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‘Dr O’Brien. Wouldn’t it be fair to say that if Mr Boyle had taken the advice of the paramedics to go by ambulance to Beaumont Hospital, he would still be alive? And my client would not be sitting in this court?’ The defence counsel swept his arm towards a rather puny-looking man in his early twenties, sitting in the dock of Court 17 of the Central Criminal Court, a stricken look etched across his pale face. The eminent barrister’s gown flapped in the air before settling again around the heft of his bulky body.


Dr Terry O’Brien was not fazed by the counsel’s theatrics. She had given evidence in the High Court in Glasgow, and that was a much tougher crowd to crack.


Terry felt all eyes in the court on her. You could hear a pin drop. The defence counsel’s question was an important one and deserved careful consideration. Of course, she had anticipated it and was well prepared. In fact, she had asked herself the same question the day Robbo Boyle ended up on her mortuary table.


Before she could speak, a keening sound came from the back of the court, and she peered around the barrister to establish the source of the plaintive lament. In the back row of the spectators’ benches a woman in an ill-fitting black blazer was rocking back and forth, her face contorted with grief. Terry recognised her as Robbo’s mother. A flustered female garda, most likely the family liaison officer, had her arm around the devastated woman’s shoulders, gently trying to calm her.


Defence counsel turned his head and tutted. Terry looked towards the judge, expecting him to offer a sympathetic word, but he was scowling and gesticulating towards the gardaí standing at the back of the courtroom. He wanted this distraction removed. Even the prosecution team looked embarrassed at the display of raw emotion, shuffling papers and keeping their eyes down. She shook her head – where was the empathy? This poor woman had lost her son. Sure, wasn’t that why they were all here? Terry sighed. She knew that the function of a court was to mete out justice, but did it have to be so cold and clinical?


While Robbo’s mother was guided out by the FLO, Terry noticed a younger woman seated on the bench behind the defence team. She sat motionless, but the distress on her face was visible to see. The partner of the accused, Terry guessed.


Same old, same old, she thought. Two families devastated by a single punch. Her dad always said, ‘When the drink’s in, the wit’s out’. A scuffle outside a pub had ended with the bouncer being knocked to the ground and a drunken eejit on a stag night accused of manslaughter.


The door to the court thudded closed and the room fell silent once again. The barrister repeated the question. Terry sat up straight and kept her eyes focused on the jury. ‘I am neither clairvoyant nor God. There is no way to predict the outcome of a head injury, even if Mr Boyle had gone to hospital. But what I can say is that if he had, his chances of survival would have greatly increased.’


‘No further questions, Judge.’ The defence barrister swished his gown back and sat down, the bench quivering under his weight.


Pretentious twat, Terry thought.


The prosecution counsel looked up, but remained seated. Always a good sign. ‘I have no further questions for Dr O’Brien, Judge.’


Terry nodded – court speak for ‘thank you’.


The judge inclined his head towards her, dismissing her. ‘Thank you, Doctor. You are free to go.’


She avoided looking at the accused as she walked past him. The next witness had been called and Terry smiled at the toxicologist heading for the witness box, the seat still warm. ‘Good luck,’ she whispered as he walked by.


God knows what the jury would make of what they were about to hear. Robbo Boyle had been a muscle-bound hulk, born of a gym obsession and large doses of steroids. She knew the defence would seize on that information suggest that Robbo’s ‘roid rage’ had led to an aggressive attack on his client, who’d had no option but to retaliate in self-defence. She could imagine the defence counsel casting a sympathetic glance towards the feeble figure of the accused, dwarfed by the officers sitting either side of him. The clear implication being: what possible threat could he pose? The unspoken reference to David versus Goliath would not be lost on the jurors. He would stop short of saying that the bouncer was instrumental in his own death. Justice! she thought as the court door slammed shut behind her.


As Terry walked out onto the concourse she rummaged in her bag and pulled out her phone. She saw that there were three missed calls from the Office of the State Pathologist, where, today, Friday, 3 January, she would be starting in her new part-time role.


Terry had been employed as a state pathologist the previous year on a temporary contract while Dr Paul Hannah was on compassionate leave. Much to her surprise she had loved it, feeling instantly at home in Dublin. In Glasgow, she’d always been an outsider, never fitting in with the team there. But here she had formed strong relationships with everyone she worked with. Well, almost everyone. She had thought that Professor Charlie Boyd, chief state pathologist, would be delighted to get rid of her when Paul returned to work, so she had been surprised when he contacted her with the job offer. It seemed that the Prof wanted to take a step back – more time for golf, she guessed.


The person who really wielded the power behind Charlie’s throne, however, was Mrs Carey, the office manager of the OSP. She was not to be ignored. The fact that Mrs Carey had called repeatedly meant she had her knickers in a twist over something. Terry had hoped today would be easy and drama-free. She smiled to herself. Who was she kidding? All the same, it was good to be back.


Placing her file on the marble bench outside the courtroom, she dropped her bag next to it and stood facing the wall to discourage anyone from approaching her. She had forgotten how stressful giving evidence in court was. In Glasgow, she would have headed straight to Babbity Bowser’s, a ten-minute walk from the High Court, for a stiff drink. But that was then.	 


She stretched and arched her back. Her shoulder ached from holding herself upright in the witness box. It had taken intensive physiotherapy to get full movement back in her upper body after the brutal attack she’d been subjected to just a few months before. She had honestly thought she might never get back to wielding her scalpel in the mortuary. While the physical injuries had healed, the mental scars were taking that bit longer.


Terry took a deep breath, trying to remember her breathing exercises. She needed a few minutes to ground herself. She was determined to show her team that Rupert Hunt, the serial killer responsible for the attack, had failed not just to kill her, but also to kill her spirit. She had trusted Hunt, a forensic archaeologist, to help in an investigation into the murder of popular true crime podcaster Rachel Reece. But instead, he had manipulated Terry in a game of cat and mouse with the sole intention of luring her to her death. It hadn’t worked out as he had planned though. She had managed to fend him off, resulting in the fight for her life, one that had almost killed her and that had left Hunt with a severed spinal cord. Both had survived the ordeal, but both were changed by it. Hunt was awaiting trial for the brutal murders Terry had uncovered, but it wouldn’t be over until he was jailed for life.


When she was discharged from hospital, she had retreated to her dad and stepmum’s house in Glasgow to lick her wounds and reconsider her future. Charlie Boyd’s job offer had come not a moment too soon. When she realised that the highlight of her days had become watching Countdown – her dad was always better at the words but she thrashed him with the numbers – she knew she was ready to go back to work.


She had swithered about returning to Dublin, concerned that everyone would treat her with kid gloves, but a terse phone call from Mrs Carey made it clear that a near-death experience was no excuse for tardiness and she was expected to finalise outstanding post-mortem reports in a timely manner. That had sealed the deal.


Now, feeling ready for whatever this day would bring, Terry sat down on the marble bench, ready to return Mrs C’s calls. Looking about, she realised that the concourse was strangely empty. Two hours earlier it had been buzzing: counsel taking instructions from solicitors, solicitors chatting with clients, huddles of anxious family members, expert witnesses consulting notes, as well as members of An Garda Síochána milling around. Maybe it was just the pre-lunchtime lull.


Then she heard some sort of commotion drifting up below. Above the ground floor of the Criminal Courts of Justice were three tiers of courts, like three doughnuts perched atop the grand circular atrium. She leaned over the parapet to try to see what was going on. It looked chaotic from what little she could glimpse. Gardaí were shouting into their radios and running towards the stairs. She could see people hurrying towards the exit. Mrs Carey would have to wait. She slipped her phone back into her bag and, slinging it over her shoulder, started towards the glass elevators, hoping to sneak out of the building and not get caught up in whatever madness was unfolding.


When she got out of the lift on the ground floor, she kept her head down and quickly made for the security area and the exit turnstiles. Just as she hit the metal spar with her hip her arm was roughly grabbed from behind. She immediately froze and held her breath.


‘Terry. Wait. You’re needed.’


Recognising the voice of Detective Sergeant Mary Healy, Terry relaxed.


But when she turned around she saw the panic on Mary’s face. ‘Have you not heard? A guard’s been shot. He’s dead!’
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Terry’s heart skipped a beat, but she quickly regained her composure.


‘It’s not anyone you know,’ Mary reassured her.


Relief washed over Terry. She had gotten close to the Dublin gardaí she had worked with, one in particular.


‘But it is one of Fraser’s team,’ Mary explained. ‘You know he’s now heading a team in the Garda National Bureau of Criminal Investigation, investigating gang-related crime?’


‘Mmm,’ murmured Terry non-committally. She didn’t want to appear too interested in the activities of Detective Inspector John Fraser.


Mary didn’t seem to notice. ‘He thinks this might be some form of retaliation from a gang he’s got his eyes on. It could be the Hayeses, the new old family on the block. Donal Hayes was a big player back in the day and it looks like he could have resurfaced. Fraser’s on his way to the scene and asked me to get hold of you – Mrs Carey told him you were on call. I’m under strict orders to take you straight to the crime scene.’


‘Did he say anything else?’


‘Not a lot, just to get you there ASAP.’


Terry looked away, annoyed at herself for asking. Mary would think that she cared about Fraser.


Mary punched her arm. ‘Oh! Don’t tell me you two aren’t talking? Or anything else for that matter!’ She gave her a sideways glance, eyebrows raised, then registered the scowl on Terry’s face and put her hands up. ‘Okay, none of my business!’


Then, seeming to suddenly remember the urgency of the matter, Mary pushed through the turnstile and strode out through the massive glass doors.


Terry hurried after her, her stiletto heels clicking across the marble floor. The white garda van was abandoned haphazardly on the pavement between the entrance to the Phoenix Park and the courts building. Terry had barely had time to fasten her seatbelt before, they sped off up Arbour Hill, lights flashing. She grabbed the handhold above the door. ‘For Christ’s sake, slow down.’ She saw the look of shock on some old boy’s face as the van careered over to the wrong side of the road, narrowly missing his car.


‘Calm down, Doc. I know what I’m doing. More than can be said for these wankers.’ Mary pressed her left hand firmly on the horn and swung right into the oncoming traffic and onto Montpelier Hill. ‘Just up here. New builds in Delaney Gardens.’


Mary pulled in sharply behind a line of garda vehicles. ‘Guess we’re late to the party, Doc. Mind those good shoes – it’s still pretty much a building site around here and we don’t want you falling on your arse.’


Terry ignored her as she struggled to get out of the van without flashing her knickers. When she’d dressed this morning, she was thinking of the impression she wanted to make for her comeback: serious, professional, an air of sophistication – all of which the suit and heels were meant to convey. She had thought she looked pretty good, but she had to admit she would be better in trackies and runners in her current surroundings.


She took stock of the terrain, hoping to be able to navigate her way through the building debris without twisting her ankle. Up ahead was a block of ugly-looking flats, and a large group of garda personnel, some in white suits, were gathered about the bin area. Terry tried to pick out DI John Fraser. As she and Mary passed the Technical Bureau’s van, the door slid open and Detective Garda Vincent Green stepped out. He was in full protective gear and had his camera slung around his neck. Vinnie was a garda photographer and seemed to turn up at all the crime scenes Terry had worked, which suited her just fine as he was the best of the bunch. 


‘Good timing, Mary. Welcome back, Doc. Get in there.’ He nodded towards the van’s interior. ‘I managed to save a large suit for you. There was no chance I was letting those fat buggers rob it.’


Terry smiled at Vinnie’s thoughtfulness. It was a bone of contention that the powers that be decided it was more cost- effective to order extra-large or extra-extra-large Tyvek suits. Anything smaller was coveted by the female members of the team.


‘Grab some gloves too,’ he instructed.


Terry ducked inside the van and emerged moments later in the protective white suit, hood up, mask on and with a fist full of gloves.


‘Bet you didn’t think you’d get something as exciting as this on your first day back?’ He gave her arm a quick squeeze. ‘It’s good to see you. We missed you. Come on, the body’s round the back of the building.’


Mary stayed put, letting Terry know she would wait for her to give her a lift afterwards.


‘Do you have a name for him?’ Terry asked, as she and Vinnie made their way across the concrete wasteland, strewn with broken glass and rubbish.


‘Detective Garda Martin Higgins.’ 


‘Doesn’t ring a bell with me.’


‘He is – he was – on Fraser’s team. He was in Pearse Street and Galway before that. I don’t think Fraser was too happy getting landed with him. By all accounts he was a bit of a lad. And he was friendly with Bob Paterson.’


‘I remember Bob from the Reece case. Between you and me, I wouldn’t be a fan. He seemed a bit … boorish.’


‘A real gentleman in comparison with Martin Higgins, apparently.’ Vinnie shrugged. ‘But I guess the big brass thought Higgins spoke the same language as our gangland friends and was a good fit for Fraser’s team.’


‘Hmm … Anyway, who found him?’


‘Anonymous call earlier this morning, as far as I know.’ They fell silent as they approached the tape marking the crime scene.


Four white-clad figures were standing beside three colossal wheelie bins on the periphery of the tarmacked area behind the block. ‘Doc’s here!’ Vinnie shouted over and one turned around. Terry recognised Detective Inspector Alan Ahern, a ballistics expert from the Technical Bureau.


‘Alan’s crime scene manager,’ Vinnie said, and waved as Alan started making his way over to them.


‘Hi, Doc.’ Alan smiled at Terry. ‘Good to see you. Nasty one this. Not great when it’s one of our own. We haven’t touched anything yet. He’s on his side and I can see a bullet hole in his forehead.’


‘Not great, all right.’ She grimaced. As they walked towards the bins, she turned to Vinnie. ‘Have you finished photographing the body?’


He nodded.


Terry perched on one of the metal plates that had been placed on the ground in front of the body. She looked it up and down. She checked the ground around it, then stood up and surveyed the area, as far as she could see. The body wouldn’t be directly visible unless someone walked right over to the bin area. Higgins could have been lying there a while before someone noticed. Crouching down, she bent over the head.


‘I can only see one gunshot wound to his face. I’ll need to get him cleaned up to be sure there isn’t anything else.’ She looked over her shoulder to where Ahern was standing. ‘What do you think about the blood staining?’


‘Not as much blood as I would have expected to see. But if he was already lying there when he was shot in the face, the blood, brains and whatever could have exited the back of the head and all that mess might be underneath. The bullet might even be in the ground.’


‘Maybe, but I’m not sure.’ She called over to Vinnie. ‘Have you taken close-ups of the face?’


Vinnie stepped onto the plate behind her and scrolled through the images he had taken. Once he’d found what he was looking for, he held the screen in front of her.


‘Look at this, Alan.’ Terry pointed at the image. ‘Look at the blood over the top half of the face. Vinnie, can you enlarge that?’ She watched as he zoomed in. ‘Compare the blood over the forehead with the blood around his mouth and chin.’ Ahern took the camera from Vinnie and studied the screen. Terry continued, ‘Do you see that the blood over the bottom half of his face is thick and smudged but the blood over the top half, around the gunshot injury, is a light smear and there is textured pattern to it?’


Ahern nodded. ‘So what does that mean?’ He handed the camera back to Vinnie.


‘After he was shot, something was put over the wound to soak up the blood. A towel or something.’


‘But why?’ Ahern didn’t look convinced.


‘To prevent blood contaminating someone or something? Maybe he was shot in another location and then his body moved here. He might have been shot a second time in the mouth when the body was dumped here, hence the blood around it. Just to throw us off the scent. But why? And why here?’


She looked around and was surprised to see John Fraser standing behind them. He came closer to their huddled group, keeping his eyes on the body. ‘Maybe because we’ve been keeping an eye on this building,’ Fraser said. ‘We had intel that the Hayeses were running a brothel from the top flat.’ He glanced back at the desolate block. ‘But they’ve all scarpered.’


The RTÉ van was just pulling up as Terry came out onto the road looking for Mary, intending to tell her she was almost ready to leave. She spotted the garda vehicle first, then the young guard who waved her over. When Terry reached her, Mary said, ‘Keep that up.’ She pointed at the hood of the white coverall Terry was wearing. She was right – it was the perfect disguise. The pathologist would be just one of several anonymous personnel hanging around the Technical Bureau vans.


By the time she had walked to the kerb, Mary was already in the driver’s seat. Terry hesitated. This was wrong: the normal protocol was to remove all potentially contaminated protective clothing and leave it at the scene. She stood with her hand on the door handle, reluctant to risk an encounter with the media.


Then door slammed into her, as Mary shoved it open, making the decision for her. ‘Get the fuck in!’ Mary shouted, leaning across the passenger seat. ‘Now!’


Terry looked back over her shoulder and saw a soundman and a cameraman hurrying towards them. She jumped in and the van sped away.


As they hit the quays, Mary slowed and Terry relaxed her grip on the handhold. At the lights, Mary glanced at the time and sighed. ‘Is it all right if I take you straight to the mortuary? I need to get back to court. I’ve got a domestic abuse case that’s been dragging on, but we finally got it over the line. Judge Henderson has made it known he wants it done and dusted today. He’s happy to sit a little later this evening, but he’ll have a face on him if it tips over to Monday. It’ll ruin his court list for next week. Court 18 is brutal. They don’t call him Hanging Henderson for nothing.’


‘I thought it was assaults and road traffics in there. Not quite hanging offences.’


‘And the domestics. I’d say he takes no prisoners, but he does. If they’re found guilty, they get the maximum sentence, especially the men.’


Terry leaned back against the headrest and closed her eyes, remembering again how she’d hoped for an easy first day back. She could feel a familiar throbbing at her temples, a clear sign that a headache was imminent. She hoped Mary would take the hint and leave her be. It worked. Nothing further was said until they reached the entrance to the mortuary and the van cleared the security gate.


The Dublin mortuary was situated in the medico-legal complex off Griffith Avenue. Toxicology and Forensic Science were close neighbours. The mortuary occupied the ground floor of the building housing the Office of the State Pathologist. These modern edifices concealed the murky secrets of death and crime in Ireland.


Terry jumped out of the van, shouting her thanks to Mary. She rang the bell on the wall beside the gate opening into the mortuary’s vehicular entrance. In truth, the only vehicles entering carried the dead or belonged to the state agencies investigating the deaths, and the mortuary staff would have been watching out for her. Mrs C would have told them a guard had been shot, and, Friday afternoon or not, it would be all hands to the helm.


Within seconds, the gates slowly slid open and she followed the footpath around to the back of the OSP building to the mortuary entrance where the hearses and ambulances pulled up, steeling herself for whatever reception she got. She hadn’t seen any of the upstairs or downstairs staff since she’d left hospital and gone back to Glasgow following the ‘incident with Hunt’, as her dad liked to call it.


Terry needn’t have worried. When she rounded the corner, the mortuary door burst open and Tomas came flying out. He was one of the mortuary staff, an anatomical pathology technician. He took the steps two at a time and embraced her in a bear hug. She was taken aback by his exuberant welcome and teetered on the top step. ‘Steady on, Tomas. Folk will talk!’


He jumped back, embarrassed, then realised she was grinning at him.


‘Will you stop that nonsense and get back in here! You’re letting the heat out.’


She recognised the gruff voice and looked over Tomas’s shoulder. Jimmy, the mortuary manager, was standing in the doorway. Jimmy was old school – he was probably younger than he looked, with a grumpy demeanour and dishevelled appearance.


‘Hi, Jimmy. Good to see you.’ She followed them both inside.


Tomas scurried along the corridor, like an excited springer spaniel. ‘We’ve got your room ready, Doc. Mrs Carey even got a gold nameplate for the door.’


The ‘Pathologist’s Office’ was now ‘Dr O’Brien’s Office’. Tomas pulled the sleeve of his white lab coat over his hand and gave the sign a little polish before he opened the door with a flourish and stood aside to let her enter. Terry laughed and stepped past him. She knew they were waiting for her reaction and she didn’t want to disappoint. ‘Wow!’ She turned around slowly, taking in the improvements and nodding her head in approval. The old scuffed furniture, rickety hatstand and stacks of chairs had been replaced by a sleek desk, matching bookcase and a humongous black leather chair. She smiled at the two expectant faces. ‘It’s really fancy. Thanks, boys. You done good.’


Tomas beamed back. Jimmy, true to form, shook his head, brushing off her praise. ‘Oh, it wasn’t our doing. The prof ordered the desk. Cherrywood or something. Though I thought a bit of Pledge would have brought up the old one a treat.’ He turned and left. A flurry of animal hair and the distinct odour of wet dog lingered in his wake as he retreated to the tea room.


Terry watched him go. ‘He’s in good form. There must be a race meeting on tonight.’ Jimmy’s real passion was his greyhounds. He wasn’t a people person.


Sitting in her new chair, she smoothed her hands across the gleaming wood of the desk. ‘And who is responsible for this beautiful floral display?’ She pointed to the centre of the desk, where there sat a small plastic plant that she recognised from the waiting room for families coming in to identify their loved ones.


‘That was Jimmy,’ said Tomas. ‘He did run it under the tap to take off the dust.’


Terry stifled a giggle. ‘It’s a lovely touch, but maybe not practical on the desk. I’ll find a better spot for it.’


Then, a thud made Terry and Tomas look towards the door. Jimmy shuffled in, balancing a china teacup on a saucer. ‘Leave the doctor in peace, Tomas.’ The cup rattled on the saucer as he placed the tea on the desk, spilling some in the process. ‘Mrs Carey sent a tea set down from upstairs,’ he said by way of explanation for the dainty offering.


Trust Mrs C, Terry thought. She should nip upstairs and say hello to her, but she needed to make sure they were ready for the post-mortem first. At that moment her mobile rang. Michael’s name flashed on the screen. She ushered the two men out.


‘Hi, Mikey boy,’ said Terry cheerfully, delighted to hear another friendly voice.


Michael had been her best friend since their first day at medical school at Glasgow University. But he had dropped out, deciding a doctor’s life wasn’t for him, and eventually became a forensic scientist. That had piqued her interest and she had pursued a parallel career in forensic pathology, training in Boston which is where she had met Paul Hannah. Later, she’d introduced Paul to Michael, and they both ended up in Dublin. When Paul took compassionate leave and returned to Boston for family reasons, Michael and Paul split up. For a time, it had looked unlikely that he would return to Ireland, but he had, and they were now back together. But their relationship was complicated and exhausting.


‘Don’t Mikey me. What the hell are you up to, Terry?’ Well, maybe not so friendly.


‘Nothing.’


‘Nothing. That blonde woman on the news just announced that the assistant state pathologist had attended the scene of a garda murder. And then I see you flash up on the screen having the chats with Vinnie and Alan.’


‘That’s neither here nor there. Anyway, I’m not an assistant, I’m a part-timer.’


‘When were you thinking of telling me you were back in town?’ he demanded. ‘I’ve got to find out my best friend is back from the dead on RTÉ’s breaking news? Class!’


‘Well, I would have thought it was obvious,’ Terry replied. ‘You knew I was due back, I just didn’t mention a specific date. And who did you think was covering your boyfriend this weekend while he’s off in Cardiff? Didn’t he mention it? Charlie’s in Madeira. That leaves me. I didn’t think I’d get called out on day one. I was planning to give you a ring to meet up this weekend to celebrate my return. I just wanted to come back quietly and not make a fuss.’


‘Are you in a mood with me because Paul’s back on the scene and I didn’t come to Glasgow to visit you over Christmas?’ he huffed. ‘We’ve been busy.’ Typical Michael. Always on the defensive.


‘Michael,’ sighed Terry, pushing the plastic plant over to the edge of her desk, ‘you’re being an arse. I’m delighted Paul has returned from Boston. And so is Charlie. Working in the OSP part-time suits me just fine. For God’s sake, how long do you think it would be before Charlie and I came to blows without Paul as a buffer? This way, I parachute in and out, which minimises the risk of me getting on Charlie’s nerves, and Niamh gets her eye candy back in her web – I mean, lab. You do know she thinks she can turn Paul?’ she teased.


Niamh was the histology technician in the OSP. She processed the pieces of tissue the pathologists took during post-mortems to confirm their findings or to exclude other pathologies or diseases that might be relevant to the cause of death. Niamh was a bit quirky but she was a damn good technician. Her only fault was her eternal quest for a husband. No man was safe, even Paul, who was in a relationship and gay. She wasn’t interested in Michael though, who she thought was ‘cute but a short-arse’, and there was no way she was giving up her heels.	


Unappeased, Michael snapped back. ‘There’s been no call for a forensic scientist to go to the scene. I would have thought they would want to bring in all the big guns for this one?’


‘Ah, well, Alan Ahern is crime scene manager. I’m sure he’ll be in touch if he needs you. Will it be a bit awkward, what with you dumping him when Paul came back?’


‘There won’t be an issue. Alan and I are okay. We’re professionals. We can work together.’


‘If you say so. I think he’ll be glad of your input in this case,’ she said, softening her tone, hoping Michael would lose his sarky attitude. ‘Look, what about a drink Sunday night when Paul gets back and takes over the on-call? I’ll text you.’


Michael agreed and Terry said a quick goodbye when she heard activity in the corridor outside her door. She looked out just in time to see a man and woman being ushered into the waiting room. Tomas closed the door behind them.


When he saw Terry, he whispered, nodding at the door, ‘That’s Martin Higgins’s wife. We weren’t expecting her. Were you?’


Terry shook her head.


‘I had to get the hearse to wait round the corner until I got her inside. I’ll get them to bring the body in now.’


‘I didn’t expect her to be brought here so soon. I told them I’d be in touch when we were ready for her to do the formal ID. We know who he is, for God’s sake,’ said Terry, heading back into her office. ‘See if she wants a tea or coffee. Is there a family liaison officer with her?’


‘Jimmy’s got the tea in hand. The guard with her isn’t an FLO. He’s been here before at post-mortems. I know his face but can’t remember his name. He just ignored me when I asked.’ 


‘Rude. Let’s not get involved – we’ll leave it to DI Ahern. I’ll check with him when he’s here. You get the body set up in the post-mortem room.’


Ahern and the scene-of-crime officers, or SOCOs as they were more commonly known, arrived ten minutes later, and Tomas escorted the DI into Terry’s office. There were no spare chairs, so he perched on her desk.


‘I’m sorry that the wife was brought in before the PM but there’s really nothing I can do. My hands are tied. The order came from above.’


Terry frowned. ‘Alan, you know as well as I do that nobody but myself and the technicians should get near the body until we’ve harvested all the forensic evidence. We can’t risk contamination.’


‘I know, I know,’ he said apologetically. ‘But this time we need to make an exception to the rule. Please just go along with me on this.’


Terry knew that there was no point insisting on delaying formal identification. She wasn’t going to win this battle. ‘Fine, but she’ll have to identify him from the viewing room. I don’t care who she is. We can’t afford to take any risks on a case this big.’


As a compromise, she asked Vinnie to take some preliminary photographs while she gowned up before heading into the post-mortem room. With assistance from the SOCOs, she took tape lifts from the face and ran a swab over the gunshot entry wound. Paper bags had been put over the hands at the scene, so she draped a sterile sheet over the body, tucking the sides under and leaving only his head exposed before she allowed Tomas to clean up the face and put a dressing over the wound so as not to distress Mrs Higgins too much.


Terry hated when her normal ritual of taking forensic samples from a body was interrupted. Sighing, she dropped her disposable gloves and gown in the bin. She checked her reflection in the glass window above the dissection bench, washed her hands and left the room, kicking off her wellingtons outside the swing door to the changing area and slipping on her clogs. Tomas wheeled the body away to the adjacent viewing room.


Bracing herself, she walked into the waiting room. She tried to conceal her surprise at finding Detective Garda Bob Paterson inside, sitting very close to Mrs Higgins. Vinny had mentioned Paterson and Martin Higgins were friendly, Terry remembered. She had never liked Paterson. There was something about the guard that unsettled her, a sense that barely contained aggression was hidden just below the surface. She decided to ignore him and introduced herself to Mrs Higgins. Terry was constantly surprised by how calm the family of the deceased could be – no screaming or shouting, just a resigned acceptance. This woman sat staring ahead, dry-eyed. Gesturing towards it, Terry asked her to accompany her to the curtained window. Paterson grabbed Mrs Higgins’s arm and yanked her to her feet when she didn’t immediately stand up. Terry shot him a scathing look, appalled that he should treat a colleague’s wife so roughly. She would have a word with Ahern about him.


Terry rapped on the window and the curtain slid back, revealing Martin Higgins lying on the metal table. Mrs Higgins slumped a little. Terry made to steady her but Paterson tightened his grip on her arm and pulled her back. Mrs Higgins wrestled her arm free then and turned to Terry. ‘It’s him, my husband Martin. Martin Higgins.’ She turned to leave and, as she did, Terry was sure she heard her add under her breath, ‘May he rot in hell.’


Mrs Higgins blessed herself and walked out the door.


The atmosphere in the post-mortem room was subdued. The viewing gallery was standing room only, with Fraser front and centre, flanked by Mary and Paterson. Tomas had refused to allow anyone other than the crime scene manager, DI Ahern, garda photographer Vinnie Green and two SOCOs from the Technical Bureau – Pete Harkins, the fingerprinter, and Clodagh Rafferty, a member of the ballistics section – into the post-mortem room.


Tomas had everything laid out just as he knew Terry liked, so she ignored her audience and set to work. She understood that the gardaí were more interested in this post-mortem than usual, the victim being one of their own, but she knew that could lead to cutting corners and making assumptions that in the future could come under attack when, or if, the case came to court. She would not be hurried or harassed.


She started with hair combings and swabs before removing the clothing, handing each item to Clodagh, who laid them out on the adjacent PM table. Each step was photographed by Vinnie. Knowing this often provoked a wince from those observing, Terry concealed a smile as she inserted the rectal thermometer into the anus to take the internal body temperature. ‘I’ll need the local temperatures over the last twenty-four hours. Even then, don’t get your hopes up.’ She looked up at the faces anxiously watching her behind the glass partition. ‘Best I’ll be able to do regarding time of death is a range – a few hours either way. Sorry.’ Next, she swabbed the inside of the mouth. As she withdrew the swab, a large blood clot slithered out. Fearing Higgins had had a second shot to the mouth, she prised his teeth apart with a bit of effort, rigor mortis having seized up his small muscles. She reached for the handle of the overhead light as she tilted the head back to get a look inside the mouth.


‘Fuck!’ She let the head drop back onto the table and took a step back. Startled by the clang of the head against the metal table, Tomas came over. She looked up at the figures behind the glass.


Fraser leaned over and spoke into the microphone. ‘What’s wrong, Terry?’


‘His tongue’s missing,’ she said quietly, almost in disbelief.


At that precise moment, Clodagh let out a yell. ‘There’s something in his jacket pocket!’


All eyes turned to the SOCO’s table. ‘Put the jacket down!’ Terry told the stricken guard. ‘Tomas, carefully move it over to the dissecting bench. Vinnie, get ready!’


The figures behind the glass surged forward to get a better view as Tomas placed the jacket on the bench. Terry suddenly felt claustrophobic. Carefully laying out the jacket, she signalled to Vinnie and pointed at the bloodstains around the collar and down the centre front. These were directional drips from the entry wound, confirming that Higgins had been upright, standing or even sitting, when shot.


Blood was smeared around the left-hand jacket pocket, but it also appeared to have seeped through the material from inside the pocket. Tomas handed Terry a sturdy pair of surgical scissors and she made two cuts to form a flap and peeled it back to reveal a bloody mass, which she carefully lifted with forceps and placed on the dissection board. Then she dabbed at it with sterile paper towels.


Vinnie followed every movement through his lens, recording each step photograph by photograph. She was aware that Clodagh had moved over beside her and Terry could hear the other SOCO retching. She looked up at Fraser, who was now the only man standing behind the glass, but even he looked perturbed.


Gesturing with the forceps towards the gory lump, Terry said, ‘The missing tongue. It’s been hacked out.’ She pointed at the ragged strands of tissue opposite the tip of the tongue.


‘What the fuck’s going on?’ asked Fraser to nobody in particular.


Mary leaned over his shoulder to get a look. ‘Even Higgins didn’t deserve that.’


Fraser turned his back to Terry. She could see the tension in the hunch of his shoulders. ‘What are you all doing here, gawping?’ he shouted at the assembled guards, who had returned their seats to avoid seeing Terry’s discovery. ‘Get the fuck off your arses and get out there!’


She heard the scraping of chairs as the room emptied. She rapped on the glass to get his attention. ‘You don’t have to hang about, John. We’ll carry on here and I can bring you up to speed later.’


‘No need. Alan will fill me in. There’s a case conference in the morning, 8 a.m. at Walter Scott House. Can you be there?’


She nodded. Without another word Fraser got up and left.
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Terry groaned as her phone alarm beeped incessantly at seven the following morning. She hadn’t got home until after midnight. The post-mortem had taken a long time – she’d wanted to be sure she missed nothing, outside or in. While Tomas cleaned up, she had gone back to her office to type up her notes. Normally she would dictate her findings and Mrs Carey would produce the post-mortem report, but it had been late and she was exhausted, so she settled for a list of the salient points.


After dragging herself out of bed, she jumped in the shower, hoping it would wake her up, and slapped on some tinted moisturiser and mascara. She decided to throw on her Levi’s, a white shirt and a pair of New Balance runners. It was Saturday –no one would be in office wear.


By 7.30 a.m. she was on the road and driving to the swish new garda building of Walter Scott House, or WSH as it was more commonly referred to by its occupants, in Kilmainham.


She crossed her fingers that there would be a free space in the basement car park. Luck was on her side, and she parked quickly and bounded up the stairs, fearful she was late for the conference. Fraser had been curt with her yesterday, which shouldn’t have come as a surprise given that she had been the one keeping him at arm’s length, refusing to take his calls when she was in Glasgow. The distance had made it easy for her to pretend he didn’t exist, but now that she was back and confronted by the reality of him, she wasn’t sure how she felt anymore. All she knew was that she didn’t want to piss him off even more by swanning into the case conference when he was mid-sentence.


When Terry opened the door to the main conference room, she was taken aback: it was packed. She squeezed between the groups, who were speaking in hushed tones or not at all. She found a small gap where she could see the front table facing the room, where Sandy Stapleton, the assistant commissioner for organised and serious crime, sat flanked by a guard in a flashy uniform and a man Terry recognised. At the right end of the table sat Fraser and a group of chief superintendents, superintendents and detective inspectors from Dublin and beyond.


The troops have rallied, she thought. There were criminals out there who would be only too happy to lob a grenade or two into the room. The tension was palpable and intimidating. They were worried – and she understood why. This didn’t have the feel of a random attack – and a gangland shooting was one thing, but the brutality of this killing was something else.


She noticed Monica MacKenzie, Michael’s boss and head of Forensic Science Ireland, across the other side of the room, and of course she had bagged a seat. She was talking to the woman who had just taken over the state laboratory, Dr Fionnuala Brady. It was too early to have the toxicology results from the post-mortem, so maybe she had been brought in because they thought there was a possible link with the drug gang Mary mentioned yesterday.


The assistant commissioner got to his feet and cleared his throat. ‘Good morning. Thank you all for coming in on a Saturday morning. The death of a member of An Garda Síochána is a tragedy. Detective Garda Martin Higgins was a valued member of the force. I will personally see to it that his wife and family are fully supported.’ Stapleton turned to the man sitting to his left. ‘Minister Farrelly has come this morning to assure me that I have his full backing.’


The last time Terry had seen the minister had been when he’d visited her in hospital to thank her for her role in bringing his niece Rachel Reece’s killer to justice. He had been minister for finance then.


Farrelly nodded to confirm his support. The assistant commissioner continued. ‘I know you are all affected by this attack on one of our own. I know I can rely on you to apprehend the perpetrator as swiftly as possible.’


Terry appreciated that this was a call to arms, and those in the room were responding favourably – she almost expected clapping and cheering. After some other words of encouragement, Stapleton took his leave and led his entourage and the minister out, followed by a mass exodus of many of the gardaí who were not directly involved in the investigation. As the numbers dwindled, she felt herself relax.


‘Dr O’Brien, come and sit down.’ Fraser waved her over. ‘I’ve organised tea and coffee. Once everyone’s settled, we’ll get on with things.’


After she grabbed a quick coffee, Fraser introduced her to the people who remained, and Terry stood and faced her audience. A hush descended in anticipation of her revelations. Of course, by now it was general knowledge that DG Martin Higgins had been shot and his tongue cut out, but Terry knew that what she was about to tell them would come as something of a surprise.


‘Death was due to a contact gunshot injury to the head.’ She paused, waiting for the usual smartarse responses to her stating the bleeding obvious. But there was silence, as they all stared straight ahead, transfixed by the image of Martin Higgins that Vinnie had projected onto the giant screen.


‘As you can see, the entry wound is just above the left eyebrow.’ She turned and pointed to the injury. ‘In the centre is a hole about half a centimetre across and the skin margin is split.’ Walking over to the screen, she tapped it with the tip of her pen. ‘It has a star shape.’


Terry nodded at Vinnie and a closer view appeared. ‘See the searing of the skin caused by the flame and hot gases produced as the bullet is fired from the barrel? When I peeled back the skin, soot and unburnt gunpowder were trapped between the skin and the skull.’ She realised that a lot of the guards were looking at the ground. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to show you inside shots.’


Eyes flicked back up to the screen. She pointed at her own forehead. ‘The bullet penetrated the skull and carried on through the brain and out the back of the head.’ The next photographs showed a large, ragged split in the scalp on the right side of the back of the head. ‘A through and through wound.’ She looked over her shoulder at the photo showing a probe sticking out the front and back of the head. ‘The brain was wrecked and no bullet was retrieved at the post-mortem.’


Alan Ahern got to his feet. ‘I have reason to believe his own gun was the murder weapon. It had been fired recently and replaced in his holster. I’ll be carrying out a full ballistic examination later today.’


Terry continued. ‘I’ve been told Martin Higgins was known to carry a Leatherman. One with the initials MH was retrieved at the scene. It would require a sharp, sturdy blade to hack off the tongue. It’s likely his own penknife was used to cut it out.’


‘Fucking animals!’ Further expletives echoed around the room.


‘Settle down!’ Fraser shouted. An uneasy silence settled.


A voice burst out from the back. ‘Was his tongue cut out before or after?’


Terry craned her neck to see who had posed the question. ‘I’ll come back to that.’


The next photograph showed the right arm. ‘There were linear abrasions encircling the wrists – handcuff marks. But no handcuffs were found at the scene.’


Ahern nodded to confirm. ‘Martin’s handcuffs are missing. Was he cuffed when he was shot?’ Ahern asked Terry.


Terry thought for a second. ‘I don’t know. I’ve taken a sample of skin from the wrists for histology. I might be able to age the scratches to give me a better idea. But if he had been cuffed, why remove them and take them away and leave the gun and the knife? That doesn’t make any sense.’ She looked around the room. ‘There were no other significant marks. Nothing to suggest he was assaulted, manually restrained or tried to defend himself. Although I can’t rule out a whack to the back of the head due to the damage the bullet did. And of course, toxicology will take some time.’


At this, Dr Brady, the toxicologist, interjected. ‘So far, our preliminary analysis of the urine sample Dr O’Brien sent to the state lab shows 35 milligrams of alcohol – the equivalent of one drink. The drug screen will take another few days.’


‘So he could have met up with someone for a drink?’ It was the same guard who had spoken before.


‘That would be pure speculation, Chris.’ Fraser dismissed the question and nodded at Terry to go on.


She nodded back. ‘To summarise then: He was shot at point-blank range. He may have been restrained with his handcuffs. And to answer a previous question, then his tongue was cut out. The tongue is highly vascular so would have bled like hell if he had still been alive. There wasn’t much blood so I reckon it was cut off shortly after he was shot.’


‘Is there anything else you can add, Doctor?’ Fraser asked. 


‘Well, then I’d be the one speculating,’ she warned.


‘Yes, but there would at least be some substance behind it.’ 


‘Okay.’ Terry turned back to her rapt audience. ‘The pattern of bloodstaining on his clothes and face suggests to me he was upright or seated when shot. But – and it is a big but – this could have happened at a location other than the spot where the body was found. There was an imprint pattern on the blood around the entry wound, so I think something was wrapped around his head to prevent him leaking blood and leaving a blood trail. His body could then have been moved to where he was discovered. Then his tongue was cut out.’ She looked over at Monica MacKenzie. ‘Of course, FSI haven’t had a chance to check out the scene or the body yet. But that’s what I think.’ She looked around the room, waiting for the penny to drop. She turned back to Fraser. She could sense the room becoming restless and the noise level began to rise.


‘So there’s possibly another scene,’ Fraser said. When she nodded, he slammed his hand on the table. ‘You heard the state pathologist. We need to find it now.’
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Terry had waited to see if Fraser would have a word with her after the conference, but no. He immediately left the room, phone pressed to his ear, a look of intense concentration on his face. Alan Ahern had come over to let her know that there was nothing pending, no deaths needing her expertise. So she had slipped out of the room before anyone else approached her.


Deciding to take advantage of a few hours to herself, she hit the shops. She had let the lease go on her last flat because she didn’t know if she still would have a job in Dublin after her run-in with Hunt. It was good to have a change, anyway. New beginnings and all that. Her new flat at Spencer Dock came fully furnished, but it was a bit soulless. If things worked out, Dublin would be home for some time. She stocked up on some classy-looking faux fur cushions and soft throws in varying shades of cream. Hopefully they would lend a cosy feel to the place.


Back at her flat Terry dressed the leather sofa and her bed, delighted with the results. After lighting some candles she put an M&S lasagne in the microwave. A nice red wine would go down a treat, but sadly not when she was on call. Grudgingly she flicked the kettle on. She checked her phone again, but the screen remained frustratingly free of any missed calls or WhatsApp notifications. She had hoped Fraser might get in touch, but she guessed a dead guard took precedence over a dying relationship. She was probably being a bit melodramatic, but that’s what Saturday nights alone did to a person, she guessed. Now she was wondering why she pushed him away. Was it simply because she was terrified of getting too close to him? She wasn’t good at talking about her feelings and it was looking like she wouldn’t get a chance. It was enough to give her indigestion. Or maybe that was just the lasagne.


She was on her third episode of Married at First Sight Australia when her mobile buzzed – she could tell from the prefix it was a garda number. She muted the TV. ‘Hello.’ She waited for the caller to speak.


After a pause, she heard, ‘Is that Dr O’Brien?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


Then the voice at the end of the line hesitated again. She rolled her eyes. Michael said she could be downright rude on the phone, but she could never understand why people couldn’t get straight to the point. Someone is dead, get on with it. ‘I’m just guessing,’ she said, breaking the interminable silence, ‘but I would suspect you’re dealing with a death?’


The guard stuttered out the facts. Two deaths, actually. And two post-mortems for her to carry out on a Sunday morning.


Terry sighed wearily as she switched off the TV and got ready for bed. Welcome back, indeed.


‘The coroner sent these requests through.’ Tomas pointed at the two C71 forms he had left on her desk, the forms prepared by the gardaí when a death is unexpected, or unnatural, and must be reported to the coroner for further investigation regarding the cause and circumstances.


The first form told the tale of a middle-aged man who had been found dead, curled in a ball, as if sleeping peacefully, in his front garden in the Liberties. He was discovered behind the perimeter wall, hidden from view of any passers-by. His house keys had been found in the flower bed at the side of his front door. He’d last been seen stoating back from the Brazen Head, where he had been drinking. There was no evidence he had been attacked or even fallen.


The other death was a twenty-four-year-old man, also found collapsed in his garden, but in contrast, a neighbour had seen him jogging up the path to his home in Glasnevin on his way back from his evening run. He found him on the ground and unresponsive an hour later when he went out to put rubbish in his bin. The young man had been taken to the Mater Hospital, but he was pronounced dead on arrival.


Soon, Terry was looking down at the first body on the mortuary table. The garda report had described him as middle-aged but he looked to be in his sixties. She flicked through the diagrams on her clipboard and pulled out the ones depicting clothing. ‘Tomas, is this how he came in? You could spit through that jacket he’s got on. It’s bloody freezing out there. What is it with these eejits?’


Drink and the elements were a powerful mixture – this guy likely froze to death. It didn’t take her long to confirm that. When she opened his stomach, not only did the whiskey fumes just about knock her out, but the tell-tale stomach ulcers were revealed, as well as the so-called leopard-skin appearance of hypothermia. He’d probably dropped his keys when he tried to open his front door and eventually gave up looking for them, lying down to sleep before being overcome by the cold. It was a pity he apparently hadn’t a partner, or anyone, really, waiting for him to come home or he might have been found in time. She had no doubt that toxicology would confirm he was too drunk to think clearly.


Terry changed her gloves and plastic apron, picked up a fresh set of diagrams and moved to the other table. What a contrast to the previous fella, she thought. This guy looked fit. Okay, he wasn’t wearing much more than his buddy on the adjacent table, but he had been out running, the cold not a deterrent to his activities – probably a welcome relief.


Half an hour later she held the answer to his death in her hand – a humungous heart, double the size of a normal one. Hypertrophic cardiomyopathy is a genetic condition, with the heart outgrowing the body. It was literally a ticking timebomb, a hidden danger lurking inside the chest, waiting to take the unlucky individual by surprise. He could never outrun his destiny. Sadly, it was too late for him but there were implications for the family, who would need genetic counselling and thorough medical examinations to identify others at risk. And they would now live with the constant fear of another family member dropping dead at any time.


This job sucked at times. Well, actually, it sucked all the time. There was never a happy ending.


After work, Terry dropped her car off in the residents’ car park under her apartment block. She’d arranged for a drink with Michael and had less than an hour to get showered and changed. Whatever disinfectants the mortuary used, they clung to her hair and Michael was sure to notice. Even Jo Malone couldn’t mask it. She jumped on the Luas into the city centre with ten minutes to spare.


Mulholland’s on Dame Lane was half empty, which wasn’t surprising given that the usual clientele was mainly gardaí and all leave had been suspended during the investigation into the murder of DG Higgins. The place was soulless without their background chatter. It always gave off school canteen vibes, minus the smell of stewed cabbage.


Her friend was leaning against the bar. She smiled, transported back to the day they met at uni. His friendship meant so much to her. They were like bickering siblings – each knew the buttons to push – but they couldn’t stay angry with one another for long.


Proving her point, Michael turned towards the door as she walked in, as if he sensed her presence and his face broke out in a wide grin at the sight of her. After giving her a tight hug, he settled her at a table and went to get them both a gin and tonic. The wine here gave her heartburn – gin was a safer bet.


‘Cheers, Tez!’ he said as they clinked glasses. ‘What were you up to today? Anything juicy?’


‘Nah, just an old man who froze to death after a night boozing, and a fitness fanatic with hypertrophic cardiomyopathy.’


‘Poor buggers.’ He screwed up his face and stirred the ice in his glass with his finger.


‘Anyway,’ Terry continued, desperate to change the subject from work and death, ‘you never told me how Christmas went at your sister’s.’


‘Ah, it was fine, you know, the usual family drama. Nothing interesting, though.’


‘Lucky you,’ said Terry. ‘Mine was full-on. Dad and Aileen had their usual Christmas bash. Invited all their friends and the neighbours. And then there was Aileen’s family. They can fairly put it away.’


Michael shook his glass in her face. ‘Pot! Kettle! Anyway, how is the new flat? Now you’re just along the quays from me.’ 


‘Yes, you and Paul can pop in when you’re passing, see for yourself. How’s it going with him, by the way?’ Terry dared to ask. It was either amazing or awful. There never seemed to be anything in between where Paul and Michael were concerned. 


Michael ran his finger up and down his glass, avoiding eye contact.


Obviously, it was coming down on the side of terrible. Terry grabbed his hand ‘Okay, what’s the story?’


He shifted in his seat and let out a long sigh. ‘Paul wants to take it slowly. We’re dating, apparently!’ There was an edge to his voice.


‘Maybe that’s a good idea. He was the one to fuck off and leave you.’ But Michael looked so dejected that Terry softened her tone. ‘Okay, maybe I’m being a bit harsh. His mum was sick, but she’s better and he did come back. It’ll work out. You’re good together. He’s just being …’ She wanted to say ‘an arse’ but settled on ‘cautious’. 


Then, she got up abruptly, pushing back her chair. ‘Right! Hold that thought. I’ll be back.’


Michael was engrossed in his phone when she returned, gingerly lowering two flaming glasses onto the table. ‘Shots. No argument.’


‘Fuck!’ groaned Michael. ‘Not sambuca!’


‘Don’t be such a killjoy,’ she chided, raising her glass to her lips. ‘Blow and down. One, two, three.’


In unison they lifted the glasses. After downing the shots, they slammed the sticky empties on the table and grimaced, chanting in unison, ‘Slange! Here’s tae us, wha’s like us? Gey few an’ they’re a’ deid!’


A gulp of gin was immediately required to cleanse the palate.


Terry wiped her hand over her mouth. ‘No more boyfriend talk. How’s your mum? It was good of her to come and visit me at my dad’s. She was saying she was having bother with her hip.’


‘She’s fine! She’s never happy unless she’s got something wrong. She was in her element down at our Sarah’s new place in Kent. It’s something else. Living the good life.’ Michael added with a wistful sigh, ‘Paul loved it too.’


‘Maybe we could do a long weekend over there?’ Terry suggested hopefully. One weekend back at work and she was already thinking she might need a break.


Michael didn’t reply and Terry realised he was checking out something behind her. She turned around and saw Alan Ahern and another man pulling out chairs at a nearby table. She clicked her fingers in her friend’s face. ‘Michael! Seriously, you’re not still mucking around with him?’


He crouched down in his chair, hiding behind her. ‘No! I haven’t even seen him since Sinnott’s retirement do just before Christmas.’ Chief Superintendent Archie Sinnott had overseen the investigation into the murder of Rachel Reece. Terry had crossed swords with him on more than one occasion.


‘Well, keep it that way if you’re serious about Paul.’ Really, she tried her best to be supportive, but she had a niggling feeling about their relationship. She always felt that Paul indulged Michael and was a little superior. But then, she was no expert. She had a string of romantic failures behind her. She had been glad when Michael took up with Alan – she really liked the detective inspector and felt comfortable in his company. Anyway, it would work itself out. Michael just had to make up his mind. She stood up. ‘I’m off to the toilet. Your round, Romeo. Get them in!’


The drinks were on the table when she returned, but Michael was missing. And there was no sign of him at Alan’s table.


A moment later Michael reappeared, sliding his mobile back into his pocket. ‘That was Monica. She wants me on the Higgins investigation. Is tomorrow okay? She asked me to check out what forensic evidence the SOCOs took and get a feel for it.’


‘I told you they needed a forensic scientist. Are you sure you’ll be all right?’ Terry flicked her head back towards Alan Ahern. At that moment her mobile bleeped. She pulled it out of her bag and checked the screen. ‘The minister for justice has asked to see me in his office tomorrow morning. Guess that means I won’t get out to the scene until the afternoon.’


‘Get you – the minister! Maybe you’re getting the National Bravery Award or freedom of the city!’


‘I’ll be sure to bring my sheep along to St Stephen’s Green,’ she quipped, winking.
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Terry paused for a second to take in the red-brick Georgian grandeur of the Department of Justice building on St Stephen’s Green before walking quickly up the granite steps towards the arched doorway. She was eager to make sure she was on time for her 10 a.m. meeting with the newly appointed minister. He was a stickler for timekeeping, and she was loath to get on his wrong side.


After signing in at reception, she sat waiting, checking the time every thirty seconds. After about ten minutes the door to the inner sanctum opened and she looked up expectantly.


‘Dr O’Brien.’ It was a command, not a question, and she knew she was expected to react immediately. A typical middle-ranking civil servant, she thought, wearing a suit more suited to a level above his current pay grade – she could smell the ambition off him. ‘Follow me, please.’ 


Grabbing her bag, she hurried after him.


Edward Farrelly dropped his pen and rose from his seat as Terry was led in through the door of his office. He came around from behind his desk and clasped her right hand, wrapping his left arm around her shoulder in an over-familiar manner that she wasn’t entirely comfortable with, then guided her to the small conference table in the corner of the room.


‘Dr O’Brien, Terry, thank you so much for coming in this morning. I know you are busy so I don’t intend to keep you long.’


She merely smiled, not sure how she should respond. ‘Please take a seat.’ He remained standing. ‘I’ll get straight down to it. My family can’t thank you enough for finding Rachel’s killer. My sister will never get over losing her daughter, but she takes some comfort in the fact that Hunt is no longer a threat to others.’


Terry nodded in acknowledgement, her face reddening, but decided it was best to remain silent.


‘When I heard that Dr Hannah had returned to the Office of the State Pathologist and there was no longer a position for you – well, I couldn’t countenance this country losing your expertise.’


‘That’s very kind. When I took the job here I always knew it was likely to be a temporary arrangement, but I was delighted when Professor Boyd offered me the opportunity to return.’
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