reddish-brown hair on her black T-shirt. ‘See that?’


‘Try to get it, John, will you?’ William orders.


‘Good spot.’ John, using tweezers, takes the hair from the T-shirt. He turns it this way and that, before bagging and tagging it.


‘No sign of a break-in,’ William goes on. ‘This was done by someone she opened the door to or by someone who had a key.’


Shit, I think. If Sandra had been murdered in a break-in, Ben would have been in the clear. Only there hasn’t been a break-in. Shit. I have to tell William that Ben may be a suspect. ‘Cig,’ I begin, not knowing how to say it, feeling I’m betraying a man I’ve grown to know very well.


‘We need as much as we can on the IP before tonight,’ William interrupts. His gaze flits from me to take in every detail of the room. ‘We’ll have the usual team, if they’re available. I hear Matt is off in the Canaries with that Stacy one. I’ve a good mind to pay him to stay there, keep that reporter out of our hair.’


‘I’m sure Matt would oblige, Cig,’ I say. ‘They’re engaged now apparently. Look, there’s something—’


‘Marvellous,’ William interrupts again. ‘Just what we need, a guard in love with a reporter. Hopefully they’ll break up.’ He means it, too, I think in amusement. ‘Mick and Susan are available, Pat’s around, Kev’s raring to go. And Larry’s free too.’ He pauses and I wait because I know it’s coming. Without even glancing at me, he asks silkily, ‘Were you ever going to tell me that Ben was in a relationship with our IP, DS Golden?’


Shit. He never calls me by my rank. ‘Just now, only you interrupted me,’ I say, then add, a little defensively, ‘I wouldn’t actually call a one-night stand a relationship, Cig.’


‘He was the last person to see her alive,’ he says. ‘As far as we know.’


A silence develops. I fall right into the classic garda trap.


‘Yes … well, I know. I know that. But Ben? Come on …’


‘He’s going to be a suspect.’


‘Ben would never—’


‘Most people would never.’ William snaps his head around, and I cringe. ‘Most people don’t go out to murder someone, Lucy. Have you not realised that by now?’ His voice is ice. ‘Most murders just happen.’


‘That’s assuming she was murdered,’ I say. ‘She could have just tripped and banged her head off the bed or whatever. There’s a lot of wine bottles about the place.’


‘There was one by the bed.’ John speaks up. ‘Along with a glass.’


‘Point taken,’ William says, though he knows that neither of us really believes she banged her head. He turns to me, his eyes hard. ‘If you have information, you bloody well tell it sooner.’


‘Yes, William. Sorry.’


John sidles from the room, throwing me a sympathetic glance behind William’s back.


‘Get out.’ William dismisses me with a scathing look. ‘Go on. Tell Dan, if he’s finished, to go back and sort out the incident room. Make sure we have everything we need. You, go and talk to the son.’









3


Chastened, kicking myself for my hesitation, I give Dan his instructions and am about to change out of my dust suit when I’m approached by Louis, one of the SOCOs. ‘Come and have a look at this,’ he says, and I follow him around to the side of the house.


‘See the windowsill here,’ he says, and I notice that it’s covered with what looks like blood. At my unspoken question, Louis nods. ‘Blood all right,’ he says. ‘But it hasn’t come from inside the house, as far as I can tell.’


The whole windowsill is covered with it, almost like it was poured on. How weird. ‘Can you take a sample of that as soon as possible, Louis?’


‘Yes. We’re on it.’


‘Thanks.’ Disposing of the dust suit, I head towards Devon. Someone has given him a tea, but he’s not drinking it. Instead, his gaze is focused somewhere beyond the house, across the brown-gold scrubby landscape to the rise of the hill, dark against the grey sky. There is loneliness in the image he presents. A biting wind sweeps in from the Atlantic, and the sound of the waves slapping against Dugort Pier is carried across on the air. It’s desolate. This is a road travelled only by those using the pier and by the few people who live along this stretch. It’s just a step up from a narrow dirt track. The pier itself is tiny, functional. I zip up my jacket against the chill.


As I approach him, Devon is joined by a stout woman, who lightly presses his arm. It makes him flinch, liquid slopping over the rim of the mug onto his hand. The woman gently takes the tea from him, setting it on the ground, before wrapping him in her arms, whispering to him. He looks stiff in her embrace, but she holds him hard. Then she pulls away and stares into his face, says something else and he signals agreement.


It’s Megan, I realise. Sandra’s sister and my teenage friend. She’s got plump and round and … the only word I can think of is womanly. Her clothes are square, a big square black padded jacket, black trousers with straight legs. Functional black shoes. Her hair is buried underneath a black hat, which is pulled down low over her forehead. She looks like the person she was always going to be. Sensible. Homely.


I wait a moment, observing, then cross towards them. ‘Hello,’ I say. Then, ‘Megan? I’m so sorry for your loss. Losses,’ I amend.


Megan releases Devon and turns to me. There is such savage sadness in her eyes that I feel suddenly ashamed of myself for losing touch with her. ‘Thanks,’ she says. A pause, before she turns to Devon saying, ‘Devon, this was my best friend in school, Lucy Golden.’


‘Luc’s ma, I know,’ he says. ‘Luc was in my school.’


‘And your aunt and I, we were good friends.’ I half smile. ‘Megan, can I talk to Devon? You can stay if you like.’


‘You want to talk to him here?’


‘If you don’t mind. The sooner we get a statement the better. It’s surprising how things get forgotten with shock and that, you know.’


‘Of course.’ Megan shoves her hands into her overlarge jacket. ‘Are you all right with that, Devs?’


‘Sure.’


‘I just need you to take me through how you found the … how you found your mother.’ I pull out my notebook and pen and look at him.


He drops his gaze before removing his hat and running a stubby hand through his hair. ‘I just came to help with the clear-out,’ he mumbles.


‘Clear-out?’


‘Mammy died a week ago,’ Megan explains. ‘We’ve been clearing the house out to sell it. Sandra was helping. She said she’d stay until it was done.’


‘Of course.’ That explains the boxes. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t make your mother’s funeral,’ I say. Then I add, because it’s expected, ‘My mother says it was a lovely one.’


‘It was,’ Megan agrees, swallowing hard. ‘She would have approved. All her favourite hymns and that.’ I watch her battle back the tears. ‘Sorry,’ she apologises, flapping a hand. ‘I still can’t believe … and yet she was old, not in the best of health. I mean, it was almost a relief when she died, in a way, not that I don’t miss her,’ she tacks on hastily. ‘But Sandra … that … that is—’


‘A relief too,’ Devon says flatly, and Megan flinches. He looks at me and his eyes, green like his mother’s, are desolate. ‘It’s just hypocrisy to pretend we’re sad about it. It is a relief.’ A tear slides out of the corner of his eye. He doesn’t notice. ‘I mean, she came back for the funeral and then caused trouble at the afters.’


My mother had mentioned nothing about trouble.


Megan is at a loss as to what to say. After a moment, she shrugs, says to me, ‘You know what Sandra was like.’


‘Not really,’ I answer. ‘But maybe you’ll be able to tell me. For now, though, Devon, can you go through the events of earlier? Tell me as much as you can remember. What time you arrived, how you got in, what you did, all that sort of thing.’


He shivers, twists the hat in his hands, ‘Em … I got here, eh, about ten, because there was loads of work to do. My nan had a lot of stuff in that house and Auntie Megan and me, we were sorting it into boxes. Sandra was meant to help but she wasn’t, said it was too upsetting.’


Sandra, not Mam. Interesting.


‘It was better that way, pet,’ Megan says. ‘You know that.’


Devon flicks her a look but doesn’t acknowledge the comment. ‘So, I got here about ten and I went in and she wasn’t up and I called out to her to see if she wanted tea and there was no reply and, see, she was normally all over me because she thought by being nice to me it would make up for dumping me when I was a kid and—’


‘Devon,’ Megan chastises gently, looking a little alarmed.


‘Don’t!’ Devon snaps at her. ‘Just don’t.’ They eyeball each other until, finally, Megan slumps a little, which he takes as his cue to continue. ‘Like I said, she was normally all over me, and when she didn’t answer, I knocked at her bedroom door and looked inside and …’ He stops. This time it’s a while before he says softly, ‘And there she was.’


He looks at me.


‘How did you get into the house, Devon?’


‘Sorry, front door. I had a key.’


‘And you say you just found her. What did you do then?’


‘Nothing. Like … I knew … I knew she was dead, see. It was … like … obvious, so I did nothing. Just called the ambulance and the guards and that.’ He shudders. Squeezes his hat harder.


‘All right. Can you remember, Devon, if you saw anything unusual this morning on the way here or even in the house?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Anything disturbed in the house? Anything missing?’


He winces. ‘There’s a lot of stuff.’


‘Fine. One of our members will be in touch to show you some pictures of the house and contents. See if you can spot anything that might look amiss. Or things that are missing.’


‘There was so much,’ Megan reiterates. ‘We might not know.’


‘Just try your best. Now, could either of you tell me if there was anyone who would want to harm Sandra?’


‘We barely knew her,’ Devon says, bitterness laced with un-acknowledged grief. ‘She wasn’t exactly in our lives. She had bigger fish to fry than her own family, that was for sure, and—’


‘Devon,’ Megan says, almost like she could cry. ‘Just … don’t. Please.’


He gives her a look that I can’t quite fathom before shaking his head and walking off. We watch him go, pulling his hat back on, zipping up his jacket and striding away towards the road.


‘He gets upset,’ Megan says. ‘And he’s right, he didn’t really know her.’


‘How was she since she came home?’


‘Difficult,’ Megan answers, with a hint of bitterness. ‘Like she always was. You know yourself.’


‘What she was like years ago has no bearing on what she was like today,’ I state firmly. ‘I barely remember her. So, tell me, what was she like? Explain why she was difficult.’


Megan flushes slightly under the rebuke, but the truth is, I can’t have what I knew of Sandra colouring this case. I can only work on what I have now. It’s why I should have told William about Ben before I’d even got to the scene. ‘She was … selfish for one,’ Megan says. ‘She only came swanning back to see what she could get out of Mammy’s death. Oh, she was upset, too, but it was the money she came for. She caused trouble at the afters. I don’t know if it was drink or what but she verbally abused Dom, started interrogating the new priest on religion or something. Maudie had to take her home. I mean, for Christ’s sake.’


I haven’t met the new priest, but apparently, he’s a fine thing. My mother said that if the Church was hoping to get the young girls back, they were going the right way about it.


‘Any reason she might have abused Dom?’ Dom is her uncle, her mother’s brother.


‘Sandra doesn’t need a reason.’


I wait, see if she says any more.


‘You’d have to ask Dom, I don’t know.’


‘All right. So is it fair to say that neither you nor Devon welcomed her back?’


‘I was glad to see her,’ Megan says, a bit defensively. ‘Relieved, if I’m honest, because we never knew where she was. Oh, she sent us her address from time to time but didn’t phone us or …’ a flush ‘… answer our calls. I think Devon, though you’d have to ask him, I think he’s embarrassed by her. But he loves her too, I’m sure,’ she adds hastily.


‘And you’re positive you don’t know if anyone would want to harm her?’


‘She tended to annoy people so …’ Her voice trails off. She looks towards the house and shudders. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Did she say anything about her life beyond here?’


‘I think she was working in a shop, but I get the feeling that she’d ditched it ‒ she seemed determined to stay here for a while. To be honest, I’ve only seen her a couple of times since Mammy’s funeral. I’m just … well … I was just so angry at her for the afters. Maudie saw her more than me ‒ she might know more.’ A moment, before she adds, ‘Once or twice she helped with the packing up but most of the time she was out gallivanting, drinking her head off, bringing men back. She fell a few days ago, Maudie said, so Leo put a solar light in the garden. Not that she gave him any thanks. I don’t think she even noticed. And have you seen the mess the house is in? She never tidied. Mammy would have been so upset to see her house in that state.’ Then she stops, covers her mouth with her hand. ‘Oh, God, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’ A sudden tearing up.


‘It’s all right.’


‘She was my sister. My baby sister.’ And she starts to cry, shoulders shaking, little black hat bobbing up and down. ‘I don’t know how it got to this. I did love her.’


I’m swamped with pity for her: she looks so forlorn, hunched over, sobbing on a Baltic January day, in her dull square clothes. She was the kind one, I remember suddenly. The one who always had the plaster in the handbag, or safety-pins, or tablets for a headache. She’d be the one who’d sit with the pissed-drunk party-goer, holding their hair as they puked up. She deserves better than a murdered sister, a dead mother.


‘Take your time.’ I know from the job that sometimes, when a relationship is bad and the person who has made it so dies, there is a lack of closure for those left behind. And it’s hard for people to live with that. Things will always remain unsaid. Moments that hurt will never be examined or explained. ‘I know it’s difficult. I’m sure she knew you loved her.’


She cries harder at that and I see, from across the way, Devon look over. Then he turns again, unable to cope with her grief as well as whatever he’s feeling. I let Megan cry herself out until, at last, she stops, like a car running out of petrol. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says again, wiping her eyes, which are red and swollen. ‘What was it you were asking?’


‘Just about anyone who might have held a grudge against your sister.’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What about Devon’s dad?’


‘Sure none of us knows who he is.’


‘She never said or gave a hint?’


‘No.’ It’s abrupt and final. ‘She wouldn’t talk about it. All I remember was that my poor mother was up to here,’ she taps her forehead, ‘with the whole thing. Poor Maudie was in bits.’ And then she starts to cry all over again.


‘Maudie?’ That’s Sandra’s aunt. ‘Why would Maudie be so upset?’


‘Sandra lived with her and Uncle Dom after Daddy died. Mammy couldn’t cope with her.’


That’s right. I remember now.


I wait again until she’s calmer, then ask, ‘Would you have an address for Sandra? Where did she live when she wasn’t at home?’


‘I can’t remember the exact address, though it was nearer here. I know she wrote it down for me to give Devon and I told her …’ Her voice hitches and she swallows. ‘I was mean and sure now …’ She wipes her face with the sleeve of her jacket.


I wait for a moment before asking if she could hunt down the address for me. ‘And any other addresses you have for her.’


‘I’m not sure, I could have thrown them out.’


‘When did you last see your sister?’


‘Yesterday. I was in the house yesterday. About four.’


‘And was she all right?’


‘Jumpy, the usual. Unable to settle.’


‘And Devon?’


‘Devon,’ she calls across, ‘when did you last see Sandra and how was she?’


He crosses back to us, shoots a look at his aunt, hesitates, mutters into the collar of his jacket, ‘Maybe two days ago at home.’


‘That’s right,’ Megan agrees, ‘after she called and moaned that someone had been messing about in the garden.’ A sniff. ‘As if she’d even pay attention to the garden.’ Then a swallow. ‘I’m sorry.’


I jot the details down and tell them I’ll be in touch.


I’m leaving for the station when my phone rings. ‘DS Lucy Golden.’


‘Aren’t you awful official!’ Dan laughs. ‘I was setting up the incident room here and Jordy came in. He said something interesting.’


Jordy is the oldest guard in Achill. Shambling, unkempt, with a constant fug of cigarette smoke around him, he’s also pretty sharp in a very lackadaisical way. He can drop vital bits of information into an investigation without seeming to realise their value. And he knows everyone in the place, even better than my mother does. ‘Go on,’ I say.


‘He recognised our IP and not because she was once a local but because she was into the station on Saturday making a report.’


‘Yeah?’


‘She told him she thought someone was watching her.’
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When I get back to the station, the whiteboard has been set up in the incident room with a blown-up picture of our IP taken from her Instagram page. She looks stunning there. Photoshopped and filtered, her skin is reduced to a creamy white, the masses of freckles deadened. Her hair hangs in loose, tumbling curls around her shoulders and her teeth are a bleached white. Her eyes, though, have a strangeness about them, as if she’s not quite present. As if nothing about her is real.


Most of the team have assembled, which I’m glad to see. We’ve worked two big cases together in the past eighteen months or so, the last of which is still unravelling as more and more money and evidence are uncovered by the Garda National Economic Crime Bureau. I like the guys on the team. Mick, skinny, nervy, jangly as ever, leans against the window. I haven’t seen him since our last case. He’s laughing at something Larry is saying about some GAA team or other. Larry is the stereotypical cop: he’s full of macho arrogance, a player, a breaker of hearts but a whiz on CCTV. He has the focus to spend hours upon hours looking at cars going up and down roads or people window-shopping. Dan once joked with me that it was because there is nothing else in Larry’s brain and sometimes I think it’s true. Dan, my best friend in the force, is there, setting up the room with Kev, who’s hoping to be appointed to detective officer in the next few months. He’ll get it too. Kev is one of the smartest guards I’ve come across in my time in the force. And he’s prepared to put the work in. A buckshee detective, he goes above and beyond, is worked like a dog, but seems to love it. As he and Dan set up the laptop and attach the wires, I hear him telling Dan about this girl he’s just met online. Her name is Kylie and she’s from Ballina. ‘I think she likes that I’m a guard,’ he says, ‘because she gets me to send her photographs of me in my uniform.’


‘I’m no expert on heterosexual relationships,’ Dan says back, flicking on the laptop, ‘but isn’t it more normal to swap pictures of ye both with your clothes off?’


The room erupts in laughter.


Kev blushes to the tips of his hair. ‘Have some respect,’ he snaps. ‘Kylie isn’t that sort of girl.’


‘What? Normal?’ Larry calls across.


‘We’re not all sex maniacs,’ Kev says. ‘And I’m not telling ye any more about her.’ But he’s grinning.


Now some hotshots from the National Bureau of Criminal Investigations arrive in. Murder is always news and sometimes you’ll get people coming into the first murder conference to hear details or just to offer a hand. While I’m grateful to see them, I don’t want them trampling all over us either.


‘Is Jordy around?’ I ask Larry.


‘Here,’ Jordy calls, shuffling over with a slim file in his hands. It’s the report that Sandra made yesterday. ‘I just had a quick reread of it there.’


‘Good job recognising her,’ I say, taking it from him and carrying it to one of the tables to read it for myself. Jordy stands by my shoulder, his breathing laboured.


I glance at him in concern.


‘Just ran up the stairs,’ he says, patting his stomach for some reason. ‘I’m not fit.’


Of course it’s nothing to do with the chain-smoking, I think in semi-amusement. I turn back to the report. Jordy’s writing is small and cramped and he doesn’t seem to believe in keeping it on the lines. I have to not-see it to see it. ‘Is this up on Pulse?’ I ask. ‘It might be easier to read.’


‘Not yet.’ He winces. ‘It was only yesterday evening and I didn’t have time.’


This station is not exactly busy.


‘I was going to do it this morning but Marie Mullen called,’ he says, picking up on my thoughts. ‘You know her from Dugort. She’s the daughter of James Mullen, who played for Mayo in the sixties. Well, didn’t her husband come back from the pub drunk out of his head last night, roaring and shouting. She wanted me to be with her today when he woke up, so I drove over there and had breakfast and, sure, he was still asleep and then she gave me lunch and—’


I hold up my hand. ‘Enough.’


‘And I’m managing the station on me own what with Matt off on his winter holiday.’


‘All right.’ I pass him the report. ‘Can you summarise it at conference?’


‘I can.’


‘Thanks.’ I move up the room to join Dan. ‘William is on his way,’ I say. ‘He should be here about—’


I don’t get to finish because William appears. He chats briefly to some of the detectives on the door before greeting our team with a quick ‘Hello,’ even including Mick in it, which must show he’s finally forgiven Mick and Susan for fecking up in court a few years back. Come to think of it, where is Susan? My eyes slide to the door. It’s not like her to be late.


‘All right,’ William says. ‘You’re all very welcome. I just—’


There’s a commotion as Susan, red-faced and gasping, pushes her way in.


William stops talking.


The whole room turns to stare.


Susan freezes like a rabbit about to be run over by a truck.


‘You’re late,’ William says pleasantly.


‘Yes, sorry.’ She flushes. ‘I had trouble parking. I’ll just …’ She scurries to a seat. ‘Sorry.’


He waits another moment or two, just enough for us all to grow uncomfortable and Susan to blush harder. ‘As I was saying,’ William goes on, ‘you’re all welcome. I just want to give a run-down on what we have so far before we kick off, make sure we’re all on the same page. This morning, at five past ten, the body of a thirty-nine-year-old woman was discovered by her son in a house near Dugort Pier.’ He points to the picture of Sandra, alongside a blown-up map of the area. ‘Her name is Sandra Byrne and she has been living off the island for approximately twenty-four years. Her family, including her son, had very little contact with her, as far as we know. She had come home for her mother’s funeral and was living in her mother’s house until it sold. The last sighting of her was last night at approximately twelve forty-five in a taxi. She was accompanied by a man whom we have traced and who has voluntarily agreed to be interviewed tomorrow in Westport.’


I’m glad he hasn’t mentioned Ben’s name, I’d have a hard time believing that Ben is the culprit. His wife was a weapon, and although the split was acrimonious, there was never a sniff of violence. Though one thing I have learned in this job is that you never know what goes on behind closed doors. Still, Ben …


I tune back in as he gives a briefing on how our suspected offender might have travelled to Sandra’s property. ‘He could have come on foot, by car or indeed by boat. We’ll be harvesting CCTV from everywhere on the island. Unfortunately, there is none at the pier so we’ll need interviews with anyone who uses it to see if they spotted anything unusual. Now, Dan, if you could read Palmer’s preliminary PM report, please.’


Standing, Dan reads, ‘“On Friday the thirteenth of January last, at ten-oh-five a.m. I examined, in situ, the body of a woman, late thirties, in the back bedroom of her house in Dugort, Achill Island. She was positioned on her stomach, her head turned to the right. There is bruising to her left wrist and what appears to be sharp force trauma to the back of the head, which had bled profusely. Due to the nature of the bleeding, I can conclude that these injuries were sustained peri-mortem. From the state of decomposition, I estimate the time of death to be between seven o’clock the previous evening to five o’clock the following morning, as rigor mortis was not complete. Lividity was consistent with the IP having died in situ. The PM will take place once the body has been moved to the mortuary.”’ Dan sits down.


‘I’ll be attending the PM along with Kevin,’ William says.


Lucky Kevin, I think wryly, stealing a glance at him.


He doesn’t seem all that bothered, just nods and gives the Cig the thumbs-up. No one else would get away with doing that and, indeed, William stiffens slightly beside me but doesn’t mention it. Instead, he turns to me. ‘Lucy, could you give everyone a summary of what you managed to find out this morning?’


‘Sure.’ I stand now and run through what I saw at the crime scene and how the blood sample from the windowsill is gone for forensic analysis, as is the hair found on the T-shirt. I move on to my interview with Megan and Devon. ‘In short,’ I finish, ‘Megan maintains that they had very little contact with Sandra over the years, though obviously she was in their lives a lot in the past week, helping pack up the house after their mother’s death. Megan thinks that Sandra had recently moved to somewhere more local. She will provide us with any addresses she has for her as soon as she can. Once Sandra’s image is released to the media, I’m sure we’ll be able to trace her present address. Megan was also under the impression that Sandra worked in a shop but that she may have left it.’


‘We retrieved her phone from the scene, and it’s being examined now,’ William says. ‘It might give us more information to go on. Anything else?’


‘Yes. Apparently, she came into the station yesterday to make a complaint. She thought she was being watched.’ That causes a stir. ‘Jordy?’


Huffing, puffing and snorting, Jordy gets to his feet. He sniffs loudly, coughs chestily, then picks up his report. ‘Right. Well, Sandra Byrne came in at four yesterday, and she appeared to be a bit agitated, sort of all over the place, her mind not quite settling on anything, d’you understand me,’ Jordy says, but it’s not a question. ‘It was hard trying to get any sort of an account out of her but, anyway, this is what I took down. “Sandra Byrne, presently living in Dugort Pier House, Achill Island, arrived into the station at sixteen hundred hours on the twelfth of January. She stated that she was being watched. She said that at first she thought she was imagining it, but then she started taking a note of all the little things that were happening.”’ Jordy pulls out a list. ‘This here is the list she made.’ Once more he bends to read it. ‘“Jan seventh, shrubs pulled up during the night. Jan eighth, a broken window when I came back from a night out. A dead cat in the driveway. Jan tenth things moved in the house.”’ Jordy looks up. ‘Then when I asked her if she had any idea who it might be, she said she thought she knew who it was, but when she checked his social media, it wasn’t. Honestly,’ he says, ‘I didn’t take it seriously. Up there, people throw stuff from passing cars all the time. The cat could easily have been run over by someone and just pushed in off the road. And she admitted that the window that broke had been cracked anyway. I did tell her I’d be out today to have a look around and I would have …’ He heaves a sigh. ‘Maybe I should have moved on it yesterday.’


‘None of us would have done anything different,’ I tell him, and although he knows it, it’s going to hit him hard if it turns out that she was being watched. As I say it, something shakes loose in my head. Something Megan said that doesn’t add up. I’ll be calling out to her again anyway and will ask her about it then.


‘If anyone was watching her, there should be evidence of some sort around the house and grounds,’ William says. ‘I’ll ask SOCO to keep it in mind and also check any reports in the area. In the meantime, if this turns out to be foul play, I want to know everything about this woman. What did she do on her last day? Who did she meet? Who did she talk to? I want to know where she lived before this. I want to know about her job, her relationships. Everything. This was a person who only last night was out having fun.’ He turns to Larry. ‘If we manage to get Sandra’s locations from her phone, I want you to harvest CCTV from everywhere she went in the twenty-four hours. We know she spent her last hours in the Seafarer pub in Westport, so request CCTV from the pub as well as from any business in the area. We’ll put out an appeal for dash-cam footage. We know she was alive at twelve forty-five this morning so we’re fortunate in that the window for the time of death is narrow. Was she being followed? If so, let’s see if we can spot it.’


‘On it,’ Larry says.


‘Mick?’


‘Yes!’ Mick is startled at being addressed so early on and his ‘yes’ comes out as a shout. A titter runs around the room.


William ignores it. ‘Tic-tac with Forensics. Put the pressure on. Anything you get, bring it to me or Lucy. It’s likely they might have something by tomorrow.’


‘Yes,’ he says again, slightly more muted.


‘Pat, I want the IP’s phone records examined and anything significant reported to Lucy or myself. If there was a fitness app or a location app, give the details to the incident room so they can job it out.’


‘I’m on it already,’ Pat says smartly. ‘The text and phone records came down about an hour ago.’


‘Good.’ William flashes a rare smile of approval. ‘There will be a press conference tonight at seven in time for the nine o’clock news. Lucy and Dan, I want you both there. As for now, until we get CCTV and anything Forensics or the phone records throw up, door-to-door is our best bet. Susan, you’re trained on door-to-door?’


‘Yes.’ Her face drops a bit.


‘Get started on that as soon as possible. Bring the questionnaire to Lucy before you go haring off. I want all houses within a three-mile radius in all directions canvassed for starters. Brian, I want you answering phones as well as whatever is on your job sheet, all right?’


‘Sure.’


‘Kev,’ William goes on, ‘I want you down to the Seafarer pub to talk to staff. See if they can remember anything. As before, Jim D’arcy will be incident-room co-ordinator. You’ll get the job sheets from him and return them to him when the job is completed. Having worked with ye all before, I know I have no need to say that all information here will be shared, no keeping juicy bits for yourself. And I know I have no need to tell you all not to assume anything.’


‘He’s telling us, though, isn’t he?’ Dan whispers.


I splutter out a laugh, which causes William to turn towards me.


‘Something you’d like to add?’ he says.


Christ, he has it in for me today. ‘Actually, yes,’ I say, surprising him and shocking myself.


William, an eyebrow quirked, signals, with the tiniest hand gesture, for me to go ahead. I stand up slowly, aware that I need to claw back a bit of respect from this man. I need him to believe that I can do this investigation without any prejudice. I buy a few moments, looking at my colleagues, the team William has assembled over the past eighteen months. The man who rarely smiles, the man looking right at me with his ice-blue eyes, has brought us all together, shaped us, made us a unit. ‘Detective Inspector William Williams is right,’ I say, somehow finding the right words despite my panic. I ignore the sniggers of the blow-in guards who haven’t heard William’s full name before, ‘There is no need for him to tell you these things. We’ve handled two challenging cases so far and the work has been impeccable. I know that you won’t assume. I know that you won’t hoard. I know that this will be an exhaustive investigation run to the highest standards. If this woman was murdered, we owe it to her family to find out how and why and bring a criminal to justice.’ I let the words settle, then sit down, half afraid to look at William and definitely not wanting to catch Dan’s eye.


‘We’ll meet again tomorrow night,’ William’s voice cuts through the ensuing silence. ’But in the meantime keep tic-tacking with each other with anything you find out. Lucy, Dan, Larry, come with me.’ So saying he stalks out of the room, shiny shoes making clipping sounds on the old wooden floor.
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William always uses the front room on the top floor of the garda station as his office when he comes to Achill. It’s the biggest space with a killer view towards the ocean. On a clear day, you can see Saula on the east of the island. Today, though, the weather is grey and spitting rain, tiny flecks of which land silently on the window outside and streak down, like tears. It’s the sort of dull go-nowhere day when island living can be particularly depressing. The office is bare, as if William hasn’t unpacked himself into it yet. The only thing on show is his travelling bonsai tree, which sits proudly in the centre of the windowsill. It’s grown a bit in the last six months, which was when I last saw it. Its tiny branches spread outwards; its gnarled trunk twists every which way.


When we make it to the end of this investigation, I swear I’ll ask him what the hell it means to him. He’s never told anyone as far as I know.


‘Sit,’ he says, and, like obedient puppies, the three of us plonk down onto the three chairs that face the desk. William studies us all for a second, then leans across the desk towards us, hands clasped. ‘This is tricky,’ he says. ‘As you know, Ben has admitted that he was with Sandra Byrne until almost one a.m. on the night she died. He maintains that he left her at home and only spent ten minutes in the house. He’s going to be interviewed in Westport tomorrow by two detectives from outside the area. Lucy and Dan, ye might as well look on, see if you can offer anything.’


‘Grand,’ Dan agrees easily.


‘I need your assurances that you’ll all handle this case without prejudice.’ He looks at me. ‘We follow the facts, not our hearts.’


That is aimed at me because of my hesitation earlier. I flinch.


‘We’ll treat Ben like any suspect,’ Larry says. ‘It’s no secret we all like the guy ‒ hell, I’ve worked a few cases with him ‒ but we’re professionals, you know that.’


‘Lucy?’


‘Of course I’ll be professional,’ I answer, a bit sharper than I meant to. ‘And just FYI, the sister, Megan? She was a good friend of mine growing up. We lost touch years ago, but I was fond of her and I’ll do anything to get justice for her. I’m not going to prejudice the case.’ Then I realise how that sounds. ‘In either direction,’ I clarify. ‘For Ben or for her and—’


‘Fine,’ William interrupts. ‘I’ll see you and Dan at six thirty down at Dugort Pier, suited and booted and looking like proper detectives. Larry, go and harvest the CCTV.’


We all hot-foot it out of there.
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