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Author’s Note


The name ‘Tír na nÓg’ means the Land of the Young, or the Land of Youth, and comes from Irish mythology. Although it is a phrase in common usage in Ireland, the centre described in this book is entirely fictional.









Prologue


She had forgotten how to breathe. That simple skill, the one everyone took for granted, had deserted her. Again.


Opening her lips, she tried to inhale, but the movement felt forced, unnatural. What little air she did manage to squeeze into her lungs made her chest ache and left her feeling dizzy, unfocused. And all this, when it was too late to run away.


Looking straight ahead, she confronted the dark cylinder head on. The barrel tilted, glided slightly to one side and then settled in front of her. Her chest was aching now, and she exhaled shakily and tried to get a rhythm going. In and out. In and out . . .


For a moment, everything was silent. She reached out, swallowed water, and felt it chill the back of her throat as the blackness loomed closer.


The man beside her smiled, distractedly.


‘You alright, Elizabeth?’


Instinctively, she nodded her head, lying with a tight smile.


‘Thirty seconds.’


There was no time to concentrate on breathing now.


‘Twenty seconds.’


She picked up the glass of water again, put it down when she realised how much her hands were shaking.


‘Ten seconds.’


That familiar music. The man gave a brisk cough, then picked up some papers and practised a smile.


‘Five seconds. And four, and three and two . . .’


‘Hello and welcome to Dublin Today.’


*


It was wonderful, magical even, the way she had come into his life – just when he needed her most.


The doctor had told him to get himself a hobby, an interest.


‘We all need a reason to get out of bed in the morning, Stephen. We all need someone to talk to.’


Well, now he had Elizabeth.


He had realised straight away, when he saw her in the newspaper, that she was special. And then, when she appeared on his TV, it was as if the world had paused around him. He was enchanted by her. She was beautiful, yes, but there was more to it than that. Her smile was aimed at him; her words meant for him alone.


After that, it felt like she was everywhere: on his radio, on the television news, in the newspaper again – and what a wonderful day that had been! An interview, and a photograph, and a little box beside the main article telling him everything he needed to know about her. Her favourite food. The films she liked watching. The books she liked to read.


To think he almost hadn’t bought that paper that day. It had been one of his bad nights, the worst kind, and he had fallen into a jerky sleep sometime around dawn, waking again at ten with a foul taste in his mouth and the fear from the night before still fogging his brain. He had wanted to roll over, shut his eyes, abandon himself to the shame and not face anyone because, after all, why would anyone want to see him?


But Mr Mannion would be cross if he knew he was thinking that way. So Stephen forced himself to rise from the bed, splash water on his face and stumble the few steps to the shop down the road. Just to prove he could do it. Just to prove he was alive.


And there she was, waiting for him on the stand just inside the door. A small photograph on the front page, with the promise of so much more inside. He’d been so excited he’d almost forgotten to pay, just grabbed the paper, held it close and was halfway out the door before he’d realised what he was doing. The assistant, a young Chinese woman, didn’t see him leave. He could have taken the paper all the way home and no one would have noticed the theft. But Stephen wasn’t that sort of person. So he returned to the queue and waited impatiently behind the tall blond man in the yellow jacket, whose breakfast roll was sending sausage-scented heat out into the air.


Behind him, a young woman pushed the wheels of her buggy rhythmically into his heels. Jab, jab, jab. Maybe she was trying to quieten her child. She wasn’t very good at it. The baby’s wails made his ears buzz, but he didn’t care. A whole two pages.


Sausage man wanted a lotto ticket too and Stephen had to wait for nearly five minutes while the clerk fiddled with the machine, but he was so excited about what the newspaper contained that he forgot to get his own money ready and was left scrabbling around in his pocket for change when his time came.


As the wails increased in intensity, he could feel waves of exasperation coming from the woman behind him and his neck reddened as his hand dived into his pocket, searching for a euro coin but unearthing useless coppers instead. By the time he’d counted out the money on to the counter, he was sweating and had to wipe his hands on his slacks to make sure the newspaper was protected from smears.


But his embarrassment didn’t matter; none of it mattered. None of them mattered. He had Elizabeth now, and she was all he needed.









Chapter One


It shouldn’t have been this easy. It was a Garda station, for God’s sake. It should have been impossible to get something this volatile into a building where upwards of two hundred highly trained police officers were supposedly poised for action.


But Detective Sergeant Claire Boyle was a professional too and she had given this operation a lot of thought.


The first thing she had had to consider was clothing. Nothing too tight-fitting, obviously. Nothing colourful either. She needed to be invisible, to wear clothes and, most importantly, an attitude that would allow her to get to her desk, do what she needed to do and escape again without anyone asking questions. The dark navy rain jacket was ideal. Bought several months ago, it hung loose and baggy on her now, leaving just enough space to hide the bulky package that was securely strapped to her chest.


She had timed her movements well, arriving at Collins Street during a shift change, and managed to get past the front desk and through the doors leading to the main body of the Garda station without being spotted at all.


As she continued to walk, head down, along a windowless corridor, one colleague emerged through an office door, his face brightening when he saw her. But her glacial stare froze the smile on his face and he remained silent as she marched past him and up the stairs. She was moving quickly now, swaying gently from side to side as she walked. All good. It was all going to work out. Her desk was just inside the door, the document she needed lying on top of it. Brilliant. All she needed to do was walk in, grab it and she could be back downstairs without the explosion taking place. All she had to do was . . .


BOOM!


Across the room, Philip Flynn dropped his armful of hard-covered files on to the floor.


‘Ah, Jay—’


Claire felt, rather than heard the intake of breath.


Then . . .


‘WAAAAHHHH!’


Oh, Flynn, you muppet.


Claire’s body shook as the baby in the sling battered her head against her chest, and roared.


Flynn caught her eye and mouthed an apology, straining to keep a grin off his face. She wanted to gut him. But before she could move across the room the army had formed, and then descended. It was everything she had been dreading, and more.


‘Oh, you brought her in! Oh, give us a look at her! Ah, the dote. Oh, isn’t she GORGEOUS!’


‘Bastard.’


Reddening, she flung the word at Flynn, but the word never reached him as every female in the room, both members and civilians, fell on top of her. There was no way of avoiding it now. Unzipping her jacket, Claire shrugged her shoulders and unfurled a cross and red-faced Anna from her sling. The little girl scowled and her wails increased.


‘She has her mother’s temper, anyway!’


Sergeant Rita O’Farrell reached out and stroked the damp curls on top of the little girl’s head, which only resulted in an increase in decibels.


‘Ah, isn’t she gorgeous!’


Garda Máire Tierney, thought Claire, would have to sit her medical again – in particular, the eye-test bit. Mouth open, snot mixed with drool on her reddened cheeks, not even Anna’s mother considered her gorgeous right now.


‘Ah, she’s a dote. Congrats!’


Garda Siobhán O’Doheny came over and gave Claire a quick smile. From the corner of her eye, Claire could see Flynn redden and edge towards the door. She still wasn’t sure what had taken place between those two on the night of the verdict in the Miriam Twohy murder trial. But clearly no effort had been made in the intervening six months to clear the air. A pity. Still, they’d get over it, whatever it was. They wouldn’t be the first pair of colleagues to shit on their own doorsteps. Besides, she was finding it very hard to feel sympathetic towards Flynn right now. Claire had sworn she wouldn’t be one of Those Women, who paraded their new babies around the office as if no one had ever given birth before. And up until this afternoon she’d stuck to her resolve.


‘What in God’s name . . .? Oh, it’s you.’ Superintendent Quigley’s voice rose above the cacophony of tears and cooing.


Miraculously, Anna gulped twice and then stopped crying, her big blue eyes seeking out and focusing on the super’s face.


The sea of women parted as he approached.


‘Give her here to me. Are they upsetting you, are they?’


Picking the child up, he laid her expertly against his shoulder. In one smooth movement, Anna wiped her nose on his shirt and then looked up, surveying the office happily from her new-found place of safety.


I’m grand now. This guy knows what he’s doing, the big blue eyes seemed to say as her hand reached out to play with his collar.


‘Boyle, a word?’


‘Certainly, sir.’


She would kill Flynn later, Claire decided, and her husband too. And Matt’s client who had turned up late for his meeting, leading to the delayed handover of the child. But all of that would have to wait. Throwing a final thunderous look in Flynn’s direction, she elbowed her way through her colleagues and followed her boss across the room.


*


‘Jesus, sir, I’m so sorry. Matt’s on his way; he just texted to say he’d be late; he was supposed to pick up the kid at home but he’s going to meet me here instead and—’


Superintendent Quigley looked at her, momentarily confused. ‘Huh? Oh, the baby. God, no, she doesn’t bother me. Surprised you haven’t brought her in before, actually. Little pet.’ He smiled down at the child who was now drifting back to sleep in his arms. ‘No, I need you to go out on a job. Immediately. You’re free?’


‘Absolutely!’


Claire felt her pulse quicken. She’d been back from maternity leave for more than a fortnight and hadn’t done anything more strenuous than filing the paperwork that had built up in her absence. Her superiors had said that, given the successful outcome, no further action would be taken about the unorthodox role she’d played in the resolution of the Twohy case, but she had been starting to wonder if she was in fact in the doghouse after all.


Now, however, it looked like things were going to improve.


Rifling through sheets of paper on his desk, Quigley grabbed a notebook and read out a few details. Body of a man; house in the north inner city. Neighbour let herself in when he hadn’t been seen for a couple of days. Uniforms on the scene; assistant pathologist on his way. Would Claire take a look?


‘And take Flynn with you.’


‘Absolutely, sir. Thanks. I’m on my way.’


She was halfway out of the office before he spoke again. ‘Boyle!’


‘Yes, sir?’


‘You might want to . . .’ He nodded down at the child in his arms.


‘Oh, God, yeah! Absolutely, superintendent. Give her here . . .’


Too happy to be embarrassed, she raced back, grabbed the baby and headed once again for the door.









Chapter Two


‘Will you look at you! You ride.’


‘Shut up, Dean.’


The woman at the television station had caked her in make-up but Liz reckoned that not even the thick beige pan stick could mask the blush that was flooding across her cheekbones. Turning away from her friend’s intense scrutiny, she feigned interest in a basket of scones.


Sensing victory, Dean pursed his lips. ‘Can I buy you a coffee? Or do I have to go through your agent?’


‘Shut UP!’


Liz’s voice squeaked at the end of the second word and a couple of people ahead of them in the coffee-shop queue turned around to see what was wrong. One woman narrowed her eyes, wondering why Liz looked so familiar. Good-looking girl, certainly, and she was sure she’d seen those green eyes somewhere before. Was she a friend of her daughter’s, maybe? Or did she used to live at the end of the road? Unsure, she raised her eyebrows and flashed a quick, noncommittal smile.


Liz gave an embarrassed grimace in return and then turned her face away. Dammit. That sort of thing was happening more and more these days and she’d have to come up with some way of dealing with it, a reaction that was more appropriate than turning purple and looking at the ground. Reaching for a scone, she picked up her tray again and looked out into the main body of the restaurant. She’d find a seat down the back somewhere and—


‘Holy crap! It’s you! And you’re HUGE!’


Dean’s yelp echoed around the restaurant and she looked past his outstretched arm to the oversized TV screen suspended over the cash register.


Balls, balls, balls. And she’d been so convinced she’d be able to avoid it. But there she was, resplendent in her charity-shop jacket, hair flopping over her eyes, glowering out from the massive screens.


Dean was still talking.


‘Look at you! You’re fab! I told you you’d be brilliant!’


There was a whisper spreading through the rest of the queue now, a ripple of gossipy enquiry.


‘Do you think it’s her? It is her. I knew I’d seen her somewhere before.’


‘Sweet Jesus.’


Liz shuddered, but not even the basket of scones could save her now.


Dean grinned. ‘Hey, you owe me, lady. I think I—’


But she didn’t hear the second half of his sentence. This was bad; this was worse than bad. There was a buzzing noise in her ear and she was afraid she was actually going to pass out, right there beside the wholegrain muffins, thus guaranteeing that even the people who hadn’t seen her on the big screen would have to notice her when forced to step over her body.


Dean gave one more guffaw and then realised her mortification was actually genuine.


‘Jesus – you really do hate this, don’t you? Here . . . there’s a seat down there, look, behind the potted plant. You go on, I’ll get your coffee.’


‘Thanks.’


Shoulders hunched over, eyes locked on the floor, Liz made her way quickly to the far side of the room.


*


‘So, what were you expecting?’


Dean plonked a decaff Americano down in front of her and took a slurp from his overflowing cappuccino.


‘Dunno. Not that, anyway.’


Liz burned her tongue on her own drink and took a furtive look around the room while she waited for the stinging to die down. In fairness to Dean, he’d gone some way towards redeeming himself by steering her towards this alcove. Not only was there a huge potted plant between her and the TV screen, the banquette-style seat came with a high back, so she was protected on two sides. It was the perfect place to get her head together. And, good Christ, did she need that.


Her friend placed his smartphone down on the table and grinned.


‘I don’t know why you looked so surprised. I mean, it was a telly interview. You did know you were going to be on telly, right? The big cameras must have given it away?’


Liz rolled her eyes.


‘Yes, Dean, I was well aware of that, thanks. But I was in there at nine o’clock this morning, and the piece went out live. I’d no idea they’d show it again.’


‘It’s a twenty-four-hour station, you eejit.’ Dean smiled at her patronisingly. ‘There’s no such thing as a one-off programme anymore. Especially not with that crowd. Sure, it’ll go out four more times between now and the evening news. Anyway, I don’t know what you’re worried about; you looked fantastic. Totally hot, but, you know, serious at the same time? Trust me, you’ve nothing to worry about.’


‘Right.’


Liz smoothed back her hair and then glanced down at her hands. They’d stopped shaking. At least that was a start. It had been pretty stupid of her, to think she could just sort of sneak on television and hope nobody would notice. But the whole situation was just so . . . bizarre. It wasn’t like she was one of those people who wanted to be famous. That had been the furthest thing from her mind.


‘You did well, anyway!’ Dean poked at his phone for a moment and then looked up at her triumphantly. ‘You’re trending on Twitter again!’


‘Don’t wanna know.’


Liz took another sip of coffee and settled back into her chair.


‘You know I don’t do Twitter – can’t be arsed. Or Facebook, or any of that crap. I’ve enough ways to waste my time, thanks.’


And there’s nobody out there I want to connect with, she thought to herself, but Dean didn’t need to know that level of detail.


But her friend was still poking.


‘Well, your boss doesn’t agree with you. We’ve set up a Facebook page, actually, for the charity. Nothing too elaborate, just a few pictures of the place, a few details about what you do. We’ve given bank account details where people can send donations—’


Liz shook her head. ‘I told you, I don’t want to know. You work away with Tom if you like – and since when did you two get so pally, anyway? But leave me out of it. I did you a favour, I did your bloody interviews, now—’


But she had lost her audience. Dean pulled his phone closer to his face, and grimaced. ‘Sorry, hon. I just have to answer this, OK? Give me a minute.’


And he was gone, thumb flying, muttering under his breath about feckin eejits as he emailed.


‘No problem.’


Liz knew that, as a freelance journalist, Dean couldn’t afford to be out of contact at any time for longer than five minutes and the constant checking of his phone was sparked more by necessity than rudeness. She needed a moment to herself anyway. She liked Dean, enjoyed his quick wit and was even starting to admire the unashamed aura of ambition that hung around him like expensive aftershave, but hanging out with him was like being on one of those teacup rides at the fairground – great fun while you were on, but leaving you dizzy and a bit unsure when your feet touched solid ground again.


The producer at the TV station that morning had asked her how they’d met. ‘In school’ had technically been the correct answer, but they hadn’t actually been friends back then. Dean had turned up in fifth year, trailing unconfirmed rumours about suspensions and expulsions, and hadn’t bothered to join any particular gang. In fact, her strongest memory of him from back then was of a restless, too-thin boy at the back of the classroom, always twitching, always on the move, darting between classes, rooting around in his bag for a pen that never seemed to be there and, towards the end, asking and answering far more questions than the rest of them put together.


After the Leaving Cert, Dean hadn’t brought his fake I.D. to the local pub with the rest of the lads; he’d just kind of evaporated out the front door. A rumour went around that he’d been accepted to Trinity College on a scholarship and, given everything else that happened to her subsequently, Liz hadn’t thought about him again until they’d literally bumped into each other on the street outside her office, just a couple of months previously.


Her first instinct had been to ignore him, or pretend she couldn’t remember his name – her default reaction when confronted with anyone from her teenage years. But he’d spotted her and marched straight up, arms outstretched as if they’d been best buds back in the day.


‘How’ve you been? You’re looking great. What’ve you been up to?’


Liz had felt the usual stomach clench at the question. But at least now, for the first time in ages, she had a proper answer to give him. Quickly, she’d filled him in on her new job, the grandly titled ‘Communications Executive’ at the building they were standing outside.


‘It’s called Tír na nÓg,’ she’d told him, unconsciously rolling into the bland summary she trotted out ten times a day on the phone when looking for grants or trying to get help for the clients. ‘We provide assistance and basically a place to go for men who are on their own. Some of them are homeless; we can’t put them up or anything but we help them find temporary accommodation if we can. And some of them are just lonely and they can hang around our place, read the paper, have a chat, whatever. A bloke called Tom Carthy founded it – he’s the boss. It was a one-man show, really, but he took me on a couple of years ago to help out.’


And don’t, for the love of God, ask me where I was before that, she prayed silently.


But Dean seemed far more interested in what she was doing right now.


‘Tír na nÓg – yeah, I think I’ve heard of it. That Greg fella – the guy who went missing in Dun Laoghaire a couple of months ago – he was one of your clients, yeah?’


‘Yeah.’ Liz had nodded, tried to mimic Dean’s flippant tone, but even though months had passed, her breath still caught in her throat at the thought of Greg Butler. He had been her favourite client. Tom’s, too, although Liz knew he’d never admit to having such a thing. But they had all loved him, the tall, sandy-haired man who had been at the heart of their little community. At fifty-four, Greg had been far younger than Tír na nÓg’s other clients, and that wasn’t the only way in which he was different. Greg hadn’t needed any of the practical help the centre provided – the hot dinners, the warm place to sit, the help with form-filling and other aspects of officialdom that Liz provided on a daily basis. In fact, on paper, Greg hadn’t needed any help at all. He lived with his elderly mother in a large, comfortable house on the south side of the city. He’d a large family, brothers, sisters, nieces and nephews, and pulled out photos of them often, chatting about them to such a degree that, when Liz had seen them at the funeral, she had known all of their names. But, despite his seemingly comfortable life, there had been something a little off about Greg Butler, a little strange. He had never lived away from home, he told Liz, had never stuck at a job longer than a couple of months. An oddball is what Liz’s father would have called him, without meaning to be unkind – a man who was just that little bit out of step with the rest of the world.


Greg had turned up in Tír na nÓg one Sunday afternoon, saying his mother had heard a mention of the centre at Mass and wanted to make a donation. He accepted, after some persuasion, a cup of tea and stayed for an hour. Two hours, the following week. Soon after that, he began to visit every Sunday from two in the afternoon until the centre shut, shortly before seven. Sunday was family day at his house, he’d told Liz; his brothers and sisters would call to see his mother and bring their kids with them, letting them climb on the furniture and mess with the TV. He loved the children, but found the noise difficult to bear after a while, so he’d head off on his own – to the pictures, or into town – wander around a bookshop, or take a train to Howth and go for a walk on a fine day. But he was happier now he’d discovered Tír na nÓg.


That was until the day Tom admitted he’d have to close the centre at the weekends. It had been a tough decision and Liz had seen him agonise over it. But funds were tight, the heating bill high during a particularly gloomy spring. The clients understood, or so they told him. But Liz had seen the disappointment in Greg’s face when he’d heard the news, and something else. Fear, maybe? That first Sunday, Liz persuaded Tom to turn off his phone, head to the cinema, take the break he rarely afforded himself. When he turned it back on that evening, there were several missed calls from Greg, but no messages. The guards called round to the centre the following Tuesday. Greg’s family had reported him missing, they said, and couldn’t think of anywhere else he might have gone. They were a large family, the Butlers, well connected. Nieces and nephews circulated Greg’s photograph on social media while his eldest brother persuaded a journalist friend to run a short article on an inside page of the Daily Tribune. His sister and her tall, handsome, glossy-haired sons even called around to Tír na nÓg to see if they could help solve the mystery of Greg’s disappearance. Liz made them tea while they made polite conversation and waited for news. But Greg didn’t come back. The note, when it was finally found, asked that no one be blamed. Loneliness, Greg had written, is a mongrel that bites you just when you think you have it tamed. The water off Dun Laoghaire pier would have been freezing, the guards told Tom afterwards. He wouldn’t have lasted long.


So, yeah, Liz had told Dean, her eyes half closed. ‘Yeah. I knew Greg Butler.’


Her old school friend nodded.


‘I remember reading the story now. Very sad. So, is money an issue? Do you need more money to keep the centre open at the weekends, is that it?’


She’d shrugged, unsure of why he was interested. Money, sure. But money wasn’t everything, as the cliché went. Greg’s family had had plenty of it, but it hadn’t been enough in the end.


‘But you’re stuck for funds?’ Dean had asked her again, an eagerness in his voice she couldn’t understand. Then he’d explained what was on his mind. He was working, he said, as a freelance journalist, had just landed a couple of shifts at the news channel, Ireland 24, and was filming a series on what charities and other similar organisations wanted from the upcoming budget.


‘I’ve a few interviews lined up already,’ he’d told her. ‘But I need, like, an expert. Someone who really knows what they are talking about. Would you do it?’


Liz had almost laughed in his face. Her – Liz Cafferky – on TV? But Dean, it seemed, was deadly serious.


‘You’d be perfect! We’re mad to get, like, new faces on screen, not just the same heads we’re all sick of looking at. So – will you do it? Would you do a short interview with me?’


Liz had said no, no and no again, had told her boss about it and expected him to back her up, but Tom had muttered something about it ‘doing her good’ and refused to dismiss it out of hand. And Dean – the all new, all persuasive Dean – had eventually worn her down.


A couple of days later, she’d found herself staring at a huge television camera wielded by a gruff, middle-aged man in a navy fleece jacket, who insisted on her being filmed in her ridiculously untidy office because, he said, it would look right in the frame. Dean’s questions came too quickly for her and she’d sensed his disappointment as she stumbled over her answers, saying, ‘Yeah,’ and, ‘No,’ to most, and even, ‘I’m not really sure,’ when he’d asked her a direct and overly complicated question about government policy and funds.


Then he’d looked at her and his voice had dropped and he’d asked her, quietly, as if there was no one else in the room, ‘What about Greg? What sort of man was he? He had plenty of money, a roof over his head, a loving family. Why did he need to come here?’


Liz had taken a deep breath and told him everything she could remember – about Greg and his kindness; the way he used to let the older men win at Scrabble; how he never turned up at the centre without a cake or a box of chocolates, but wouldn’t eat any himself, claiming he didn’t have a sweet tooth. About how he told her once how peaceful it was to be in a place where no one made any demands of you.


‘It’s not all about money,’ she’d told Dean then, her hands cutting through the air. ‘Sometimes it’s just about having someone to talk to, and I don’t necessarily mean big long counselling sessions either, although we can help people access them, if that’s what they need. But sometimes it’s just about people having the time to sit and listen to your stories, or joke with you or just bloody sit in the same room as you while you both watch the same rubbish show on TV. Simple human interaction, where you can just be yourself and people accept you for it. This place is a refuge, in the true sense of the word. A safe place to be.’


When she finally ran out of words, Dean winked at her and said, ‘See? Told you you’d be fantastic!’ Liz had forgotten the camera was even there.


She’d been mortified then, and flustered. Her hands shook so much that she nearly broke the tiny microphone as she removed it from her collar, and she found herself sounding almost petulant as she insisted to Dean and the cameraman and anyone else who would listen that she’d been useless and how they’d hardly use that on the evening news.


But she couldn’t have been more wrong. That evening, she sat with Tom and a few of the lads in the Tír na nÓg sitting room and watched the interview on Ireland 24. Liz had hated how she’d looked on screen. There had been something almost aggressive about her, her long black hair flopping into her eyes, her skinny wrists sticking out of the baggy wholemeal jumper, which was the only clean item of clothing she’d been able to find that morning. She couldn’t imagine anyone taking her seriously. She was embarrassed by herself, by the way her hands jabbed the air when she got excited, her tongue grew thick as she fumbled for the right words to convey the loneliness and the isolation she encountered every day.


But, to her surprise, as soon as the news was over, the men gave her a round of applause. Hours later, the news clip had gone viral, being shared, Dean told her, across Facebook and Twitter by people claiming she was a ‘fresh voice’ with something ‘truly interesting to say’. Liz had just nodded, accepting what Dean was telling her with a kind of wonder. Unless she needed to do so for work, she never went online. The lads she met at the centre weren’t the type to use electronic communication. And there was no one from her old life who she wanted to get in touch with or, more to point, who she wanted to be able to get in touch with her.


Then everything went even crazier. In the past three months, she had been interviewed four times – once more on television, twice on radio and once in a newspaper, as part of a feature called ‘Young Women to Watch’. She’d particularly hated that piece, as they’d run a massive photograph of her looking cross-eyed and frustrated and had run one of those awful ‘what’s your favourite food and earliest memory?’ questionnaires alongside the main piece. But Dean encouraged her to do everything she was offered and, to her amazement, her boss, Tom, did as well. Donations to the centre had been pouring in since she’d first appeared on TV, he’d told her. Men were calling round who’d never heard of the service before. They might even be able to open on weekends again.


Dean put down his phone and grinned at her.


‘Well, just remember, when you’re famous, that it was all down to me!’


‘I have no intention of being famous, thank you.’


Liz’s sigh came out heavier than she’d intended.


‘But there is someone watching me, anyway.’


Dean, picking up on her glum tone, leaned forward. ‘What do you mean?’


She reached into her pocket and took out the envelope, grubby now from repeated opening and resealing.


‘This came to the office yesterday.’


Dean opened it and pulled out a newspaper cutting. It was a copy of the ‘Women to Watch’ interview. There was a printed note clipped to it. He read the words out loud, but he didn’t have to. Liz had memorised them already.


‘Dear Elizabeth. I’ve been watching you too and I hope to see you soon. Stephen.’


Her friend threw back his head and roared with laughter.


‘Ha! Lizzie has a fan! God – maybe we do need to get you an agent!’


‘Shut up, will you?’


Dean’s notorious cackle had made a few heads in the café turn around and the last thing Liz wanted at that moment was more attention. Finally, Dean picked up on her mood.


‘I’m sorry hon, this has freaked you out, hasn’t it?’


‘I dunno. A bit, I suppose.’


‘Ah, here, don’t let it bother you.’ He bundled the sheets of paper up and stuffed them back in the envelope. ‘This shit happens all the time, honestly. Two minutes on TV and people think they’re your best mate. Seriously, it’s no big deal.’


‘I suppose.’


Liz sipped at her cooling coffee. Tom had said the same thing when she’d shown the letter around the centre the previous day and some of the lads had taken the piss out of her, telling her she was a star now and wouldn’t want to know them. But at three o’clock that morning, as she lay awake in her apartment, it hadn’t seemed so funny. There had been something – she didn’t want to use the word sinister, didn’t want to go there – but there had been something a little unsettling about the letter. Something weird. And she didn’t have room in her life for weird anymore. In a sudden, decisive motion, she reached out, grabbed the envelope, crumpled it in her fist, threw it on top of their now-empty tray and deposited the lot on to the metal trolley on the other side of the aisle.


When she took her seat again, Dean looked at her, head to one side. ‘That was signed, wasn’t it? Maybe you should hold on to it . . .’


But the look on Liz’s face made him, finally, realise she didn’t want to joke around and he shrugged.


‘Don’t worry about it. Jesus. It’s just one of those things, you know? It’s a compliment, really. Won’t be the last one, either; you’re a natural on telly; I told you you would be. Anyway, enough about you, yeah? Let’s talk about me, and all the fabulous things I’ve been doing . . .’


Liz exhaled gratefully as her friend settled into a complicated story about web pitches and uncontactable editors. Perfect. That was just what she needed – to let somebody else take the spotlight for a while.









Chapter Three


‘Good Jaysus. There must be hundreds of them. Can you imagine the smell if—’


‘Don’t.’ Claire raised her hand. ‘Let’s not think about it, yeah? Not now, anyway.’


‘Sure.’ Flynn shrugged, his gaze still fixed on the pyramid in front of them. ‘Still, though. It must have taken him ages.’


‘Yeah.’


Claire was staring at it too. It was a complicated structure, a pyramid. The most solid structure found in nature. Or was that an egg? She couldn’t remember. That was the sort of fact Matt came out with, not her. There was no need for Google when her husband was around. She’d even slagged him about it the previous week, told him that Anna would be sorted for homework when the time came. No need for an iPad; she had an iDad. The comment had come out a bit sharper than she had intended, actually. A mine of useless information, that’s what she’d called him. Not to worry. Matt had a sense of humour.


But this was no ancient artefact and there’d be no archaeologists queuing up to organise tours. This structure was made of milk cartons. Hundreds and hundreds of yellowing, thankfully unopened, milk cartons, which stretched in neat rows from the floor to the damp, stained ceiling of James Mannion’s sitting room.


Flynn dropped carefully to his knees, dirt and dust puffing out around him. ‘I can’t read all the dates but – Christ! These go back years.’


Claire stepped back and surveyed the sitting room again. It was in darkness, the watery winter daylight outside almost totally blocked by heavy velour drapes and yellowing net curtains. Those curtains had told her a lot about the neighbourhood when she had first arrived. Her own home was located on a similar red-bricked terrace, but, where she lived, most of the windows were clad in wooden blinds. Interior design shorthand for ‘young couple moved in here, thought it was just a rung on the ladder, now they’re stuck but they’ve painted everything white in the hope you won’t notice the size’.


On James Mannion’s street, however, it looked like most of the residents had been in situ for decades. Here, the windows were dressed in net curtains, and in a couple of the houses a religious statue was sandwiched between fabric and frame.


From the outside, there was little to make James Mannion’s home stand out from the others. Inside, however, there was one major difference. At least, Claire hoped his was the only one on the street where the owner lay dead in the kitchen.


A mouse scurried across her foot. She flinched, and then shook her head firmly. Time to focus now.


‘Poor oul divil.’


The words were an exhalation. Claire didn’t respond, but heard and appreciated the kindness in Flynn’s voice. Too many guards would be putting on the ‘Big Man’ act at this point, swaggering, cracking off-colour jokes or rolling their eyes to let it be known that they weren’t affected by what they were looking at. And that would, for the most part, be bullshit. Claire knew from experience that the lads with the broadest swagger were usually the ones with the smallest balls and she’d seen more than one face drain of colour when the reality of a crime scene presented itself.


But Flynn didn’t do swagger, or off-colour humour. He wasn’t as dry a shite as she’d first feared – far from it. In fact, while they’d worked on the Miriam Twohy case together, she’d actually started to enjoy his company. He also knew when to keep a lid on it, and this was definitely one of those times.


‘No one should have to live like this.’


This time she nodded, and met his gaze. ‘It’s rough.’


And that was an understatement.


A library, that was the first word that had come to her mind when she’d looked around the small house. She was reluctant even to call it a home. There were books everywhere – on shelves, in boxes, stacked neatly on the floor. A warehouse had been the second word, because every object in James Mannion’s cluttered sitting room looked like it had been shelved or stacked against a wall by a machine. The books were all arranged in alphabetical order, a clock stood precisely in the centre of the mantelpiece, the only item out of place was a heavy glass vase which had fallen to the floor and could be seen peeping out from under the sofa. And then there were the milk cartons. Jesus only knew what the stench would be like if anyone tried to open them, but the care that had been taken over the erection of the structure was unmistakable.


However, unlike any library or cash ’n’ carry Claire had ever been in, this place was filthy. The objects might have been neatly arranged but every single item was covered with dust, inches thick in places. Although the furniture in the room looked like it had once been expensive, the two heavy green armchairs were almost buried under more books and only one side of a matching velour sofa looked like it had ever actually been used. The sickly sweet aroma of damp clogged her nostrils and, on any other day, she assumed, would have been the dominant scent in the room. Today, however, the iron-rich scent of fresh blood was overlaying it.


Claire moved back from the pyramid and walked into the hall. The long legs sticking out of the kitchen doorway were dressed in stained grey trousers. Slacks, her mother would have called them. She stepped gingerly over the body, tried to avoid leaning against the torn brown wallpaper, found a foothold on the sticky kitchen floor. She bent her knees, rested on her hunkers, began to examine the scene.


The top half of the man’s body was dressed in a wine-coloured jumper, covered in balls of fluff and worn through at the elbows. The collar of a grubby white shirt peeped over its neckline and curls of greying hair clung to the leathery skin at the nape of his neck. Her gaze travelled upwards. James Mannion had a fine head of hair for a man who, she had been told, was in his late sixties, but the thick locks couldn’t quite conceal the large gash in the back of his head. Claire thought of the heavy crystal vase, half-hidden by the sofa. It would have to be forensically examined, of course, but she was in no doubt that she was looking at a murder scene and that the ornament could be the weapon.


Claire looked up from the body again. The man had been assaulted in the sitting room, in front of his neat piles of books and his pyramid, and had crawled in here to the kitchen to die. That much she knew from the trail of his blood. He would have found little comfort here, however. The kitchen was smaller than the sitting room but no cleaner. Filthy plates were piled up on a scratched metal draining board; food was encrusted on a stained and ancient two-ring cooker. In the corner, an old fridge gave off an intermittent hum.


‘Who called it in?’ Flynn’s voice was strong, and carried easily from the sitting room, its clarity cutting through the fetid air.


Claire found herself responding equally briskly. ‘Next-door neighbour. She calls in most days with a dinner for him, apparently. Says he never lets her past the front door but always opens it. Only yesterday he didn’t. She gave it a while and, when she didn’t see the lights go on in the sitting room last night, she got worried. Called us first thing this morning.’


‘Can we talk to her?’


‘Yeah. Uniforms are sitting with her, next door.’


‘Grand. I just need to give the super a ring and—’


‘Dear God in Heaven!’


Claire’s head lifted sharply. Flynn was still in the sitting room. This voice had come from directly over her head.


‘Who . . .?’


Her words trailed off as she struggled to her feet, but the man loomed over her, blocking the entrance to the kitchen. As she was finding her footing on the sticky lino, he made a sudden strangled sound and then lunged towards her, knocking her to the floor.









Chapter Four


The blouse brought out the colour of her eyes. Stephen had never understood what that phrase meant before. But now, as he paused the programme and stared intently at the frozen image on his computer screen, he could see exactly what it meant. It wasn’t a particularly special blouse; it was a murky dark-red colour and partially hidden by a shiny navy jacket that didn’t even fit her properly. But, contrasted against it, her eyes were a deep, vivid green and, when she spoke to him, they shone.


When she spoke to the presenter, he should say. That lad beside her on the TV – who didn’t deserve her.


She had extraordinary eyes. He clicked the mouse, allowed the programme to move forward for a few moments and then stopped it again. She was an extraordinary woman. So passionate. He could watch her all day. Watch how she nodded her head when she had something particularly important to say. Watch how her hands moved jerkily, thin wrists jabbing their way out of those red cuffs. Watch the half smile when she finally felt she was making progress, however slight. It was hard to know what age she was. Late twenties, maybe? She had young skin. And wise, shining eyes.


Sincere. She was so sincere. Your man on the news wasn’t really listening to her. He was just doing that blank half smile they all did when you told them important things, things they didn’t want to be bothered with. But she talked on regardless, words tripping over each other as she fought to make herself heard.


So sincere. A decent woman. A decent skin.


That was a phrase you didn’t hear much anymore: a decent skin. It was what people used to say about his father, people who didn’t know him. A decent skin: a hard-working man. A good businessman and employer too, well respected locally. Fond of his pint at the end of the day, but, sure, who wasn’t? And, Stephen heard one of the teachers say one lunchtime, as he aimed his football at the wall and pretended he was enjoying playing alone, a man who didn’t take root in the pub like some of the rest of them. No, you could see his father’s car pull up at their house at six every evening. You could set your watch by him.


Stephen didn’t wear a watch. He didn’t need to then, or now. Thirty years had passed, but, no matter where he was or what he was doing, he instinctively knew when six o’clock was approaching. Felt the sky grow dim, even at the height of summer. Tasted bile at the back of his throat. Could feel his breath fluttering in his chest every time he heard a key crunch in a door. Maybe that was why he was happiest living alone.


The fear. The sound of his mother’s voice, brittle in the kitchen, offering bright words about the nice bit of fish she’d bought for his daddy’s tea. That gap between key-turn and greeting. The muttered hello that meant it had been a good day. The silence – or, worse, the dry, barked cough – that meant it hadn’t. The acid in his stomach as the sitting-room door opened.


As neat as a new pin. That was something else they said about his father, but those who knew him best could see the signs. On the bad days, the tie would be loosened and pushed to the right, the top button of the shirt open. Ink marks on the cuffs, and a slight shake in the right hand.


Once, another boy in his class had asked him to come to his house for tea. Stephen had asked his mother for permission that evening and watched her face cloud over before she said no.


His daddy would worry about him, she said, going to a strange house on his own. And who were these people, anyway? Sure, we wouldn’t know them from Adam. He was better off at home. Safe in his own place, with his own people.


But Stephen knew the real reason. Fellas went to other fellas’ houses and asked them back in return. But that wasn’t an option for him.


Her eyes were green – a vivid, almost emerald green, with a light shining out of them. He wasn’t stupid, he knew it was the studio lights that made them look like that, but he couldn’t stop staring at them, all the same. He clicked the pause button again. Elizabeth. She looked like a woman who cared about things, a woman who would listen to you. Maybe one day she would listen to him, too.
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