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To you, dear reader – but most especially to those who’ve loyally accompanied me on this twenty-seven-year writing odyssey









Glossary








	AFIS


	Automated Fingerprint ID System







	APT


	Assistant pathologist







	Cig


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







	DCS


	Detective Chief Inspector







	DDU


	District Detective Unit (unmarked cars)







	DG


	Detective guard







	Debs


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







	DI


	Detective inspector. Often referred to as ‘Cig’







	DO


	(Detective Officer), used on p.59







	DPP


	Director of Public Prosecutions







	DS


	Detective sergeant







	FLO


	Family Liaison Officer







	GDPR


	General Data Protection Regulations







	GNECB


	Garda National Economic Crime Bureau







	IP


	Injured party







	IRC


	Incident room co-ordinator







	NBCI


	National Bureau of Criminal Investigation







	NSU


	National Surveillance Unit







	PM


	Post-mortem







	RSU


	Regional Support Unit







	SIO


	Senior investigating officer







	SOCO


	Scene of crime officers







	SO


	Suspected offender







	TE


	
Technical examination












And Peig – I have shivers even explaining it. Peig was the name of a book many Irish teenagers of a certain generation had to study for their Irish exam in the Leaving Certificate. Even though Peig (in real life) was apparently great craic, her book was ‒ for Irish teens anyway – the most depressing thing they would ever read. Set on the Blasket Islands, it is a bleak story of survival that somehow is very boring.









Prologue


Eamon


The stars and colours are amazin’, the way they zoom and pop and zing. They hurt, though, these colours, because as they fade, as the fireworks go out of them, his head booms like the shock of coming home.


He doesn’t quite know what’s going on and he’s a man who likes to know. One fella came asking about the cattle and there was something about him, something very feckin’ odd, but because he was selling a few cattle and because this man was offering a good price, he ignored all his instincts.


Ever since he was, what?, maybe eight years old, he’s prided himself on his instincts.


They’ve been letting him down bad this past while, though, first with herself and now this.


‘What the feck is going on?’ He manages to speak through a mouthful of blood and broken teeth. He’s hanging on to the fence for support.


‘Don’t you know?’ The man who’d come about the cattle leers into his face.


‘No, I don’t. Have a bit of mercy. Haven’t I just lost—’


‘Mercy? You’re a man to talk about mercy? Don’t make me laugh.’


He wonders then if that bitch … But, no, she wouldn’t. She couldn’t.


‘Who are you?’


And the man bends down and whispers in his ear and he understands then.


He knows that the bitch has broken the law.


And he knows that this is the end of the road for him.


He barely feels the kick as he falls to his knees, as he topples into the soil of the stony field.


But the colours dazzle as his life unspools …
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Day 1


I’m walking through a house that looks like mine: the hall and the doors are in the same places but the colours are different. More vibrant. Yellow walls. Blue walls. Blood red walls. Blood? It drips from the ceiling and onto the floor. Plip-plop. And there is a ticking sound. Tick-tock. And I stand, frozen, wanting to run, but my feet are stuck. Up ahead, my son Luc is carrying my grandchild, Sirocco, and the tick-tock grows louder, and I try to call out to him to be careful, and even my voice doesn’t work so I reach for him and my arms are heavy and then—


SMASH.


I jerk awake, heart pounding. I’ve knocked the clock radio flying across the room where it has landed with a weak ‘bleep’ on the floor beside the door.


‘Sorry,’ I call out, because I know my mother, who sleeps in the next room, would have heard. But, of course, my ‘sorry’ only makes her scuttle from her room into mine.


‘What was that noise?’ she whispers, looking quite odd in her childish Donald Duck-patterned pyjamas, a gift from Sirocco. I don’t know why she’s whispering ‒ there’s only the two of us in the house.


‘I knocked over the clock radio.’


‘A bad dream?’


‘No.’


She knows I’m lying. Leaning against the door frame, she says, ‘Lucy, you need to do something about this.’


‘Haven’t I got sleeping tablets from the doctor?’ Pushing myself up, I flick on my mobile. It’s five in the morning. There’s not a hope of finding sleep now. I shove my feet into my runners, which are lying at the side of the bed. ‘Cuppa?’


‘At five in the morning?’


‘No, at seven. I was just going to put the kettle on now.’


A smile tugs at the corner of her lips. ‘Nothing wrong with your sarcasm anyway,’ she says fondly, as she follows me, Donald Duck slippers flapping on her feet, along the hallway to the kitchen. On the way, we are forced to navigate towers of boxes, some open, their contents spilling out all over the floor, while others are sealed.


‘When is Luc ever going to sort that stuff out?’ I toe one of the closed ones.


‘Isn’t he doing his best?’ My mother is never one to bear criticism of her grandson. ‘It’s an emotional thing to go through all his dead father’s papers.’


‘He barely knew Rob.’ I fill the kettle. Saying it makes me feel mean. Rob, my robber husband, the person we’d all mutually despised, had only gone and tried to save our lives just over five months ago. He had died in doing so and now, well, it’s hard to know how to feel about him. The papers and radio shows at the time had had a field day. ‘Convicted Fraudster Hero,’ one paper had proclaimed, in a rather confusing headline. There had been debates on talk shows about bad people who had done great acts. For years, I had got used to being flippant and snarky about Rob, but now there’s a tug on my heart that says he probably wasn’t the monster I believed him to be.


My mother settles herself in a kitchen chair and studies me, head to the side. ‘Still …’ she says.


‘Still,’ I agree, pulling down two cups.


It’s disconcerting to have all the boxes in the hall, though. Luc had brought them home two weeks ago, after Rob’s estate had been settled. Everything except a few photographs had been left to him. So far, from what I can tell, it’s a lot of flashy bad-taste clothes, a pile of papers that detail the pitiful savings in Rob’s bank accounts, a laptop with a password none of us can figure out and copious stunning photographs of the Mayo coastline.


And that was it, the sum total of Rob’s time on earth.


And although Luc is cold-shouldering me, at least he’s in good form with everyone else. Of late, he even seems quite buoyant. It makes me hope that he’s moving on from Rob’s death.


I fill the teapot and pour us both a cuppa. My mother looks tired, probably because I keep waking her. I watch her add five heaped teaspoons of sugar to her cup.


‘Mam—’


‘I can’t drink early-morning tea without sugar.’ She shuts me down, then says, ‘I thought they gave you, you know, counselling in the guards.’


‘I did it.’ And I had, dutifully trotting out the whole story of my home being invaded by a man with a grudge against me. How my ex-husband had taken the hit. How I’d been powerless to do anything. I’d told the story until I was numb. I’m an expert in recounting tales of brutal deeds, having spent years going to court and trotting out other people’s traumas, so I’d employed the same techniques to my own narrative. ‘I am fine. I can do my job. It’ll just take time for the dreams to stop.’ Then I add, ‘It’s like when you treat a wound and put a plaster on it and it takes a little while to … heal.’


My mother is pleased with that. ‘I get it. Oh, that’s good.’


After the case I’d been working on at the time had been put to bed, William, the DI, had insisted I take a few weeks off so I could sort myself out, and I had gone on holiday. I had never been so bored in my life. I’d come back and engaged with An Garda Síochána’s services. They’re allegedly there to help any guard who’d been through a trauma in the course of their duties. Honestly, that’s about 90 per cent of us, but only a few seek help. And it’s mainly the desperate. No one wants to see their career skydive because other people think they can’t cope. I only did it because I knew William would insist on it, would check up on me. And it worked. I’m fine, mostly, except for the dreams. My mother seems to have bounced back from the events of that night, as has Luc, though our relationship has shifted a little on account of what he found out about my previous life as a detective in Dublin during the attack. I’m hoping it’ll settle in time.


My mother finishes her tea. She has the impressive ability to drain a scalding hot cuppa in seconds. ‘I’ll go back to bed.’ She yawns widely. ‘I’ll lie on in the morning.’ Crossing towards me she drops a soft kiss on the top of my head. ‘Night.’


‘Night.’


She leaves, nimbly hopping over large brown boxes, and I hope I’ll be as agile when I hit my seventies. Carrying my tea over to the window, I watch the sun creep over the hills and paint the sky scarlet. All is silent as a new day breaks open.


Sometime later the lyrics from ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go’ playing at full volume rouse me from where I’d fallen asleep at the table. It takes a second to adjust before I realise that the music is my work-phone ringtone.


My knees crack as I hobble into my bedroom to where I’d left it on my locker. ‘William’ is the name on caller display and part of me sings. My boss, DI William Williams. He hasn’t sidelined me because I’ve received trauma counselling. Something has happened and he wants me on his team. Another part of me dreads the news of what tragedy has unfolded.


I swallow, press answer. ‘Cig? It’s Lucy.’


‘There’s been a fire at a house on Slievemore. The chief fire officer believes it might have been deliberate. And we’ve a fatality. We’re locking the scene down.’


My heart judders. I know people out that way. ‘Any idea of who it is?’ I fight to keep my voice steady.


‘Not yet. See you in ten.’


I tell him I’ll be there in twenty minutes.
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By the time I arrive at the scene, the sun is creeping up in the east. Though we’ve had a very bad start to spring, June is doing its best to make us think we might have a shot at summer.


I park my new car a little away from the cordon. It’s only a few months old and I do not want it smelling of smoke. I would have taken a DDU ‒ district detective unit ‒ vehicle from the station but it was quicker to come direct. William is not a man who likes to be kept waiting. Jordy, a sergeant in the Achill station, is the guard on duty, responsible for preserving the scene and the log book. He looks beat, not used to being roused so early from his bed.


‘Lucy,’ he wheezes, as I arrive up, ‘how have you been?’


‘Grand, Jordy. Yourself?’ Even as I’m asking, I’m scanning the area. The mountain, Slievemore, rears up like the crest of a wave about to engulf the graveyard, the deserted village and the few occupied houses scattered along it. The closest residence has been reduced to a blackened ruin. Two fire brigades and two ambulances are in attendance. The blaze appears to be in its dying throes.


‘I’m good.’ Jordy thumbs to the house. ‘The place is gutted. It was ferocious, I heard. Deliberate too, they think.’


‘And the ambulances?’


‘One child. Found upstairs. He’s alive.’


‘Aw, Jesus.’ After signing into the scene, Jordy allows me through.


As I approach, having donned the forensic suit, which, as usual, is enormous, the residual heat from the fire meets me like a wall while the smoke finds its way into my eyes. I recognise the residence: it’s a holiday let, belonging to my mother’s friend Lorna. It was a pretty cottage, aimed at tourists, with its whitewashed walls and bright red door. The walls are black now, the windows blown out, the door charred and falling, revealing the gaping hole of the interior. The lads from the fire brigade are still on alert in case the fire decides to kick off again. Until the heat dies, anything can happen. The stench of damp and smoke hangs heavy in the still morning air. The building groans, dying, creaking and straining. Water trickles down through the destroyed shell.


I fire off a quick text to my mother looking for Lorna’s number just as I notice a tall figure making his way across the grass towards me. Even under the mask, he’s recognisable. It’s in his assured walk, in the scrutiny of his ice blue eyes. I wonder suddenly if he has any bad dreams. Will he have bad dreams about this scene? Of all the members on the team, he’s had more than his fair share of trauma. With a nod of greeting, he launches straight in, ‘They reckon another few hours and they’ll be able to let us enter,’ he says, his eyes raking over the smouldering ruin. ‘According to the fire officer, the body of the victim was located in what we believe was the kitchen area. The person was on the floor, in the middle of the room. Right now, they’ve no idea how the fire started, but because it took so fast, they reckon there must have been an accelerant used.’


‘Accelerant? With a child in the house?’


There’s hesitation, which is not like him. Then he says, ‘Two children. One alive and one …’ He looks skywards and heaves a sigh.


Of all the things I’ve encountered in this job, I’m still staggered at the depths of horror out there. ‘Where are the parents?’ I swallow my upset.


‘We haven’t found any.’


I don’t respond to that. Chances are we might find a parent, dead somewhere in the vicinity, after taking their own life and deciding to take the children with them. Or maybe having drunk themselves into a stupor and been unable to react when the fire started. ‘How is the child that’s alive?’


‘A bit of smoke inhalation but he’ll be all right.’


He’ll never be all right. This moment will sear itself on his soul in ways that will be hard to predict. The ‘why’ of it will be the thing to brand him. Whatever the ‘why’ is.


‘So, two things.’ William is back to business. ‘I need you to talk to the man who called nine-nine-nine. He lives across that field.’ He points to the next house over, just a white blur in the distance. It’s a rented house too and I don’t know who lives there. ‘Also I need you to find out who—’


My phone rings, blaring out the Wham! song


William raises his eyebrows as if to say who the hell is calling me on my work mobile.


I glance at the screen and recognise the number. I flick it off but it immediately starts up again. Jesus, I think, why can’t she just answer a simple text message?


‘Mam,’ I say into it, as William makes a tsk sound while glaring impatiently at me. ‘Can you please just text me back and—’


‘Why do you want Lorna’s number? Has something happened? I’m sorry, but if something has, I don’t think you should be the one—’


‘If you don’t give me her number right now I will arrest you for obstructing a garda inquiry.’


Beside me William splutters out what I think might be a laugh.


‘You wouldn’t.’


She’s right. ‘Her holiday home is on fire,’ I snap. ‘Now can you—’


‘Oh, my God, Lorna said there was someone renting it. A long-term lease. She was delighted and—’


‘Mam.’


She stops abruptly and rattles off Lorna’s name and address. Then, as she’s expressing her hope that everyone is safe, I hang up. ‘The owner is Lorna Long, Keel,’ I say to William. ‘Do you want me to go and talk to her?’


‘Yes. Better do it straight after you talk to your man over in that house. It might give us an early ID on who was living in the place. There’s no car outside that we’ve found yet. When is Dan due back?’


‘Day after tomorrow, all going well.’ Dan is my work partner and right now he’s in hospital, having tripped over a garden urn that he hadn’t known was there. It’s a long story involving his partner’s mother who has just moved in with them. He’d suffered bad concussion and a bruised elbow.


‘Grand. Right. Give Kev a shout, get him out of bed. Tell him to set up the incident room and pull the usual team together, depending on who is available. We don’t know what we’re looking at yet, but if I was a betting man, I’d say we might have arson resulting in a murder, along with an attempted murder on our hands.’ He shoots a sideways look at me. ‘Are you all right with that?’


‘Sure.’ I pretend I don’t know what he’s referring to. I tap my notebook, which I’ve jammed into the pocket of my rain jacket. ‘I’ll get going.’


‘I’ll give you a call when we get the all-clear to go in. The more eyes the better.’


‘Yep.’


‘And, Lucy,’ I turn back to him, ‘on your way out, tell Jordy to tuck his shirt into his trousers, for fuck’s sake. When the bloody press get here, they’ll think some middle-aged country bumpkin is in charge of the perimeter.’


Jordy is a middle-aged country bumpkin, I’m tempted to say, but instead I answer, ‘I’ll have a word. See you later.’


He tips me a salute and saunters off in the direction of the fire officer.
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Two children. Who the hell would set a fire with two children in the house? What sort of a person does that? Did whoever did it know that the children were there? And where was the mother or father? Will they be found on—


A volley of small stones hits the windscreen as my car slides on a tight bend. I’m driving too fast. Slowing down, I think it wouldn’t be great to crash my brand-new car so soon after buying it. The lads in the station would have a field day.


Five minutes later, I pull up outside the home of the person who had reported the fire. From this vantage point, I can clearly see the plumes of black smoke drifting away across the mountain. Small flickers of flame, like miscreant children, leap up from the blackened ruin and are immediately quenched.


It takes five minutes to get an answer from the occupier, who rattles about inside, looking for a key, I think, before eventually pulling open the door.


‘Lucy! Hey!’


For feck’s sake. I face the man who’d broken my heart when I was fifteen and who, through a series of misfortunes, has featured in my life ever since. ‘Johnny. You live here now?’ I don’t know where to look as he’s wearing nothing but a short silk dressing-gown tied loosely with a flimsy belt.


‘For the last four months,’ he says, lounging in the doorway. ‘In fact, since my marriage imploded I haven’t settled for too long anywhere. It’s been hell.’


‘Indeed.’ I take out my notebook. ‘Pity you were such a shit to your wife and daughter. Now, I’ve a few questions for you regarding—’


‘Is this part of your interview technique?’ He feigns shock. ‘Going about insulting your witnesses?’


‘No. Reserved especially for you.’


He laughs a little and opens the door wider. ‘You’d better come in, I suppose. D’you want a cup of tea? Or some toast? It’s very early to be working.’


I’m surprised he even knows how to do toast. Johnny Egan had always been a bit too much about Johnny Egan to bother with the normalities of life, and for some reason I’d found it wildly attractive. ‘No.’ I follow him down his hall as he leads the way to the kitchen. ‘Thanks anyway. I just want you to tell me anything you remember about seeing the fire earlier.’


‘I’m having toast.’ Rubbing a hand through his messy blond hair, he gestures to a kitchen chair. ‘You can sit there. It’s clean.’


‘Good to know.’ I perch on it, ready to leave as quickly as I can. ‘What time did you notice this fire?’ I keep my tone professional.


He pops two slices of bread into his toaster. ‘Are you always like this? Straight down to business?’


‘When I’m doing my job, yeah.’ I wait a second, then add, ‘This isn’t a social call.’


Chuckling, he pulls butter from the fridge. ‘About half five,’ he says, sniffing the butter. ‘I was after finishing a design for a house out in Ballycroy, and I was just heading to bed and I saw this reddish glow. At first I thought, you know, it was a lantern or a torch but, like, it was red and it sort of kept ebbing and flaring up. I went outside and there was a smell of smoke in the air so I figured it had to be a fire.’ He pokes a finger into his butter and takes a cautious lick. ‘That’s fine.’ He’s referring to the butter, which he sets on the table. Then to me, ‘I called nine-nine-nine and the girl on the other end of the line said she’d send someone out and I went to bed.’


It’s only Johnny who could report a fire, then go to bed. Still, it’s always been out of sight, out of mind with him. ‘You saw a glow about five thirty, rang it in and went to bed?’


He must hear the incredulity in my tone because he answers a little defensively, ‘I’ve an early start in the morning, which is earlier now, thanks to you. And sure,’ a shrug, ‘I’m not a fireman.’ His very pale toast pops and he slathers it with half a block of butter. He offers me the plate. ‘You positive?’


‘If I had any regrets about refusing the first time, I don’t now. It looks rank.’


‘Your loss.’ He bites into one of the slices.


‘Do you know who lives in that house?’


‘It was a house?’ His jaw drops, exposing masticated bread. ‘Aw, Jesus, I thought it was one of the bonfires for St John’s Eve. They seem to be everywhere this year. Was anyone hurt?’


He’ll find out soon enough. ‘We think so but we haven’t been into the scene yet. A child was taken to hospital, though.’


There’s a moment of disbelief before he puts his toast down and shoves his plate away. ‘Jesus. Sorry, I’ve been a dick. What is it you want to know?’


‘If you know who lives there?’


‘I’m out most of the time. Could be a woman …’ he pauses ‘… or maybe a man. I saw a man there a few weeks back.’


‘Can you describe him?’


‘It was a while ago,’ he says. ‘I don’t know. Big fella. Physically strong, I mean. He was walking up the drive as I was driving past. It was the day I was meeting Akins and Co for a redesign of their offices, so I can check the date.’ He spends a moment locating his phone. ‘June the second,’ he says, and I jot it down.


‘What was this guy wearing?’


‘Nothing that stood out. Jeans, I think, and a black jacket. He had jet black hair, because I remember thinking, I bet that fella’s dyed his hair.’


Takes one to know one, I feel like saying. Instead, I close my notebook and stand up. ‘Thanks. I’ll be back if I need anything else.’


‘Sure.’ He smiles a goodbye and for the tiniest of seconds my heart flutters, like baby kicks.


Trying to ignore it, I march with purpose out of the kitchen and into the hall. I’m about to open the front door when he calls out, ‘I was wondering … how are you? You know after … well … everything?’


The question catches me by surprise, and I stall, swallowing a sudden lump in my throat. I turn around slowly. ‘Fine.’ My voice is a croak.


‘Right. Good.’ Another shrug. ‘It’s just …’ he pauses again, not sure maybe if he should, but finally blurts out ‘… you look tired.’


‘It’s six thirty in the morning, Johnny.’


‘Yeah, I guess.’


Awkwardly, ‘Thanks for asking.’


‘Anytime.’ Awkwardness over, he turns back to his toast.
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As I knew she would, my mother has already rung Lorna to break the news because Lorna is waiting for me when I pull up to her house.


‘Lucy!’ She runs to greet me as I make my way up her drive, then trots alongside me, breathlessly firing out questions. ‘What’s been happening? Your mother rang and we weren’t sure whether to go up to the cottage or to stay here. But your mother said you’d call. Oh dear, this is terrible, terrible. What’s happened?’


The woman is as thin as a rake, but strong-looking, with the quick movements of the perpetually nervous. Chattering about how awful this all is, she leads me into her tidy but overly fussy kitchen. Knick-knacks vie for space on the shelves – ceramic hens, paper hearts, St Brigid’s crosses, cheap ornaments and an alarming number of photos all featuring hens of different hues.


‘How bad is it?’ She finally comes to a standstill beside her kitchen table. Before I can answer, she calls, ‘Denis, Lucy Golden is here.’ Then, to me, ‘Sit down. I’ll make some tea.’


‘There’s no need.’


‘Denis will want tea anyway.’ She scurries over to the sink and fills the kettle. ‘Sit. Go on. Sit.’


As she’s whirling about getting cups and making toast, Denis arrives into the kitchen, freshly washed and shaved. He slides in beside me.


‘How’s Lucy? How’s your mother?’


There’s no rush with him. It’s like he sucks Lorna’s panic out of the room. His breath smells of mouthwash.


‘She’s grand, thanks. Ye were very good letting her stay after the … attack.’ Even now, I have trouble referencing it.


‘That was a terrible how-do-you-do.’ Denis shakes his head. ‘The poor woman was half cracked with the shock. Fair play to you all moving back into that house.’ He waits a beat, then asks, ‘So, our house? Badly damaged?’


Lorna turns towards me, eyes huge with anxiety.


I brace myself. ‘I’m afraid so.’


‘Oh.’ That’s Lorna. ‘Oh dear.’


‘The house is destroyed,’ I say, as gently as I can. ‘I’m sorry.’


A shocked silence broken only as Lorna sits down heavily on a spindly kitchen chair.


Denis stands and squeezes her shoulder, ‘It’s insured, let’s not worry.’ He turns to me. ‘And our tenants? Are they all right? Any idea what caused it?’


‘That’s why I’m here. I need details of who was renting it from you.’


‘You mean they’re not at the house?’


‘Look, you’ll read about it soon anyway, but we believe there was a fatality and—’


Lorna covers her mouth with her hand. ‘Not the mother? Not Moira?’ She looks in horror at Denis.


‘Will you let Lucy talk?’ Denis admonishes gently. He turns to me. ‘A fatality?’


‘Yes. We have no ID yet. One child was pulled alive from the upstairs bedroom and …’ like William, I find it hard to say ‘… one child we think is dead.’


They both inhale sharply. Lorna stifles what I think is a sob.


I let them take that in before adding, ‘It’s terrible, I know. How many people were in the house?’


‘Three,’ Denis confirms. ‘But … well, I think Moira told me only …’ he frowns ‘… the day before yesterday the children were going to be away today, that they were going on a sleepover last night. Are you sure?’


‘We don’t have an ID on the body in the kitchen yet. The firemen thought it might be a child but … we don’t know.’ Even as I say it, I know it’s crap. The firemen do know. ‘Who did she tell you was taking them last night?’


‘She didn’t. I just passed her in the street and said to her that she had her hands full with them and she said she’d enjoy the break when they were on their sleepover tomorrow. And I just laughed, the way you do.’ He sounds bereft.


‘The children are Bren and Ella,’ Lorna jumps in. ‘Bren is about four, chatty little chap. And Ella is the opposite, never talks but she’s a lovely little thing. About five or six, I think. And Moira, she’s the mother. Is she not … ?’


‘We haven’t found her. Would she be in the habit of leaving her children alone?’


‘She loved those kiddies.’ Denis is very definite about that. ‘She’d never do anything to hurt them.’


‘But we don’t know for sure,’ Lorna chimes in, ‘do we, Denis?’


‘Well … no,’ he concedes. Then, swallowing, he says, a little defensively, ‘Look, she would be collecting seaweed in the mornings on the beach, to sell. Early, like five or so. I’d see her some mornings ‒ I’d be taking pictures for my calendar.’


Denis brings out a calendar of photographs each year and sells it for charity at Christmas.


‘I don’t know what she did with the children those mornings,’ he continues. Then, ruefully, ‘I didn’t ask her because, well, it’s not my business and she was great with them and …’ His voice trails off. ‘Maybe I should have.’


I refrain from commenting. Of course he should have, but that’s easy to say in hindsight. ‘Were you on the beach this morning?’


‘I was, but I didn’t see her. She might have gone to a different one.’


‘Okay. Thanks.’ I fire off a text to William. He’ll probably send someone to check the beaches. Refocusing on Denis and Lorna, I ask, ‘Is there anything you can tell me to help trace Moira or her next of kin?’


‘Moira Delaney,’ Denis says. ‘A Limerick girl. I’m not sure from what part. Though that was her married name. She was trying to change everything to her maiden name, she told me, but I can’t remember what that was.’


‘Long shot, but would you have a picture of her?’


Lorna looks to Denis.


‘No,’ he says, and, weirdly, I’m not sure I believe him.


‘You sure?’


Beside him, Lorna appears to stiffen. ‘How would we have a picture of her?’


I leave it a beat, but neither of them fills the silence. I won’t pursue it ‒ it’s not relevant just now anyway. If Moira was in her thirties, I’d expect her to be on social media. Facebook is probably too dated. Instagram might be my best bet. I open my account, never used except once upon a time to keep an eye on Luc. Under search, I key in Moira Delaney and, of course, loads of profiles pop up. The pictures are tiny. And most of the profiles are private. ‘Have a quick look there and see if you can recognise her.’ I hold my phone towards Denis.


He gives me an incredulous look. ‘Neither of us is a spring chicken, Lucy. Even with our glasses those pictures are a blur.’


‘A blur,’ Lorna chirps.


I revert to Facebook and Twitter just on the off-chance, but looking for a Moira Delaney is like searching for a needle in a haystack. Finally, I key ‘Moira Delaney’, ‘Brendan Delaney’, ‘Ella Delaney’, ‘Limerick’ and ‘Bren’ into Google. ‘Anything else you know about her?’


‘She came from Limerick but moved west after she married. Then her marriage broke up. Not long ago, I don’t think. She went back to Limerick for a short while, maybe family there or something, but she returned here because of the little girl. She was in school here. And I think her and the father were discussing him seeing the children more or whatever.’


‘Husband’s name?’


They look at each other and shake their heads.


‘She was an artist,’ Denis suddenly remembers. ‘Not that famous, I don’t think. Her pictures were the sort of ones that you don’t know exactly what they are.’


I put in ‘artist’. And bingo. One entry.


‘You certainly know a lot about her,’ Lorna remarks, and her tone makes my senses pop. She’s looking oddly at Denis.


‘I know what she told me when she moved in,’ he says. ‘Sure didn’t I help her with her boxes and it nearly killed me?’


He holds her gaze, and a moment passes before Lorna tears her eyes away from his. ‘I think we might have a reference for her somewhere.’ She crosses to a dresser and pulls open a drawer, setting free a sheaf of papers that cascade to the floor. ‘Marvellous,’ she mutters, almost with a sob, as she bends down to sift through them.


Being here is like stepping into warm water and finding an unexpected cold current underneath. I don’t have time to analyse it because, for now, all I need is information on Moira. I flick my attention back to my Google search.


Moira Delaney is one of our selected artists for the inaugural Peter McCroy bursary. She is developing a body of work, set in the natural landscape, which she said will expose the hidden dangers of the seen world. As well as that she will use bodily—


Blah. Blah. Arty claptrap that no one understands. I scroll down and, yes, a headshot! It was obviously taken when she got the bursary. If it hasn’t been Photoshopped, the woman is stunning. There’s an ethereal quality about her. Delicate and otherworldly with luminous skin and large, sad brown eyes. Her hair, midnight black, falls about her face in loose sleek waves. She looks … I try to think of the word and come up with ‘untouchable’. Like she has an air of royalty about her. ‘Is this Moira?’ I ask Denis.


‘That’s her,’ he confirms. ‘Nice picture. The little lad looks like her, only not with the brown eyes.’


‘Blue eyes,’ Lorna says.


I screenshot it, then email it to the Cig, shorthand for cigre, the Irish word for ‘inspector’, telling him that this is the mother of the two children in the house. I email the picture to Kev too, because I know he’s in the station sorting out the incident room for conference later. I ask him to do a reverse image search for Moira on the internet and on social media. To be sure, double-check pictures of her with her children – Ella and Bren – so you’ll be certain it’s the right feed. She’s an artist. She’s from Limerick originally, I type.


I throw out another question. ‘Did Moira have any visitors?’


‘Sure how would we—’ Lorna begins.


‘Not many,’ Denis answers. ‘I saw a man once. Mid-sized fella, dark hair. I asked him who he was and he said he was looking for Moira. He wasn’t the friendliest, I remember. Sort of snarled at me. Anyway, I said she wasn’t around. He left then. And the day she moved into the house, there was no one with her at all at all.’


As he talks, Lorna’s hands still as she turns towards her husband, and I don’t know if I imagine it, but the look of loathing in that millisecond nails me to the floor before she wipes it clean with a smile. ‘Here we are.’ Pulling herself upright, she hands me a page that appears to be torn from a copybook.




To whom it concerns –


Moira Delaney née Flannery is a responsible tenant and I have no hesitation in recommending her to you. She rented my apartment for a year, always paid on time and kept the place in good order.


Barry Jones


24 Newport Street, Newport, Mayo





As I jot down that ‘Flannery’ is her maiden name, Denis says, ‘I rang that chap, the one that wrote the letter. Seemed a nice man, said Moira was wonderful, and I decided we’d let her have the cottage for six months to start with. The woman was desperate, needed a place for herself and the children.’


I pop the letter into an evidence bag, thinking that if she was with this landlord for a year, when was it? Did she and her husband rent a house from him?


‘Why are you putting that letter into a bag?’ Denis looks alarmed.


‘Procedure, just in case …’


‘Just in case of what?’ Lorna asks.


‘In case,’ I try to choose words that won’t panic them, ‘in case we’re looking at something more than just a house fire and a missing person.’


‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph.’ Lorna blesses herself. ‘Do you think it was on purpose?’


‘I don’t think anything,’ I say. ‘This is all procedure.’


They glance at each other, turn to me.


‘What aren’t you telling us?’ Denis asks for them both.


My phone rings, saving me from having to reply.


‘We can go in in about ten minutes,’ William says.
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SOCOs have arrived and are in the process of gathering as much evidence from the scene as they can in an attempt to unearth how and why this fatal fire started. The cordon has been extended and a search is under way to try to locate the mother.


Down on the road, the press have begun to gather. RTÉ vie with the local papers for jostling space at the cordon. Jordy, who not only has his shirt tucked in but has donned his full uniform, is ignoring all their calls for a statement.


William, an irritated Joe Palmer, the pathologist, and I are waiting for final permission to be allowed into the cottage.


‘They said any minute an hour ago,’ Palmer grumbles. ‘I’ve enough to be doing without travelling to the back of beyond to stand around in the drizzle. And I can’t even have a cigarette.’


William and I ignore him.


‘Oy!’ Palmer calls across to Liam, the chief fire officer. ‘What’s the hold-up?’


‘I suppose it’s all about trying not to get ye killed when you go in,’ Liam calls back pleasantly, making me snigger.


‘Easy know he isn’t under the pressure I am.’ Palmer snorts. ‘Still, one more year and me and Jean will be out of this godforsaken place. We’ll be sunning ourselves in Spain while you lot are still cleaning up the shite in this country.’


‘That’s something to look forward to, eh, Lucy,’ William says wryly.


‘It is.’ I try not to laugh.


Palmer eyes us suspiciously, not sure exactly what William means.


‘All right,’ Liam calls, ‘over ye come. Careful now.’


We cross towards him, me finding it awkward in the massive forensic suit. They seem to have no problem ordering gloves in various sizes but never the suits and it drives me mad. It’s the only piece of clothing I’ll ever be a ‘small’ in. I shuffle behind the other two as Liam leads us along the safe path to the front of the house. ‘We’ve stabilised the structure,’ he says, as he indicates the supports put in place, ‘but I’m going to escort ye into the kitchen anyway, just to be safe. I can talk ye through the scene as much as we understand it at this moment. ’Tis one of the worst fires I’ve ever attended, I’ll tell ye that now. It was pure ferocious. There is no way it was accidental, I’ll tell ye that now.’ A glance at us. ‘Are ye right?’ Without waiting for a response, Liam flicks on his torch and enters the house.


‘The door isn’t as bad as I’d expect,’ William observes.


He’s right. The paint is blistered, and in the small glass pane only a few spiky shards of glass remain. But it’s still standing.


‘It was open when the fire started,’ Liam explains. ‘By the time we arrived flames were shooting out from the hallway. The glass from the pane is here.’ He toes the ground where shards lie. ‘I’ll send ye a report on what we observed for conference later anyway. Now, this here is the hallway.’ He plays the light of the torch onto a barely recognisable set of stairs. ‘You can just see the banister leading upwards. It’s not as badly damaged up there, two bedrooms and a bathroom. Thankfully, for that little boy, we managed to get in. We can say for definite that the fire started downstairs. There,’ he indicates a gaping hole to the left, ‘that’s a small sitting room.’


‘May I?’ William asks and Liam nods. He walks into what is left of the room. Charred wood, metal and glass crunch under his feet. The remains of a sofa and a curtain half off its rail are recognisable, as is a cord in the ceiling, which I suppose was a light. Everything is black and wet and, without the torch, dark. William has a look at melted sockets as Liam says, ‘This room was only starting when we got here. It was the kitchen and hall that took the brunt of it. The fire was pouring out, smoke was billowing, so I’m certain it began in the kitchen, not in a basement or anything deep-seated like that. Come on.’


Palmer has already gone ahead, his priority always the body and not the solving of a crime.


The door between the hall and the kitchen is somewhere under our feet and in order to enter what was once a small room, we have to step over a tiny corpse, curled up on the floor.


‘There was an accelerant poured on or near the body,’ Palmer says, from his crouched position beside the victim.


Liam nods. ‘Yes.’ He turns to us. ‘Can you smell it?’


We nod. Whoever it was had had no chance to escape as the fire has wrought total destruction here. Black walls expose basic insulation, melted appliances, the blackened rafters above what had once been the ceiling. The smell of soot and damp and chemicals. And diesel.


‘Typical boxer pose,’ Palmer says, snapping a few pictures of the body.


We will have our own pictures shortly too.


‘Fire does that,’ Palmer continues dispassionately. ‘See the way she’s curled up? The heat of the fire has caused the muscles to flex. Internal organs exposed.’


The tiny body looks more alien than human.


Finally, Palmer gets to his feet. ‘We need to get her to the morgue ASAP because the heat will continue to damage her organs.’


‘It’s a girl?’ That’s me.


‘Most likely, but we’ll know later. Get someone in, take proper pictures and I’ll get her removed. You’ll have an interim report soon.’ So saying, he stomps out of the house.


There’s a silence after he leaves. The three of us stare down at what was once a living, breathing, laughing little girl. I feel a pain high in my chest and have to swallow it back, damp it down. It won’t do this little one any good if I fall apart. I know we’re all thinking the same.


‘We need to find a next of kin before the story gets out.’ My tone is solid.


‘What do we know about the mother?’ William asks.


I rattle off what I’d learned from Lorna and Denis, finishing, ‘I’ve got an old landlord’s name. I can call and press him for any details. Kev is also trying to track her down on the internet.’


I wait for William to say something else but instead he crouches and scrutinises the child. He spends a long while looking at her, and in the end I turn away: not only can I not look at the body any more, I can’t look at him looking.


A few minutes later, he joins me outside, where the air is a bit fresher despite the stench. Taking off his mask, he says, ‘First things first. We don’t know that that body is Ella—’


‘Come on, Cig. You—’


He holds up a hand and I snap my mouth shut.


‘But,’ he continues, ‘on balance of probability, it more than likely is. Let’s track the mother’s family down, see if they’ve heard from her. We can ask for a DNA sample for comparison in case she turns up dead too.’


‘Grand.’ The poor family, I think.


At that moment Kev sends a text. One word: BINGO!
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He has found Moira on Instagram. A reverse image search is a dinky little thing that allows you to upload an image and the program will search the whole of the internet for visually similar ones. Or identical images, if it’s online. It’s a bit hit-and-miss, there’s a knack to using it and some programs are better than others, but when it hits, the surge of adrenaline is powerful.


Kev had uploaded the picture of Moira I found and unearthed an Instagram account called MDel89. Obviously public, he’s sent through screenshots of several of her posts. The first is the picture of Moira that I sent him, only this time, lucky for us, she had posted it on her Instagram account and allowed Kev to find her through the search. The post reads, Thanks to the Arts Council for the grant #onehappyfemalepainter #fun #keepsmiling #keeppainting #love.


I scroll to the next image. A small boy, about three, wearing a green baseball cap and a blue sweatshirt, being pushed on a swing by a young man, who is laughing at something. The post reads, Me, Bar and the boy going craziee in the park. #fun #kids #lovemyboy #keepsmiling.


A second image shows the same little boy, wearing a pair of swimming trunks. He’s giving the camera a thumbs-up and has a big goofy grin on his face. Beside him stands a solemn little girl, furrowed brow, wearing a blue swimsuit and sun hat. Swimming with my gorgeous boy and my mom – joke – my bossy boots daughter #fun #kids #lovemybabies #keepsmiling.


Oh, God. The pain in my chest again as I stare at that serious little face. She looks like she’s carrying all the worries of the world.


I enlarge the photo, hoping to get a sense of where they are. But all beaches look the same.


‘They’re the right ages for the children, anyway,’ William says. ‘Give that landlord a ring, would you? See if he can add anything extra to the mix. Anything else?’


‘Yep.’ Kev has sent another picture, this time with all three in it. The boy is a little bigger, holding tight to his mother’s arm. He’s wearing a branded tracksuit and runners and his hair has been spiked up. He looks like a tiny drug-dealer. The girl, still with that inscrutable expression, is staring stoically at the camera. She’s wearing a pretty red dress that is so at odds with her expression it’s cute. Moira is beaming, her face alight with happiness. She’s wearing a tight lime-green dress. The background is dull, grey. October visiting the father #home #lovinglife #blessed.


I blow the picture up; there’s some kind of sculpture behind her, and further on a building and the stretch of a street.


‘That’s King John’s Castle in Limerick,’ the Cig says, peering hard. ‘It’s right on the bridge. I know that well, lived near there. She’s a Limerick girl, right?’


‘Yep.’


‘Great. I’ll contact the stations there and task them to trace the family from our gathered info.’ At my look, he says, ‘Two children, one dead in a fire set deliberately. A missing mother. Most times these things have a start-up. It doesn’t happen out of the blue. There might be a report of something on file. So, you call her old landlord, see what happens there.’


‘I can check with the Arts Council too,’ I suggest. ‘They might have an address for her.’


‘She only got that grant within the last four months. My guess is that she was in Achill by then. That’s the address they’ll have, but worth a try.’


‘Okay, I’ll get on it.’


As I speak, paramedics, bearing a stretcher with a body bag, pass us by on their way to bring the IP – injured party ‒ our euphemistic name for a victim, murdered or otherwise, to the morgue.


Everyone falls silent as they put her into the ambulance.


‘Try to get in touch with relatives as soon as possible,’ William orders, as the vehicle drives off, his gaze still on the house. ‘The media know something’s up. We’ll call a press conference for six this evening, so see you back here then.’


Marvellous.


Suddenly there’s a shout, a bustle of activity. I hurry behind William as he strides across to where some SOCOs have gathered, just beyond where the front door of the property is.


They’ve found blood on a patch of grass outside the house. One of the SOCO team is having a closer look.


‘What’s the story?’ William asks,


‘Hard to be certain but this blood is fairly recent and there’s a lot of it spattered about. We’ll take a sample, get DNA.’


‘Grand.’ William spots me. ‘Hop it, would you?’


‘On it, Cig.’


Five minutes later, having found a quiet spot, I dial first the Arts Council and leave a message, then call Moira’s old landlord.


The promise of a sunny day has been rescinded. Rain is falling in a dirty thin drizzle.


A muted ‘Hello.’


‘Is that Mr Barry Jones?’


‘Depends on who’s asking. Who is asking?’ I hear echoes behind him, as if he’s in a warehouse or something.


I don’t have time for this. ‘Detective Sergeant Lucy Golden,’ I stress the ‘detective sergeant’ bit. ‘I’d like to—’


‘DS? A guard. Have you news for me?’


News? ‘I suppose I have.’


‘Well?’ he asks.


This is not how I envisaged this conversation. ‘Is this Barry Jones of twenty-four Newport Street?’


‘Well … yeah … I guess.’ He sounds doubtful. ‘Once upon a time.’


‘Sorry? Once upon a time?’


‘It’s my mother’s address. I live in Limerick now.’


Is it me …? ‘Barry, did you ever write a note for a lady called Moira Delaney, saying you were an ex-landlord of hers?’


‘Eh … yeah. What has that to do with anything?’


I am confused. ‘Were you ever her landlord?’


‘Eh …’ He sounds a little panicked now. ‘If I wasn’t, would I be in trouble?’ But he doesn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he hangs up. Shit.


I call again but it goes to voicemail.


And again.


Nothing for it but to call out to Newport Street.
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