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Prologue


15 July – Sarah


The thing is, Sarah thinks, as she crosses the top of her road and heads in the direction of Westport, it’s her mother who needs to be taken into care, not her. She can manage fine.


Her mother had finally pissed her off big-time last night. Rolling in from the pub, dragging some skanky man behind her. Both of them falling onto the sofa in front of her, both of them oblivious to the fact that Sarah was trying to watch Love Island on the telly.


She had asked them to get a room.


Her mother had started shouting at her: ‘I pay the rent on this place. This is my room.’


Sarah had never loathed anyone as much as she did right then.


And so here she is, on the run. But she won’t make the same mistakes she did before. First off, the weather-forecast man, the one her mother fancies, says a heatwave is coming, so it means she isn’t going to end up wet or bloody frozen, begging for money on some street corner. She’ll be out sunning herself, so she will. Getting a tan. And school is out, so no worries on that score. No social workers turning up on her mother’s doorstep wondering why she isn’t attending.


The first time Sarah had left home, she’d been taken by social workers because her mother had had a bit of a meltdown in a shop over the price of crackers. They’d put her into a home with smiley foster parents. But that had been weird, too calm and false and always on edge. She’d run away on them, spent some nights in a shelter, but BIG mistake.


Sarah will take her chances on the streets for now, sit on the bridge in Westport and look pathetic and sad. Good training for her acting career when she’s going to be famous.


It’s the thing that keeps her sane, knowing that one day this part of her life will be over.


This will be an adventure.









Chapter 1 – Day 1


The first of August is the hottest day of the summer so far. The sky is a bright and cloudless blue, the sun is white, and the whole land, as far as the blue mountains in the distance, is a mass of gold and brown due to the hosepipe ban, which has been in force for the last two weeks. On either side of Johnny and Katherine’s garden, dried-up fields stretch on as far as my eye can see.


The glass of sparkling water I’m holding has lost its sparkle, as have I. Both of us are too hot to be out here, but Johnny and Katherine have insisted on having about two hundred people to their granddaughter’s christening and, in this southwest-facing back garden, the sun is relentless. There is no relief to be found either in their house or in the marquee.


This whole christening is a farce, I think, as I sip the tepid water. Neither Luc, my son, nor Tani, his girlfriend, is religious, but if the child didn’t get baptised, it’d be the talk of the district for months to come. My mother, who is normally pretty tolerant, was even anxious for it to go ahead.


‘God Almighty,’ she’d said to me one night, ‘if they don’t get the child baptised soon, she’ll walk up the church one day and do it herself.’


I’d stayed out of it, hoping that Luc and Tani would stay strong, but even they couldn’t withstand the pressure, and as Tani said the last time I saw her, ‘Sure a party is a party no matter what way you look at it.’


‘On your own?’ Johnny Egan, Tani’s dad, lands in beside me and I try not to blush. It takes everything I have to sound normal when faced with either him or his wife. I’d gone out with Johnny for a few years in school before Katherine had arrived, super shiny, down from Dublin and snatched him from me. Years later, my ex-husband, Rob, had lived up to his name and robbed Johnny and Katherine of most of their savings. And if that wasn’t bad enough, my eighteen-year-old son had got together with their eighteen-year-old daughter and subsequently made her pregnant. A litany of horrors.


‘My mother has gone to get us both another drink,’ I answer, my voice mercifully even. Looked at objectively, Johnny hasn’t aged well. Sometimes being top dog in school is a curse. To me, Johnny looks as if he’s still trying to hold on to whatever it was he’d once had because life hasn’t delivered on its earlier promise. His tan is too deep, his trousers too tight and I recognise his shirt, a blue and yellow flowery affair, from Luc’s wardrobe. But there is still something there, on my part anyway, maybe because he was my first love. Plus, he’s a lot friendlier to me than his wife is, though that may be explained by my having been the first girl to show him a bra. ‘Good party.’


‘It is in its arse,’ he fires back, blue eyes laughing down at me. ‘When did you ever get to be so polite, Lucy Golden?’


My heart gives a whump as my cheeks light up. For feck’s sake. I wish I could say it was a hot flush, but it’s not. It’s the way he smiles: it brings me back to when I was fifteen. I miss being fifteen. But, Jesus, Lucy, I chide, this is not the same man you used to fancy like mad. This is the man who picked a stuck-up cow for a wife, so how nice can he actually be?


‘I’m enjoying it.’ I sound like a nun.


I spot my mother picking her way towards us in her high shoes. Her mission to get me another drink has been aborted because she has Sirocco – my eight-month-old granddaughter – beautiful child, horrendous name – in her arms and has commandeered Luc to carry the drinks.


He looks even hotter and sweatier than me. He’s wearing the suit he wore for his Debs, which was a bad choice on a day that’s hitting thirty degrees. I feel suddenly sorry for him, catapulted into this adult world before he was ready.


‘Hello, Johnny,’ my mother calls, ‘didn’t ye get a lovely day for it? The baptism was beautiful. Isn’t that new priest an awful eejit, though?’ She smiles at Sirocco as she says it. ‘An awful eejit,’ she repeats, in a high-pitched voice, making Sirocco coo and gurgle. Turning back to Johnny, she adds, ‘Where was he going with the amount of water he threw over the poor child? I thought he was waterboarding her.’


Johnny laughs, and once more I’m catapulted back to fifth year in school and the sound of Johnny clattering along the corridors. My ears were hyper-attuned to every move of the boy back then. God, I haven’t felt that way about someone in such a long time. I wonder if I ever will again.


A trickle of sweat runs down my face, and as I go to wipe it away, my fingers find the track of my scar. The ugly puckering of skin that I earned courtesy of Ellen McKenna, the wife of one of my informants. In a trial, about ten years back, he’d been offered witness protection for his testimony. His wife refused to go and had blamed me for breaking up her marriage and leaving her son fatherless. In retaliation, she’d come to the station and thrown acid in my face, resulting in scarring for me and her son losing both a father and a mother. I pull my hand back, not wanting to draw attention to it.


I am aware that my mother is saying something to me and that I have zoned out. ‘Your phone,’ she says, probably for the third time. ‘Your phone, Lucy.’


Not today, I think. Today’s my day off.


I pull it out of my bag and see that it’s Dan, one of the detectives I work with and probably my closest friend on the force. It must be important because I’d told him not to ring me at any cost.


‘Shit.’ I hold up the ringing phone. ‘I probably have to get this.’


I move away to a quiet corner of the garden to take the call. I could kill Dan for this. I know Luc understands it’s my job but that doesn’t make it any easier to leave him any time there’s a crisis. And today of all days …


‘Dan,’ I say, flicking on the phone. ‘This better be important.’


‘They’ve found a body.’


‘Where?’ In the background someone has started singing a terrible version of ‘The Fields of Athenry’.


‘Lough Acorrymore. I’ll swing by and pick you up. That party sounds particularly painful.’


‘You have no idea.’


‘I’ll rescue you in twenty minutes,’ he says, and hangs up.


I rejoin Luc and my mother. Johnny has moved to talk to Milo McGrath, Katherine hanging onto his arm, like he’s her property.


Tani is talking to Luc. My mother is occupied with a neighbour who is cooing at Sirocco.


‘I’ve just about had enough—’ Tani breaks off, as I join her and Luc.


‘I’m so sorry. I have to go – it’s pretty important.’ I hope they can’t hear the relief in my voice. It’s been hard, this party, seeing Luc trying to fit in with this new part of his family. Hoping he’ll stay true to himself. ‘I’m so sorry, Luc.’


‘No bother.’ Luc gives me a wry grin. ‘I wish I could go home.’


Tani giggles.


‘Don’t be so ungrateful, Luc.’ I feel I have to chastise him. ‘Tanita’s family believe in God, so just go with it.’


It’s unfortunate that the singer chooses that moment to stop. My voice seems to rise above everything. Heads turn in our direction and Luc starts to snigger.


My mother, who has heard, pretends nothing has just happened. ‘God is a great fellow altogether,’ she says.


Now Luc shakes with suppressed laughter. I hand him my car keys so he and my mother can get home and I make my escape.









Chapter 2


I find a shady spot, under a tree, opposite the house to wait for Dan. Everyone is at the christening, so there isn’t a sinner on the road. I pull my blouse away from my body because it’s sticking to me something rotten and you can definitely see my bra underneath. The heat is oppressive. Nothing moves in the dead air – it’s as if all the birds and insects have given up and retired until things cool down. The roads shimmer in the haze and the sun burns my skin. I pull some lotion from my bag and plaster my legs with it. The smell of summer.


I wonder about the body that’s been found. Something tells me it’s not going to be a slam-dunk open-and-shut murder. Dan would never have called me for that. He’ll fill me in on the drive, I suppose. Nothing stirs in the hot afternoon so I can hear Dan’s car from miles away, the purr of the engine as it grows closer, see the swimming image of it cresting the hill and the heat that radiates off it as he pulls it to a stop beside me.


‘Hot, is it?’ He grins as I climb inside the blessedly cool interior. ‘Belt up. We’re heading out to Lough Acorrymore.’


‘Lough’ means ‘lake’ in Irish and Lough Acorrymore is the reservoir for Achill Island. Though to call it a reservoir is to do it a disservice. It’s a low-lying lake surrounded by stunning cliffs. You can reach it easily enough by car, which is a relief for us. At least we won’t be hiking for miles to view a body, which could happen in a place like Achill.


‘Tell me what’s going on,’ I say to Dan, as he heads towards the island.


‘William rang. He hadn’t much information. Just said that a tourist who was fishing in the lake snagged his line on something. He tried to pull it in, but about three metres from shore the line snapped. So, our fisherman waded in, couldn’t find it and decided to ring the local lads.’


‘Over something his line snagged on? I’d say that went down well at the station.’


‘The lads creased themselves laughing, I heard, but Kev said he’d go and take a look because he was hot and he wanted a swim.’


‘Aw, God …’


‘Yep. So, he arrives at the lake and dives in.’


‘Kev Deasy dives?’


‘A boy of many talents,’ Dan says. ‘After a bit, he managed to grab what was a suitcase, hauled it ashore and found a body inside.’


‘Holy Jesus.’


‘I know, you’d swear we were in Dublin,’ Dan says, only half joking. ‘Kev then called for assistance and got the scene sealed off. He also called in Joe. He wasn’t too happy because he was away on a dirty weekend with his wife, who I’m sure was glad to be rid of him. Can you imagine?’ Dan makes a face and I laugh.


Joe Palmer is the pathologist and as contrary as hell. He’s rude and abrasive but good at the job.


‘Any details yet on the body?’


‘No. But it’ll be a media circus if we don’t get a move on. With the amount of tourists milling about, word is bound to get out. Before we know it we’ll have bloodhound Stacy on our backs.’


He says it as a joke. Stacy is a local journalist who has recently been promoted to senior reporter on Island News mainly because of the exclusives she’d managed to wrangle from me over the last big case I’d handled. She is as persistent as a mosquito and refuses to ring the garda press office, like every other journo.


We cross onto Achill, take the main and only road towards Keem Bay, but before we get there Dan takes a right, marked ‘Reservoir’, and follows the twisty narrow trail until we’re stopped by a guard, who tells us to park and walk the rest of the way. ‘Big cordon,’ I remark.


‘Yep.’ He holds out some dust suits for us. As ever, only the XXL ones are left. I pull mine on and complain that no one considers women on the force. As usual, it’s met with silence.


‘The Cig here?’ Dan asks, as the guard logs us into the scene.


‘Yep.’


The detective inspector is William Williams, whom I’d got to know a little during our last big investigation together. He’s a bit of an enigma, ploughs his own furrow, doesn’t do the bonding stuff and scares the life out of newbies. But he’s direct and fair and there’s no side to him. I really respect that.


‘It’s good that William is there,’ Dan says, watching as I try to wrestle the dust cover over my stilettos. ‘I suppose that means he’s been appointed SIO.’


I hope so. He’s a good man for managing an investigation. Nothing gets lost. ‘“Tell them what to do and why,”’ I say, quoting his famous line and actually doing a fair impression of him.


Dan snorts out a laugh. ‘If the garda career fails, go into taking the piss out of William. There’d be a lot of lads who’d pay to see it.’


‘I’ll keep that in mind.’


The cordon is wide, extending from the road down to the entrance of the car park to the lake and about fifty metres on either side. Scene-of-crime officers are busy and a diving team has just arrived.


‘Right,’ I say to Dan. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got.’


A little later, Dan and I are by the lakeside, staring at the decomposed body of what appears to be a young teenager, wrapped tightly in thick see-through bloodied plastic, lying in a foetal position in a medium-sized suitcase. It’s the kind of suitcase that people immediately notice at airport arrivals carousels, hard shell, bright blue. The body appears to be naked, tiny-boned, with brown hair. Blood has leaked from the plastic all over the interior of the case.


She’s surprisingly dry after having been in the lake.


We are quiet for the longest time.


‘Fuck’s sake,’ Dan whispers eventually. ‘It’s a kid.’


‘She’s quite well preserved,’ Joe Palmer, the pathologist, says from behind. Even he doesn’t sound as abrupt as usual. Maybe the man does have a heart. He comes to stand alongside us. ‘Whatever troll threw her in there didn’t realise that a waterproof case like this would do us a favour.’


‘Can you tell us anything at the moment about the body?’ I ask.


‘Not much until I get her moved. That plastic she’s wrapped in hampers the view but she appears to have been beaten about the face – see the cheek, smashed there? Now, some of that injury could be due to the bag being bashed about by the currents, but this lake,’ he turns to look out over it, ‘is not famous for its currents. And the case is hard shell, so she’d have been partially protected.’


‘True,’ I agree. ‘Anything else?’ He’s being amazingly cooperative. Maybe the weekend with his wife has softened him up.


‘Just that she’s not in bad condition so there will be plenty of forensics. This should be an easy solve for you, Lucy. No excuse to fuck things up.’


I should have known he was lining me up. ‘I’ll be at the PM,’ I tell him, ‘so you’d better not fuck things up either.’


Dan sucks in his breath. The big pussy is far more terrified of Joe than I am. But though my words are feisty, my heart has started to rocket about in my chest as Joe’s eyes narrow.


‘I’ll see you then, Detective Sergeant Golden,’ he says. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to do my job.’


‘Arsehole,’ I mutter, as I turn back to the girl. I crouch down, covering my mouth against the smell. She looks about fifteen. Who are you? Who is missing you? Whose heart will we break when we contact them to say you’re here?


‘We need fingerprints, if we can get them, and DNA as soon as possible, and a picture of that suitcase for the conference tonight,’ I say.


Dan nods. ‘Someone is bound to be missing her.’


I straighten up, my legs creaking with the effort. ‘You go and organise those pictures. Talk to William and see what the story is. I’ll take off the dust suit and have a chat with our fisherman.’









Chapter 3


The fisherman is from Cavan. He’s twenty-two but looks younger. His name is Peter, only he pronounces it Pater, in the flat vowels of that county. He smiles uneasily at me as I approach and makes room for me to sit alongside him on the smooth rock he has found. I do not present a dignified picture of a responsible detective as I try to lower myself into a sitting position with high heels and a short skirt. I can’t even pull it down once I sit, and my thighs bulge out on either side. I don’t know how I’ll get back up again. I pull my notebook and pen from the waistband of my skirt.


‘I know you’ve had a shock, Peter,’ I say.


He flicks a wary glance towards the suitcase.


‘I’d appreciate it if you could talk me through what happened. I’ll take a few notes – it’s procedure. You’ll need to make an official statement later, though.’ I nod encouragingly at him. ‘Off you go, in your own words. Tell me what happened.’


‘Right,’ he says, and pauses, thinking about what to say. I like that sort of witness. They tend to be clearer in their stories. His accent is a creamy drawl. ‘I packed up the car this morning at about five-thirty to come and fish. I like to go somewhere different every week, you know, and sure this seemed as good a place as any.’


‘And you got here at what time?’


He rubs the bridge of his nose, his hand trembling, and I feel sorry for him. He’s only a young lad. ‘Maybe nine or thereabouts,’ he finally says. ‘I don’t know for sure. And when I got here, I was on my own and I set up the rods. Put the flies on them, that sort of thing. Do you fish yourself, Guard?’


‘I don’t, no.’


‘Aw, ’tis great for the head, like.’ There is a silence after that, as if he’s suddenly realising that fishing will be changed for him now. ‘Anyway,’ he goes on, after a bit, ‘I fish for a while, like hours, you know, and sure the going is slow. It’s probably the hot weather – the levels are very low in the rivers and that. Anyway, then I cast out, a bit further this time, and with a different hook on the line and I feel this weight. Now, I knew it wasn’t a fish because there was no to-ing and fro-ing like you’d have with a fish, but I also knew now that it wasn’t a rock because it was coming in with the line, very slow, mind you. So, anyway, I’m reeling it in and I decide to lift the rod up in the air, to get a look at what I have and sure, I seen a suitcase. I got a quare shock, I can tell you. But then the line snapped, and I thought, well, I had two choices, continue fishing or ring yourselves. I did try to go in after it but I couldn’t find it. And it was suspicious, I thought. So I rang Achill station and that lad there,’ he points to a tall, skinny guy, with a rapidly reddening bare back, standing just beyond the cordon – Kev Deasy, I realise, ‘he arrived out and he just stripped off, down to his boxers and dived right in. It took him no time at all to find the case. Then he made me get out of the way while he opened it. I never saw a fellow go as white and then I looked and …’ His voice trails off and he shakes his head. ‘It’s a terrible thing.’


‘It is.’ I ask him some questions about who he saw and what he saw, but the body looks as if it’s been in the water for at least a few days if not weeks, so it’s unlikely he saw anything of significance. Finally, he gives me his contact details and stands up.


‘Thanks, Peter, we’ll be in touch.’


After he leaves, I stagger to my feet and move towards Kev. ‘That was some find.’


He trots towards me. ‘Poor kid,’ is all he says, his usual sunniness damped. ‘Can you imagine doing that to anyone?’


‘Have you sun cream on?’ I ask.


He bats the question away. ‘I tan, so no need. Will William be heading up this investigation again, Luce? Would you say he’d let me on the team?’


I’d say he’s top choice. He’d been the surprise find of our last investigation, smart as a whip, able to look at things and turn them upside down. I smile. ‘If you get a shirt, maybe.’


He beams. ‘I’ll go and find one.’


‘I never knew you could dive.’


‘I’ve been swimming in lakes since I was a kid. My mother used to call me Flipper.’


I splutter out a laugh and he grins good-naturedly.


I scan the area for Dan and spot him with William some way off. William is staring out across the lake, hands in his pockets. To the casual observer, he seems relaxed, but I know from experience that he’s taking in every aspect of the scene. The man has an almost photographic memory for detail.


‘I’ll go and talk to the Cig,’ I say to Kev. ‘Sort out the incident room, see you back at the station.’


‘Sure thing.’


***


‘Hey, Cig,’ I say, picking my way towards him in my bare feet, shoes in my hand, ‘I didn’t see you when I arrived.’


‘I was talking to the SOCO team. Christ, I can’t believe Kev Deasy followed up on the phone call. Things must have been slow.’


‘And hot.’ I smile, then ask, ‘Have you been allocated SIO on this?’


‘I have. I want you and Dan on the team.’


‘Great. Thanks, Cig.’


‘We have a team of seven and—’


‘Seven? You’ll need more surely.’


‘Sorry?’ He looks startled at my interruption.


‘You’d need ten people at least, wouldn’t you?’


He doesn’t answer, just lets the silence build and, like an eejit, I rush to fill it. ‘That child deserves the best we can give her.’


‘I agree. That’s why I’ve put you on the case, Lucy.’ His voice is steely. He seems to be avoiding my gaze, though.


Dan digs a finger into my back, a warning to leave it.


‘Look, Cig, we have no ID, no idea when she was murdered, no idea where she was murdered, no motive, no murder weapon, and have you looked at this place? There’s no CCTV. Anyone from anywhere could have put her in the lake at any time. The body could have been there months, years, we do not know. Also—’


‘She’s been there at max two months,’ he says.


‘What? Sorry?’ Then I do the unforgivable: I laugh. ‘And how do you figure that?’


There is a yelp from Dan, which we all ignore.


‘Cig,’ I tag on weakly at the end. Then, softer, with a lot more respect, ‘How did you figure that, Cig?’


I’m not sure if it’s amusement I see in his eyes, but probably not. ‘I’ve seen bodies like that before,’ he says. ‘She’s not bad enough to have been in the water longer than a couple of months. And from pressing Joe, he reckons that any decomposition in the body took place mostly in the water, so chances are you’re looking at a two-month time span at most.’ He offers me a quick smile, eyes flitting away from me again. ‘That’s my thinking on it, Lucy. Anything else?’


I swallow hard. ‘No, Cig,’ I say.


‘Good. Get back to the station and see how they’re doing with the incident room. We’ve also got Kev, if he doesn’t die of sunstroke, Larry and Ben from Ballina – you worked with them on the last investigation. Larry’s great on the CCTV. Ben’ll be good if he takes his mind off his spectacularly awful ex-wife. Those Keystone Cops, Mick and Susan, from Ballina, seeing as you’re their biggest fan. So, including you and Dan, that’s seven.’


I ignore the barb about Mick and Susan: if he thought they were Keystone, he wouldn’t have them on the team. One thing I like about the DI is he gives people a chance, and even though Mick and Susan had fecked up on a case in court a few years back and had been the butt of jokes for a while, he’s slowly allowing them back in. Not many people would do that.


‘And IRC?’ I ask.


‘Incident room co-ordinator will be Jim D’arcy. Also we’ll use any of the regular lads who want to get involved. Jordy comes in useful now and again, even if he doesn’t seem to give a fuck. Get cracking.’


‘Will do.’


Then, sounding as uncomfortable as I’ve ever heard him, he says, staring into the middle distance, ‘You might want to put a jacket on for conference.’


I look down. Holy Jesus. My blouse is saturated. ‘Yes, William.’ With as much dignity as I can muster, I turn away. When we’re out of sight, I thump Dan.


‘Ow! What was that for?’ He rubs his arm, looking wounded.


‘You should have told me about my top.’


‘I was going to offer you my jacket but then I thought, Naw, if you talk to William looking like that, he’ll agree to give you whatever you want.’


‘Piss off.’


He laughs all the way back to the car.









Chapter 4


The incident room is hopping that evening for the conference. Aside from the team, there are off-duty guards and detectives from other districts because murder is always big, and the death of a young woman in a bag in a lake is bigger still. And if it turns out that our victim is a minor, that’ll affect us all. Galvanise us too, I hope.


The air is stifling. It reeks of heat and body odour and coffee. Dan opens a window, which makes zero difference.


The boards erected at the top of the room will be used to track the details of the investigation. They’ll fill with information as the days go by. Kev has also secured a projector for us.


‘Thanks for coming in on a bank holiday,’ William says, standing up. He speaks quietly but there is almost instant silence. He has that rare air of command that I think will get him to the top in this job. He stands tall, hands in his pockets, and surveys the room. He’s wearing the same suit he had on earlier but it doesn’t look sweaty or wrinkled, and he appears totally relaxed and at ease. ‘So, lads, before we give out the jobs, a word about the case. As all of you know, the body of what we believe to be a very young woman or child was found in a suitcase in the water at Lough Acorrymore earlier on today. As of now, we have no ID and establishing her identity will be our first priority because until we do, or unless we do, we will not make much progress in this investigation. Once ID has been established, a family liaison officer will need to be assigned. This work is vitally important so, no matter how tedious, do everything with focus. Do not attempt anything if you’re tired or hung-over.’ Someone titters and William eyeballs them. ‘I mean that,’ he says, and the guard, a young woman, flushes. William flicks a glance at Dan. ‘Dan?’


Dan turns on the projector and an enlarged picture of our victim appears on the blank wall behind William. The quality of the photograph is good, detailed, so that you can see, even under the plastic sheeting, every wrinkle and fold in her skin. You can also see how small the IP is. Calling any victim of violence an IP – injured party – is, in my book, such a euphemism for what has been done to them. Still, I know that the image sears itself into the minds of all there, which, of course, is the point. William allows the picture to do the talking before he resumes: ‘Very young IP, as you can see. We have as yet no idea how she died. The PM will take place tomorrow, Detective Sergeant Lucy Golden will attend along with Garda Susan Blake.’


There is a tiny yelp from halfway down the room, which is quickly suppressed. Susan. She looks desperately at her friend and sometime partner Mick, who pretends he doesn’t notice. No one likes PMs, especially not the ones that Joe Palmer presides over. He seems to take pleasure in making his observers uncomfortable. Hardened medical students have walked out on him. The trick with Joe is to remain blank and unimpressed. I am unsure if Susan will be capable of that.


‘Jim is IRC,’ William is saying, ‘and I’m SIO on the investigation. Senior. Investigating. Officer.’ He stresses the words. ‘Everything goes through us. Got that?’ People nod and he turns to me. ‘Lucy?’


I’m not one for the big speeches. When I was a child, I’d hide away at my own birthday parties, not enjoying being the centre of attention. The problem with promotion in the guards is that a certain amount of public speaking is a requirement of the job. And the importance of doing it right can’t be underestimated. You have to be clear and concise in what you say, so there are no misunderstandings. You have to instil confidence, make people believe that you know what you’re doing – which you do to a point. But you can never predict an investigation. Indeed, tunnel vision is a bloody dangerous thing. So, every crime is a trip into the unknown but with certain procedures that anchor you. Luck is involved more times than you care to admit but mostly it’s down to solid police work and good communication. Before I begin, I take a look at the picture of our girl to steady myself. I can’t let her down. She did not deserve that death.


‘What we have here,’ I say and, to my relief, my voice carries, ‘is what looks like the murder of a young woman. We don’t know her age but we can be certain of one thing. She died before her time. Someone is missing her. Someone is mourning her. As William said, we need to identify her as quickly as we can and give her family closure. And after that, we need to find out how she died, and if someone is responsible for her death, make sure they pay for it.’


My words fall into silence so deep that I think I’ve been too strong, but then I see Susan nodding and know that I’ve hit home. Sometimes you use the last-seen footage of the victim or videos of them laughing with their children to humanise them, to underline the point that this person is not just a statistic to be counted as a ‘solve’ or a ‘live’ at the end of the year but a living, breathing person who was loved. All we have to show of this girl is a picture of her battered body in a bag. But it’s enough. ‘Now, as William also said, it’s important that we identify her. After the PM tomorrow, we should have a number of other avenues to pursue. Anyone who has some free time or time off and wishes to lend a hand to the investigation, they’d be very welcome. Our resources are low.’


William darts a look at me but I ignore him as I take my seat.


William stands again. ‘The first thing we’ll be checking is the missing-person bureau. The woman is white, no older than mid-twenties. Mick, you’re on that. With any luck, tomorrow after the PM we’ll have a bit more information for you.’


‘Grand,’ Mick says.


‘Our victim was found in this.’


Dan puts up pictures of the suitcase, as it was when it was found and the version that was downloaded from a website. ‘As you can see, it looks fairly new and preliminary enquiries reveal that it’s a recent model and has only been on sale worldwide for the last two months. It is however reasonably priced and has proved a popular seller. We need a list of how many were sold, where they were sold and, if possible. who bought them. Kev, will you chase that up? Try to get credit-card details, CCTV if any. You know the drill.’


‘Sure.’ Kev doesn’t sound as chirpy as normal. It might be due to the sunburn glowing beneath his blue shirt.


‘We’ll be showing the picture of the suitcase at the press conference tomorrow,’ William adds, continuing, ‘We’ve asked for any fingerprints found, either of the IP or of the suspected offender, to be fast-tracked, so once we get them, they’ll be run through the AFIS in the hope we can identify her or the perpetrator.’


I doubt our girl would have been old enough to have her prints on the automatic fingerprint identification system. Still, in a case like this, you try everything. If we get prints from the SO though, they might be logged.


‘Once we get DNA from the IP,’ William continues, ‘we can run it through the DNA database. Fingers crossed, we’ll get a hit. Ben, you’ll be chasing forensics.’


‘Sure.’


‘Door to door,’ William says. ‘As ye know there aren’t too many houses up by Lough Acorrymore, but a car driving by late at night might have been noticed. Who’s on that?’


A couple of regular lads put up their hands, including Matt, who was on the last investigation with us.


‘Knock on every door. If people aren’t in, knock again. If it’s a holiday let, find out names of anyone who was in it in the last two months. I don’t want any telephone detectives here, so talk to them all in person. Have you got me?’


The regulars on the door-to-door nod.


‘We should have an image of our victim in the next day or two as well,’ William says, ‘and that, too, will be released to the press. Someone knows this girl. Larry, you’re on CCTV if there is any. The body was put in the water no longer than two months ago. After tomorrow, we might have a tighter time frame. Whoever dumped her there knew that place. It was chosen because it was isolated, hidden from view by the cliffs. Joe Palmer reckons the IP was placed in the water not too long after she died. We need footage of cars driving late at night anywhere on the island but particularly up by the lough.’


Larry looks pained.


‘I know. It won’t be easy.’


We go through the rest of the jobs and give them out.


There’s a shuffling of feet and a murmur of conversation as people get ready to go. ‘One last thing,’ William calls, and I brace myself for his speech about not assuming anything. I thought we’d got away with it and I groan inwardly. I don’t think I’m the only one. Instead, he surprises us by saying, ‘Go home, get some sleep, boys and girls, because I think you’ll need it.’


The parade to the door begins.


‘See you tomorrow, Lucy.’ William pulls his jacket from the chair, pats his pockets to check for his phone and bids us goodbye, ending, ‘Enjoy the PM.’ A quick rare grin. ‘Look after Susan.’


‘Susan will be fine,’ I say back. ‘You really should have told her she was coming with me.’


‘Not at all. It’ll be good for her.’ He dismisses my concern with a wave. ‘I’ll expect an update in the evening.’


‘Sure,’ I mumble.


After he leaves, it’s just me and Dan in the empty room, which seems suddenly shabby and too hot. I gather up my files as Dan flicks off the projector. I need a lift home from him.


‘I think the Cig has a bit of a soft spot for you,’ Dan says, as we descend the stairs to the ground-floor hallway.


To the right there are doors to the front desk and the kitchen, while on the left, there are two interview rooms and the back door to the car park. I push it open and am hit by a wall of heat. ‘That fella has no soft spots.’


‘He would have gone through any other detective for a short cut if they’d looked at him and made a pointed remark about resources being tight.’ Dan laughs as he unlocks the unmarked district detective unit car and I slide into the passenger seat. These DDU cars are a bit shite but, right now, I’m so tired, it’s a luxury to be driven in it.


‘I didn’t know I looked at him,’ I lie, closing my eyes. The heat is bloody stifling. ‘Anyway, so what? If we get extra people to volunteer on the case, that’s what we need. That picture affected him, did you notice?’


‘No, I did not. He barely glanced at it.’ The car chugs to life and Dan flicks on the air-conditioner.


‘Exactly,’ I say. ‘He didn’t once look at it. Isn’t that interesting?’


‘It’s bloody cold, if you ask me.’ He pulls out of the station and takes the Keem road.


‘I think he wasn’t able to look at it.’ Then, as Dan shoots me a look of disbelief, I go on. ‘Think about earlier. You know what he’s like on a scene – he’s usually down by the body, looking around, talking to the SOCO team. This time he was up the rocks, out of the cordon, well away from it. I thought it was odd, but then I thought he was just taking it all in.’


‘So, William has some kind of aversion to looking at dead bodies of young girls. That’s not unusual.’


‘He’s a detective. It’s his job to look at stuff like that.’


Dan says nothing and for a bit we just watch the road unfurl in front of us. We pass groups of people, families on holidays, youngsters down for the surfing, locals, all making their way back from their nights out. Laughter drifts on the air, as do drunken good-humoured voices. The moon cuts a perfect circle in a sky studded with stars. It has truly been a spectacular summer for the west. We don’t get the sun that often here, but when we do, it’s the best place to be. I turn back to Dan. ‘He’s an odd man, isn’t he?’


‘William?’


‘Yes.’


‘Understatement.’ Dan laughs a bit. ‘Why the interest?’


‘No reason. I just can’t figure him out.’


‘No one can. Better off saving your energy for the case,’ Dan says.


‘Like, he’s weird and brusque and dismissive, but he’s also …’ I try to think of the word ‘… kind,’ is the best I can come up with. ‘He was so good to you when you were in hospital back there last Christmas.’


‘Yeah, he was pretty decent, and me being with Fran didn’t seem to bother him.’


‘Why should it? It’s not his business.’


Dan says nothing. His sexuality has always been something he has hidden. William found out he was gay on our last case but has never told any of the others. I think Dan was hoping he would, so that he could finally come out. But obviously William is not a man for the water-cooler gossip. And unless Dan actually brings Fran out one night, the lads will never know.


‘I think we’ll ID this girl pretty quickly,’ Dan interrupts my thoughts.


‘Yeah.’ I turn the air-conditioner up to the max. ‘If she was transported down in a car, there’s a car boot out there that will be DNA heaven if we can find it.’


He doesn’t say the obvious, that the car could be well gone by now, crushed in a yard or burnt out. Or bleached. We just have to hope.


‘And she’s young. Most people would report a girl that young missing. She’ll be on file somewhere.’


We lapse into silence once we reach Keel. Dan is not a fan of the road from there to Keem because it’s twisty and narrow and very, very high. Hanging-off-the-edge-of-a-mountain high. And in the dark, with maybe a sheep or two wandering about, it demands concentration. Eventually we come down off the height and I can sense Dan unwind, like the coils of a spring. ‘You’re not that far from the lake yourself here,’ he remarks, as he pulls in outside my house, which faces the great Atlantic.


Before I have a chance to respond, my mother, who has obviously heard the car, appears in the doorway looking a bit agitated. What now?


‘Talk tomorrow after the PM,’ I say to Dan, as I climb out of the car. He gives a bip of the horn and, with a wave to me and my mother, he heads back along the road.


My mother comes up behind me. ‘You’ll never guess what happened,’ she says. ‘Rob was here.’









Chapter 5


On the kitchen table there is a small square parcel, tied with a thin pink bow. The card, which had been Sellotaped to it, lies open.


‘It was addressed to Baby Golden, so I figured it was Sirocco,’ Luc says.


‘Good deduction.’ I try for lightness, but end up sounding tense.


‘Rob must have dropped it off while we were at the christening.’ My mother states the obvious. ‘Isn’t he barred from contacting you?’


‘What time did you get back?’


‘About eight.’ She momentarily forgets her distress as she adds, ‘Johnny and Tani had a row, then Katherine gave out to Tani and she stormed off. It all got a bit uncomfortable so everyone started to leave.’


Normally I’d be nosy and ask for details but this visit from Rob, my con-man ex-husband, is too disturbing.


‘Rob was here between three and eight, so.’ I pick up the card. A picture of a contented baby in a pink frothy dress with the words ‘Welcome to the world, Baby Girl’. Inside is written, in Rob’s flamboyant swirl, ‘To my Grand-daughter – A Gift from Granddad Rob’. It brings me back to the last time I saw that writing. He’d sent me a letter from jail begging me to visit. I hadn’t replied, so he’d sent another, which I hadn’t even bothered to open. After five years or so, the letters had petered out. But he’d been released last year, having served his sentence and, according to a detective I know in Dublin, he was, a few months back, living just outside Castlebar. But as Rob isn’t a sexual offender they can’t keep tabs on him. So, despite his horrendous crime, fraud on a major scale, for which he showed no remorse, he’s not monitored at all. I cannot believe that the man has had the nerve to come to my house when we were away and think it’s all right to do so. ‘How did he know we wouldn’t be here?’ I wonder, turning the card over and seeing the price sticker on the back. It was a euro. He must have got it in a bargain shop, the cheapskate.


‘It might just have been chance.’ My mother puts a cup of tea in front of me and a large slice of christening cake. ‘I helped myself to it as we left,’ she confides. ‘That Katherine one thinks everyone eats as little as she does.’


I push the cake away. ‘He wouldn’t take that chance.’ I know it to be true. ‘Did you post anything on social media?’ I ask Luc.


‘Well, yeah,’ he shrugs, ‘course I did. It’s, like, what you do.’ He pulls my cake towards him and takes a large bite. ‘I don’t know how he saw it, though.’


‘You should make your accounts private.’ I’m tempted to add that I’ve told him this countless times, but I don’t.


‘I did.’


‘What?’


‘I made it private, like you said. Ages ago.’


That fact that he listened to me actually makes me speechless for a second or two and he smirks cockily at me across the table. ‘Can I open the present?’


‘No, you cannot!’ My mother is appalled. ‘It’s going straight back.’ She snatches it out of his reach and he heaves a frustrated sigh. Luc loves presents.


‘So, he’s not in your social-media contacts?’ I ask.


‘Not unless he’s set up a fake profile and I followed him by accident.’


‘What? Do you make a habit of following strangers?’


‘No. Anyone can take over profiles of people you know and pretend to be them so, like, they don’t appear to be strangers. That might have happened.’ He sounds spectacularly unconcerned. He turns to my mother. ‘I’ll give it back, but it’d be nice to know what’s in it, wouldn’t it?’


I’m curious too. ‘I suppose it doesn’t matter if we’re giving it back.’ Though giving it back might prove difficult as I do not want to interact with him.


‘If you open that present, it’ll be a slippery slope,’ my mother warns ominously, placing the box on the table and moving to the other side of the kitchen, as if washing her hands of the whole thing.


Luc begins to pull away the Sellotape.


‘Just rip it open,’ I say. ‘If he asks, we’ll just say we opened the present before the card.’


From the corner my mother huffs out her disapproval.


Luc rips off the paper to reveal a small box, which he opens. He passes it across to me. It’s the tiniest little gold Claddagh ring. Typical Rob, ridiculously impractical.


‘Put that on a child and she’ll choke on it.’ I roll my eyes.


‘He can’t even pick out a decent baby present,’ my mother says, as I snap the box closed.


‘Excitement over.’ Luc stands and stretches. ‘I’m going to call Tani, find out how she is after the row with her parents. See you tomorrow.’ He leaves for his bedroom, already dialling.


My mother waits until he’s out of earshot, then slides in beside me. ‘What’ll you do? Isn’t he supposed to stay away?’


‘I’ll see what I can find out about him,’ I say. ‘I’ll get an address, post this back or something.’ I go to the press, take out a ziplock bag and pop the card and the gift inside.


Evidence. Just in case.









Chapter 6 – Day 2


Susan and I meet just outside the hospital morgue at ten the following morning. She’s tied her plaited hair to the top of her head and she looks about twelve. Tall and thin, she has a perpetually anxious expression. ‘I don’t mind admitting that this is probably the worst moment of my life,’ she says, sounding desperate.


‘Any time spent with Joe Palmer is pretty gruesome,’ I joke a little. ‘Throw in a dead body and it makes for top-ten bad times, all right.’


Susan laughs nervously before growing serious again, ‘The poor girl, though. She had a horrible death.’


‘Which is why we’re going to go into that morgue, ignore Joe’s barbs and do the best we can for her, OK?’


‘Absolutely.’ Susan takes a deep breath and hitches her shoulders back. ‘Too right.’


‘I wouldn’t breathe that deeply in here.’ Joe comes up behind her and she flinches. He laughs slightly. ‘Right, let’s crack on, ladies.’ He swaggers up the steps of the morgue, without waiting for us, the door swinging back behind him.


We are suited, masked and gowned, and Susan and I have made good use of the vapour rub provided, though I have found over the years that just breathing through your mouth is the best thing to do. Palmer had eschewed the rub, giving us the kind of look that says he hates dealing with amateurs.


By eleven, we’re ready to get cracking. Susan is standing well back. She’ll be bagging and labelling all the evidence we need to send to the lab for forensics. The chain of custody needs to be impeccable or the case could fall apart. There is a SOCO photographer in the room to document the process with good-quality pictures. And alongside Palmer is the APT, a lovely man who has assisted Palmer for years and takes all Palmer throws at him with a grain of salt.


The body is carefully removed from the suitcase. Susan labels the suitcase and asks for a full forensic examination. With the water, it might be hard to salvage anything.


Then Palmer begins the painstaking process of removing the plastic that the body is wrapped in. Slowly, he peels it back, taking his time, revealing the girl underneath. Then he pauses, moves in closer and, with tweezers, picks up a screw with two nuts attached. ‘Curious. It must have fallen in.’


Susan bags it.


Once the plastic is removed and fingerprints taken, the body is exposed. The smell worsens and Susan turns away. Palmer gently lays the body on its back and stares down at it for what seems an eternity. Light bounces off the tiled walls, the floor and shiny surfaces, and I wait, resisting the urge to appear in any way impatient. I know he’s assessing her. We’re all perfectly still, no sound, focusing on the body of the girl, looking so small and pathetic that my heart twists again. The smell crawls through the room and I try to relax into it. Susan looks pale behind her mask and goggles.


And then Palmer starts logging every part of the body, from the top of the head to the tip of the toes. He notes the injuries and their location by marking up a blank body map pinned to the wall. He measures her height, taking notes. ‘Unidentified young female, slight build, five foot, mid-length brown hair, looks to be her natural colour though obviously we’ll double-check that. Severe bruising to the forehead, cheek and chin, suggestive of fractures. X-rays will give us more information – we’ll be able to tell if any of these fractures were caused before or after death. We’ll also be able to log any fractures she got during life and you can compare that to medical records.’


Thank you, I feel like saying. I do know how to do my job.


‘Track marks on the arms, suggesting drug abuse – we’ll run toxicology. Also, I’ll hazard that she was in the water about three weeks to a month. Normally if a body is found in water, the level of decomposition is half that of dry land. But the water temperature at the moment at the lake is twenty-one degrees and the water levels are low, so decomposition would be further advanced than would be usual. There is no sign of adipocere – that’s a waxy substance that develops in bodies in moist conditions after about three months of immersion. Not happened here.’


I could actually kiss him for that. Though even four weeks will be a tough solve.


After the first few minutes, after the shock of the smell and the image of the decomposed body, I usually find that I can accept what I’m seeing without becoming too engaged, but this time the body is so tiny that Palmer’s probing and commenting and swab-taking seem so brutal. On he talks, his eyes taking in every inch of this person. Then slowly, painstakingly, he goes through every mark on the body, every bruise, every cut, their position on the body, the width, the depth. The rise and fall of his voice is almost hypnotic in the silent room.


‘I’m going to turn the body, to have a look at the underside. A bit of help, please.’ His assistant helps turn our IP onto her stomach. It’s not easy: they have to be careful as they don’t want to cause any damage to the body. It’s decomposing rapidly now because it’s out of the water. The vapour rub is not half strong enough and, from the corner of my eye, I see Susan gag.


Please don’t let her get sick.


Once again, Palmer stands stock still and assesses the body. ‘Interesting.’ He points to the victim’s head. ‘I’ll bet that’s our fatal injury, but we can come back to it later.’


He parts the hair and there appears to be a sizeable gash to the head. ‘It might have occurred post mortem,’ he says. ‘We’ll know more when we X-ray her and open her up.’


It’s then I notice the tear along one arm, as if a chunk has been cut out of it. ‘What’s that?’


Palmer ignores me. He likes to do things at his own pace. I know now he’ll leave it until last. ‘No birthmarks, no major scars. And, oh, look, a cutting in her skin.’


I bite my lip and ignore his baiting.
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