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Detective Inspector. ‘Cigire’ is the Irish word for ‘inspector’, shortened to ‘Cig’, pronounced ‘Kig’.
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The Captain


Eight months previously


But, Jesus, she’d been some feckin’ weight, the size of her. And she’d been a screamer to boot. And he had struggled, feckin’ struggled, to carry her from the bathroom, where she’d made a right mess, across the bog to the water tower. But it was done now, save for the auld fella in the house, mithering and moaning. He should finish him off too while he was at it.


But no. He’d proved himself and probably would again, so he’d leave him alone for the time being.


He wiped his hands down the legs of his jeans, bits of blood and spatter making a right mess of them. He’d have to do a great tidy-up on the place, so he would. Bleach the place.


Pearl, her name had been. But she was no pearl among women, that was for certain sure. An auld bitch, just like the other one, years ago. He’d given Pearl a chance, but her trying to work the old man against him was something he wasn’t prepared to overlook. And the old man falling for it, all over again. That had cut deep, so it had. Pearl had died roaring. All in all, it was a sad state of affairs.


And now, after all the shouting and screaming, there was silence. That pure, earthy envelope of quiet that you could only get way out here. All around him lay the bog, brown, with hints of purple in its spring coat. He could sense that the land was readying itself, getting set to bloom. In a few months the bog cotton would turn this place pure white. Marigolds and sundews would abound. But now the sky loomed grey and oppressive. He could hear the lap of the ocean past the road beyond, and meanwhile, the bog stretched away in every which direction, keeping its silence and its secrets.


The water tower where he’d put her was rust-coloured in the dipping of the evening sun. This bit of land would probably be his one day, he thought. One day soon. But he wouldn’t take it: he’d sell up, put the money into his own place. Too many memories here, too many memories in his head. Too many memories on his body.


He put his hands into his pockets, took a final look at the water tower, a final look at the fields. It had not been meant to go like this.


The next one would be better.


Closer to home.


He knew which one.


He just had to bide his time.


Ready himself.
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Day One


Present


The call comes at ten in the morning. I’m in the middle of signing off on an investigation that has ended well for me and my partner, Dan. Without breaking a beat, I reach over and put the phone on speaker while, one-handed, I continue to type the final paragraph. ‘Detective Sergeant Lucy Golden.’


‘Lucy, it’s William.’


I stop typing. The DI wouldn’t call unless something was up.


‘Hi, Cig, I’m listening.’ Across the desk, Dan looks over, eyebrows raised.


‘I want you and Dan to get on down to the bog at Doogort, there’s been a body found.’


‘Doogort’s bog, Achill Island?’


‘Yes ‒ you’re local, they’ll talk to you. We think it’s that missing girl, Lisa Moran.’


I’d heard of Lisa Moran, not because she’d been a high-profile missing person but because my mother had told me. I’d got in from work three days ago and she’d met me at the door almost bursting with the news. I’d barely got my coat off by the time I’d been given all the details. I hadn’t taken much notice because Achill Island, my home place, was a nowhere land where nothing much ever happened. There had been a murder once, over twenty years ago, when I’d been stationed in Dublin, but apart from that, the island was a speck in the Atlantic Ocean, joined to the mainland by a bridge, whose sole purpose was to make it easier for tourists to come in the summer.


‘Can you give us some background, Cig?’ Dan asks, as we pull on our jackets.


‘They’ll fill you in at Achill Island garda station – they’re clearing a space for you now – but what I can gather is that Lisa Moran, twenty-five, disappeared three days ago while walking home from her job in a primary school on the island. She had no drug issues that we can find, no depression or other mental-health issues. In short, according to the regular lads who investigated the case, there was no reason for Lisa Moran to want to disappear.’


‘CCTV?’ I ask.


‘Some, but nothing from where she vanished. Get on down here. Joe Palmer and I are on the scene and I want you and Dan as part of the investigation. The super has appointed me SIO.’


‘Okay, thanks.’ I disconnect, and watch as Dan gulps the dregs of his coffee. He jokes that it’s the detective in him, the habit of never leaving anything unfinished.


‘So, Achill Island garda station, here we come,’ Dan says, as we head out of our own station in Westport, which is fifty kilometres from Achill, to pick up our standard-issue Hyundai i40. Dan has got his jacket on upside down and is trying to wrestle his sleeve free.


‘Yep.’


‘A homecoming for you,’ he jokes.


I make a face and he laughs, but in all seriousness, I seem to have spent my whole working life trying to escape the place and it keeps dragging me back.


Achill Island is approximately 150 kilometres square and is nearly 90 per cent peat bog. Scenic and wild, it has several small towns dotted around it. I was born forty-one years ago just outside Keem, near the far end of the island, proud boaster of one glorious beach and the highest cliffs in Europe, accessible only on foot. As a teenager, I couldn’t wait to leave. I thought I’d drown in this all-seeing place where the views of the neighbours held such power. I had managed to escape the island to work in Dublin and I’d succeeded in becoming a detective garda, but thirteen years ago, I’d been sent back west, demoted to a regular uniform. I’ve spent the last decade clawing my way back up the ranks, proving myself over and over, and that was hard in a place where nothing really happens. I’d finally landed a promotion of sorts to Westport, but now it looked as if I was heading home once more. The only good thing to come out of the demotion from Dublin was that Luc, my son, benefited from being near my mother, and in that respect, I think sometimes it was worth it.


Half an hour later, I’m driving across the bridge from the mainland to the island. I drive through Achill Sound, taking the road that leads to the bog.


‘Jesus Christ,’ Dan mutters. ‘Would you look at that fella!’


‘That fella’ is Eddie. Once a university professor, he’d had a breakdown and now he spends his days shambling along the roads of Achill, thumbing lifts, his trademark brown coat flapping out behind him.


‘He must be freezing,’ Dan says, as we zip by him. ‘What happened to his shoes?’


‘He thinks someone is poisoning him through the soles of his feet. My mother says he’s going about telling everyone to watch themselves.’


‘Is there no family?’


‘A sister. She makes no pass on him.’


‘Aw, Jesus,’ Dan says.


The sister is old-school, under the impression that if she ignores his behaviour, if she brushes it under the carpet, no one will notice and it will go away. Far better to do that than admit to any sort of mental illness in the family. The west is full of such people.


‘Give Achill garda station a ring. Ask them to contact Sylvia O’Shea – they’ll know who you mean. Tell them Eddie is barefoot near Bunacurry.’


Dan nods and spends a few moments talking to one of the regular guys on the desk about Eddie as I drive the final few miles towards where the body was found.


As we near the site, I can see a crowd gathered. ‘Damn,’ I mutter.


‘At least the media aren’t here yet,’ Dan says, just as we’re overtaken by an RTÉ truck that pulls past and comes to a stop in front of us with a bit of a skid. Before I can react with a beep of my horn, Jayne Lowe, the western reporter for RTÉ, hops down from the vehicle.


How did she get here so quickly?


‘They nearly took out the side of our car,’ I snap.


I watch Jayne beckon the TV crew to follow her with a flick of a finger. There’s no point in rolling down the window and giving her earache about her driving because she’d use the footage, probably to show how stressed we are or something.


‘Let’s see if we can find the Cig and see what Joe has for us,’ I mutter to Dan.


‘The joy of it all.’


We’re both a little scared of Joe, the deputy state pathologist. His reputation goes before him, like the heat from a furnace. It burns if you don’t take care.


I park our car right behind the RTÉ van so that they’re blocked in and Dan chuckles. We climb out and start to make our way towards the entrance to the woods.


Jayne Lowe spots us.


‘Detectives! Detectives,’ she calls. I notice that she’s cleared a little patch for herself and is now surrounded by awestruck onlookers. She looks like an exotic species compared to the locals, all flamboyant colours and bracelets. ‘Can you tell us anything about the body found? Any idea who it is?’


Dan and I don’t answer and she didn’t expect us to but the camera gets a shot of us passing under the tape, suitably grim-faced. We hear Jayne saying to camera, ‘As you can see the detectives have arrived.’


‘If I gave her the two fingers do you think she’d say, “As you can see, the detective has just given me the two fingers”?’ I copy her husky serious voice.


‘She would,’ Dan nods. Then, ‘Who the hell is that fella?’


I stare in the direction he points. A shambling doughy man, with a large face and big features is panning the crowd with a mobile phone. He’s about twenty-five, but looks older.


‘That’s Lugs,’ I say. ‘The local vlogger. And I mean “the”. Apparently, he has loads of followers. Luc gets a great laugh out of him. His vlog is called, wait for it, “My Boring as Shit Life”.’


Dan chortles then says, ‘I’ll put in a request for one of the regulars to get that footage from him.’


We watch Lugs for a second more as he talks into his phone.


‘I’d like to give him and that RTÉ wan a kick in the hole,’ Dan says.


Me too. There they are, turning the scene of a murder into entertainment. Though no doubt they’d both claim that the public have a right to know the details. And, to be fair, it’s probably the most exciting thing to happen here, ever.


‘And there’s that dorky kid from the Island News,’ I groan. ‘Here she comes. Hurry.’


A frizzy-haired, frazzled young journalist, holding her phone out in front of her and wearing a badge saying ISLAND NEWS, scurries towards me and Dan. ‘Detectives? Who is this body? Has it been identified? What age—’


‘Do not come any closer. It’s a crime scene,’ Dan snaps at her.


Her voice trails off. ‘I wasn’t going to. Can I just have a quote?’


We move away.


‘Ah, come on!’


Once we leave the fuss and activity behind, the sounds of the road and the crowd recede and the peace of the place wraps itself around us. The bog stretches on and on for miles, roads running up and through it but not many people live here. Most of it is protected land now and the surrounding areas are isolated: the land is too barren, the ground too unstable to build on affordably. It’s one of the attractions of the island, though – it even got its picture in a Bord Fáilte magazine. There’s a huge biodiversity of life and rare plants and lots of types of trees and birds apparently. Beyond the bog, further now than we can see, is the dip of the land into the ocean. Rain falls silently. The rich smell of damp earth rises as we walk and the sound of the ocean echoes thunderously in the gloom of the day.


It’s easy to spot where Lisa was found because, up ahead, tape flutters in the brisk breeze, marking the area for about thirty feet in either direction, and regular lads are stationed at the scene.


‘Dia dhuit.’ One of the lads from Achill station greets me in Irish as he logs Dan’s and my arrival in the book. Everyone entering or leaving a crime scene has to be logged in. I remember doing this job myself, back in my uniform days, and having to tell my then commissioner that no one was allowed on site. Even though he knew the rules, he was not a happy man.


We don special dust suits so we won’t contaminate anything before making our way over to the Cig, Detective Inspector, William Williams. He’s the only DI in the district so he’s usually the one to take charge when something big comes up.


He has a habit of standing completely still, as if he’s absorbing every detail of a scene, and today, in his brown jacket and trousers, hands tucked into pockets, he almost looks like part of the landscape.


‘Lucy,’ he says, his accent pure Limerick, ‘I want everything on that missing girl by the conference this evening.’ He says it without preamble, barely flicking a glance at me.


‘Sure.’


‘Jim D’arcy is the IRC.’


I’m glad about that. The incident-room coordinator has a big job: it involves opening a book on the investigation, coordinating all the reports and job sheets and ensuring that details don’t get lost in the flood of material that comes into an investigation in the first few days. Jim has a solid head on him.


I turn to stare at the blue tent that has been erected over the body. The entrance flap flutters in the breeze. In the brief glimpses I get, I can see the forensic team at work, and Joe, examining the body, being careful not to disturb anything.


Finally, Joe emerges from the tent. He must be near sixty but looks older. The stuff he’s seen over the years seems to have etched itself into the lines of his face. I hope I don’t get like that. Even though, with the scar, my face is nothing to write home about as it is.


The Cig and I allow Joe time to get his breath back before crossing towards him, Dan behind us. Overhead, the jagged sounds of a helicopter can be heard. I try not to think that this whole scene, right at this moment, is on William and, by default, me and Dan. This is our case and we have to nail someone.


As we draw level with Joe, we get a better view of the body, which is lying on its stomach, face turned to the left, right cheek buried in the wet earth, spread-eagled, fingers wide, hair fanned out across the back. Barefoot.


‘It’s that missing girl,’ Joe says, as he removes his gloves. ‘The one you sent me the picture of, William.’


‘Are you sure it’s her?’ William asks. ‘She appears to be wearing a tracksuit.’


Joe shoots him a look of such disdain that even I wither. ‘Unless two people with the same face have gone missing at the same time.’


‘According to what I’ve been told by the regular lads, she was wearing a black mid-length skirt with a white blouse and black jacket and shoes when she went missing,’ William says firmly.


‘Maybe she didn’t go missing on the day they thought,’ Joe says.


‘She failed to return home from work last Friday,’ William insists, ‘so it’s a fair bet that—’


‘Do you want to hear what I have to say or stand here arguing about fashion?’


‘He wasn’t—’ Dan attempts to stick up for William.


‘Go ahead,’ William cuts him off.


Joe aims his comments at me, blanking the two men completely. ‘You’ll appreciate that I have to get her back to the mortuary first for a post-mortem. I’ll let you know when so you can send someone over.’ Then to William, ‘Try to get a member who won’t faint this time.’


Beside me, William stiffens. Apparently, the last murder he’d handled, a couple of years back, a new recruit had been sent to observe the post-mortem and ended up in hospital after cracking his head on the tiles on the mortuary floor.


Joe continues, ‘You’ll get a detailed report, but from what I can see here she’s been dead since last night because of the level of rigor mortis. This is not the kill site. She died elsewhere, I’m pretty certain of that, as there is very little blood on site. From her injuries, there should be. She was badly beaten before death. Two of her fingers appear to be broken as is her left cheekbone and eye socket. She has a lot of ante-mortem facial bruising.’ He shrugs. ‘Because she’s fully clothed, there isn’t a lot else I can tell you right now. Forensics took some prints from the small areas of skin that are exposed. I’ll give you a call sometime tomorrow with anything we get. I’ll send through a preliminary report for the conference.’ And with that he stalks off.


‘Two people with the same face,’ Dan mimics him. ‘He’s an awful arsehole, isn’t he?’


‘He’s all right,’ William says. ‘Lucy, will you go in and have a look? I’d like your impressions. Dan, talk to the auld fella who found her. Find out what he knows. After that, yez can head out to talk to the mother – she’s the one reported her missing. The liaison officer has been in contact with her already. It’s Phil.’


‘No bother. I know Phil. I have her number,’ I say, approaching the tent and pushing back the flap. It covers a small patch of bog, brown and damp and cold, a place dying off but one that will bloom in spring. But Lisa, who has lain here for the last few hours, won’t ever do anything ever again. The thing about a murder is that it’s violent and cruel, yet the dead body and the space you find it in always have an emptiness about them, a stillness. I take a second before looking at Lisa more closely. She lies on her stomach, cheap grey tracksuit almost blending into the land. The smell of death is all around and the loneliness of her passing is something I can almost feel. What happened to you? I wonder, as I hunker down to look at her face. Outside, I can hear the bustle of Forensics and the low mumble of voices, but in here, it’s like another world. Whoever put her here must have walked. He must have walked from somewhere because a jeep or a car on the bog would have been noticed. There’d be tyre tracks.


I take a final look at Lisa and I mentally promise her that we’ll do our very best to get justice.


Emerging, I say to the Cig, ‘Definitely not the kill site. I think we need to extend the cordon to the road at least. Whoever put her here walked with her.’


‘Yes, I agree. No tyre tracks and the ground is soft. Anything else?’


‘The way she was positioned, it looks deliberate. It’s not as if she was hit from behind and fell over.’


‘Good.’ He nods. ‘I thought the same. Talk to as many witnesses as you can today, build up a picture of her. I know when she went missing, the regulars did the usual door-to-door and handed out leaflets, but we’ll have to redo. I’m just going to check with the garda Tech Bureau, tell them exactly what we want them to do and why. I’ll see ye back at the station.’


I watch him walk off. William has been my senior investigating officer a number of times now, though we’ve never done a murder together. He’s tough and thorough, just what you need leading an investigation. He doesn’t have much of a personality, though, and the joke in the force is that he lost it in a robbery.


Not much of a joke but it’s hard to joke about William.


‘Where’s Dan?’ I ask a regular guard.


‘Over there,’ she replies, pointing to where Dan is introducing himself to an elderly man who is sitting on one of the stone walls that run like snakes through the bog. A black and white collie-type dog is dancing about his feet.
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I know Milo McGrath, the man with the dog. He’s friendly with my mother, though I can say that about everyone. She and Milo are in the same hot yoga class or something. Or maybe his wife and my mother are, I’m not quite sure.


Milo is an enthusiastic member of the Achill Island community: he’s on the Tidy Towns Committee, the Street Painting Committee, and he manages the local St Patrick’s Day parade. I know all this because he regularly appears in the Island News.


His eyes brighten a little as he recognises me.


He greets me in Irish. Achill is a Gaeltacht area, which means that Irish is the spoken language of the people. A tiny pocket of Ireland, holding fast to its ancient tongue, I love the place for it. We exchange a few words before switching back to English for Dan’s benefit.


‘It’s great to have a friendly face to talk to. It’s been a terrible shock, I don’t mind telling you.’


‘Take your time,’ I say, hunkering down beside him, getting out my notebook. ‘Just tell us what you remember.’


‘It’s marvellous to see you,’ he goes on, determined to prolong the conversation. ‘I knew you were working out of Westport and that you’re back living here with your mother, but I’ve never seen you about?’ The question hangs.


‘Be bad luck if you did.’ I smile and he laughs a bit.


‘I do remember you from the telly, though,’ he says then, ‘that time on Crimecall, when you were telling the nation to lock their doors and such.’


Beside me, Dan suppresses a grin.


‘That’s right.’ Most embarrassing moment of my life. It had been brutal. The lads in the station had pissed themselves laughing.


‘And now, God bless us’ – oh yeah, he’s also on the church committee – ‘you have this to deal with. That poor girl, just lying there, I got a terrible fright. I thought it was one of those shop dummies but sure …’ he stops and shakes his head ‘… the smell. That told me it was real.’


‘It must have been a shock.’ Dan slides in to sit beside him. The dog nuzzles Dan. He pats its head and calls it a ‘good girl’. Milo’s face brightens at the gesture. Dog people like people to like their dogs. It always works on witnesses.


‘I keep seeing her when I close my eyes,’ Milo says, after a moment.


Dan gives him a second before asking gently, ‘Can you talk us through everything that you remember?’


‘I’ve already done it but sure I can do it again.’ Milo makes himself a little more comfortable on the wall. He orders the dog, ‘Lie down,’ but she continues to jump about. Milo ignores her.


‘I always take herself for a walk along here, every morning and evening. You could set your watches by us. Eight o’clock we set off from Bunacurry and then, sure, we turn up the bog road and then we just roam around the bog paths for a bit until half past ten. It gives the wife time to herself in the morning. She likes that. Doesn’t like me getting under her feet. Anyway, today it was the same as usual. It was quiet enough – I only saw one or two people, the usual people really. It can be busier but, sure, it’s winter and getting fierce cold so not so many people are about now. Anyway, I let herself off the lead once we got to the bog, like I know it’s illegal,’ he darts a look at us and we say nothing, ‘but, sure, everyone does it and she’s a good dog, listens to me. Lie down!’ The dog stares back, immobile, and Milo rolls his eyes.


‘She mostly listens,’ he clarifies. ‘Anyway, Steph, that’s her name, she was running along and next minute she veers off the path and she never does that because she knows it’s dangerous but she started up a terrible yapping. Now she’s never done that before either and I thought she was in trouble, had fallen into a bog hole or something, so I ran to her – well, I walked really because I didn’t want to sink into anything myself, you know – and when I got to where Steph was, I saw that poor girl.’ He blesses himself.


‘So, you let your dog off yesterday?’ I ask.


‘It’s not a big crime, is it?’ He looks worried. ‘She’s a good dog and—’


‘It’s not a crime,’ I say with a smile. ‘But just to clarify, you let her off yesterday too?’


‘I did. Just for a few minutes, like.’


‘And when you came to this place yesterday?’


‘She ran right past, no barking.’ A pause. ‘I do vary the route I take each day up here,’ he continues, a little apologetically, ‘but I would swear that girl was not there yesterday. Steph would have smelt it. If she’d been there yesterday, the dog would have known.’


‘What time did you walk yesterday?’ Dan asks.


‘Same time. I got here about nine.’


‘And on the walk back?’


‘I would have passed here or near here about a quarter to ten or so.’


So, between nine forty-five yesterday and nine this morning that body was dumped. I jot it down. Talking to more witnesses will narrow that window. As will the estimated time of death.


‘Who do you normally see on the walk?’ I ask. ‘Would you know their names?’


‘The same people mostly. Some I know to nod a hello to and some I don’t.’


‘Who did you see yesterday?’ Dan asks.


Milo screws up his eyes and squints into the winter sun. His dog does the same. ‘Mrs Cassidy, she always walks through here in the morning. She’s about ninety and as fit as a fiddle. Do you know Mrs Cassidy, Lucy? Your mother sings in the choir with her.’


‘I do,’ I say. Everyone on Achill knows Mrs Cassidy. ‘Anyone else, Milo?’


‘A couple of joggers, I’d know them to see. And a tall fellow – he’s like Forrest Gump, always running up and down. He wears T-shirts with slogans on them. The one yesterday morning said, “Pain is …”’ he scratches his chin, thinking. ‘What was it now, it was ridiculous. Oh, yes, “Pain is your body’s way of growing stronger.” Did you ever hear such shite? Anyway, he’s a nice enough chap, always nods a hello or whatever. Then there’s another fellow that was out running yesterday. He was with a girl – both of them had headphones in and were going fast enough. And then there was another man with his dog. Now I didn’t know him and, to be honest, he wasn’t that friendly. Normally you’d pat someone else’s dog and, sure, I patted his and he showed no interest at all in Steph.’ Milo sounds wounded. ‘I think that was about it for yesterday. And as for today, sure I was only out awhile when Steph found the girl so I didn’t see anyone.’


It’s most likely that Lisa’s body was dumped last night because it’d have been dark. I make a note to request any CCTV from the Bunacurry road to the bog, if there is any. And our suspected offender might not have come that way: he could have come via Doogort or Keel. I look around. There are no houses to be seen from here. ‘Can you talk us through what happened when you found the body?’


‘I blessed myself and said a small prayer for the girl,’ Milo says.


We wait. He looks expectantly at us.


Finally, Dan prompts, ‘Nothing else? You didn’t …’ He lets it hang.


‘I didn’t touch it.’ Milo shudders. ‘And Steph just barked at it.’


‘Thanks, Milo,’ I say.


‘Can I go now?’ He stands up, and the dog, sensing a walk, bounces about.


‘Yes, but if I sent a guard around to your house to take your boots and arrange a statement, would you have any objection?’


‘Well, I’m fond of them and—’


‘If the search throws up a number of footprints, we need to rule yours out.’


‘I see. Well, I’m happy to help.’ He reiterates his address.


‘Don’t talk to the media,’ I say. ‘We don’t want to compromise our evidence or any trial that might happen.’


‘Fair enough. Good luck.’ He takes the dog’s lead and starts to walk back. It’s now near midday and I’d say his wife is wondering where he’s got to.


‘Let’s put out a call for anyone who was here between nine forty-five yesterday morning and nine a.m. today,’ I say to Dan, ‘see who comes forward. And ask someone to get any sort of CCTV from the roads here and we’ll trawl it for cars turning off up the bog road. Get car dash-cam footage and we’ll organise a team for door-to-door.’


He looks at me. ‘I can’t see there being too much footage. Either our SO is a clever bastard or a lucky bastard.’


‘Yep, but we have to try. I’ll call Phil, see if Mrs Moran is able to talk to us.’


After a brief conversation, Phil assures me that Lisa’s mother is willing to see us. She’ll talk to anyone who can help her find out who murdered her girl.
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Mrs Moran lives in a small cottage about twenty minutes’ walk from Achill Sound. The drive takes about ten minutes from where Lisa’s body was found. Whoever killed Lisa brought her home. I wonder if it’s significant.


Or maybe she was killed by a local. There are plenty of oddballs in this part of the world.


Dan and I give it thirty minutes or so before we head out because we’re not the best with tears. And I’m fierce bad at remaining unemotional. They try to train you to do that, to be impersonal while at the same time having empathy. It’s a load of shite, really. Like, how can you do both? How can you remain impersonal with some woman whose daughter’s turned up dead and you have to call out and ask her more questions?


They tell you things to say as well. Things like ‘I have a bit of bad news, I’m afraid.’ That’s utter crap too. It’s such an insult to call it ‘bad news’, and yet you can’t turn up at a person’s door and say, ‘I have news that will shatter your world’ either, can you? Though most times, people just know. We don’t have to say anything, they just collapse in front of us, like paper houses in the rain.


When we ring the bell, it’s Phil who answers. She looks like she’s upset, too, and from what I know of Phil, she’s great at keeping her distance and being sympathetic. I suppose it’s that Lisa was an only child, like my Luc. I can’t comprehend the loss the woman must be feeling.


‘She’s inside.’ Phil’s voice is soft.


‘How is she?’ I ask.


Phil shrugs. What is there to say, really?


We walk through the hall and into the front room, which looks like it’s falling apart. Margaret Moran sits, a blanket about her shoulders, staring at her hands. She lifts her gaze as we come in. I have seen grief before and now it stares me down again. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, the words inadequate.


Dan and I watch as she crumples in on herself, her shoulders heaving. I feel helpless standing there, looking at her, unable right now to offer any comfort.


‘D’you want tea?’ Phil asks us. Her matter-of-factness, the asking of the ordinary, is reassuring.


‘No, thanks,’ I say, my voice as level as hers. ‘We’ve just a few questions for Margaret if she’s up to answering.’


‘I’ll answer a hundred thousand times if it helps get whoever hurt my child,’ Margaret says quietly, but with a conviction that pains me to hear. ‘Ask away.’ She’s Achill born and bred. She has the thick country vowels and the rhythm of a song in her speech. I used to sound like that too. I think she was a few years ahead of me in school. The captain of the camogie team, the girl who would be queen. She should not be here, weeping in a falling-down cottage.


I sit on a sofa opposite, Dan standing by the window, notebook in hand. He’ll write while I question, he’s saying. He’d prefer that. ‘I know you’ve been through this only two days ago with some of our colleagues, Margaret, but let’s go over it again, just in case you remember anything else.’ Going over and over witness statements always reminds me of combing out lice from Luc’s hair when he was a kid. Over and over until everything is extracted. ‘Tell me about the last time you saw Lisa.’


She swallows hard, composing herself, and when she starts to speak, her voice comes out in spurts. ‘It was that morning, she was running late. She was on the phone line, a helpline for children that she volunteered on. She tended to do all-night shifts every second Thursday. She normally went straight from the centre into work, but that day she came home. I think she changed her jacket.’ A small smile, followed by such pain that I think I wince. ‘Anyway, she rushed into the house, told me she loved me, ran upstairs to her room and came back down. And as she was leaving, I made a remark about it getting cold and that her skirt and top didn’t look warm enough. I mean, it’s December. I asked her if she was sure she’d be warm enough but she laughed me off. Then I handed her a tea in a take-out cup and off she went.’ She says it like she still can’t believe it.


‘What did she have with her?’


‘Just her laptop and her handbag.’


‘Describe the laptop for me.’


‘I think it was Lenovo, but I know it was pink and she’d put glittery stars on it. She liked that sort of thing.’


I nod. ‘And the make of bag?’


‘Michael Kors. Black leather. She brought it everywhere. Her dad bought it for her in Italy last year. It had a gold buckle.’


I wonder if she’d been assaulted for the bag. ‘Did she have anything else with her?’


‘No.’


‘You’re certain?’


‘I told the others who came that she wouldn’t have run off.’


‘She was wearing a tracksuit when she was found.’


A moment of surprise. Then, ‘No, she—’ She stops.


‘Does she own tracksuits?’


‘Maybe it’s not her.’ She half rises out of the chair. ‘Maybe you’ve got it wrong and—’


‘You’ll be able to formally identify her tomorrow,’ I say gently, hating the way I extinguish the brief hope she has. ‘Someone will be in touch about it, but we’re pretty certain it’s Lisa, and the sooner we get cracking, the sooner we’ll have someone for this.’


Another moment before she slowly sits down. ‘Yes, yes, of course. I …’ A pause. Then she gathers herself – I can physically see it and it’s painful to watch. ‘I know she had tracksuits because she runs, but I’m certain she had none with her that day.’ Another pause. ‘Not unless she had her runners with her too. I can check. I could be wrong. I—’ She stops.


‘We can check in a minute,’ I say. ‘Just go on. You say she left with a laptop, her bag and a take-out tea. Then what?’


‘A taxi dropped her to work. The Family First helpline provide a taxi for their overnight volunteers.’


‘And where is the helpline located?’


‘Newport. I’d generally drop her over, she’d do her shift, and the next day the taxi would bring her to work. That day, though, the taxi drove her here first, and she must have told him to wait for her while she got her jacket. On a normal day she’d walk to the school from here. It’s not too far, just about twenty-five minutes, but when she was in the centre …’ Her voice trails off as a tear rolls down her face. Phil pulls a tissue from a box on the table and gives it to her. She scrunches it in her nail-bitten hands, not even aware she’s crying.


‘So, she took the taxi and then?’


Margaret looks up at me and shakes her head. ‘Nothing. She never came home.’


‘What time would she generally be home?’


‘Always by four thirty at the latest. She liked to correct copies or plan her classes in school, and then she’d come home, have a cup of tea and maybe go for a run around here or make some calls or do her voluntary work, whatever, really. On Fridays she went running with her friends.’


‘Was there anything she had to do that day after work or someplace she had to go?’


‘No. She would have mentioned it.’


‘She ever mention being scared? Or wary of someone?’


A shake of her head. ‘She did tend to protect me but I think she would have said if she was scared of someone.’


‘Anyone you know who would want to hurt her?’


‘No.’


‘Work?’


‘She got on great in work.’


I change tack. ‘You say she went for a run on Fridays. Who did she go with?’


‘There are about three of them that go out regularly. Sometimes others joined them. I know Liam went – he’s an old friend of hers. There’s a girl … I can’t remember her name. Lisa wasn’t mad about her. There’s also another boy, Paul, I think – he called here for her once. I thought he was a boyfriend but she said no.’


‘Why did you think he was a boyfriend?’


‘I just thought at the time that there was someone … but whoever it was, it wasn’t Paul.’ A smile. ‘She was horrified when I suggested it. And there was nothing wrong with the lad. He was grand and seemed very fond of Lisa but there was nothing there.’


‘Why did you think there was someone?’


A shrug. ‘I know my daughter. She seemed different. A bit secretive. Happy too. It was a while ago. If there was, it petered out because I didn’t get any sort of a feeling since.’


‘A while ago? Can you give me an idea?’


She thinks. ‘Last March, April maybe.’


Nine months ago. ‘Okay. She had no arguments? Fights with anyone recently?’


‘No.’


Dan glances quickly at me. He’s noticed her flinching too.


‘You’re sure?’ I press.


A slight hesitation, then a nod.


That pause says it all: she’s holding out on us.


‘Margaret,’ Dan leans forward, drawing her in, the way he’s good at, ‘if there is anything, anything at all, that you can think of that you didn’t say before, it would be really helpful to us.’


‘I can’t think of anything,’ she says. Defend. Defend.


‘That’s fine.’ A moment before he says, ‘But let me add that just because you think something about someone doesn’t make it true. If you have a suspicion of anything, we’ll investigate it without prejudice.’


And the pause that comes stretches out a bit longer than it should so you know she’s thinking. Weighing things up. ‘All right,’ she says finally, sounding nervous. ‘It’s a silly thing. And Dom would never – I mean, he loved her so he would never but …’ She stalls.


Neither Dan nor I speak. I want to shake her for only mentioning this now. She obviously didn’t tell the other guards who interviewed her.


‘It’s a small thing,’ she says, ‘and it’s only a suspicion but I think she had a fight with her dad. That’s it. I have no proof but I think she did.’


‘What makes you think that?’ I ask.


‘She refused to speak to him the last few times he rang. I ignored it – they do spark off each other and their spats don’t last long. Dom loves her, I know he does. He’d never—’ She stops.


‘What would they generally argue about?’


‘Everything. Politics, religion, where to eat on a night out. I think they liked it. But this time …’ We don’t fill in the gap. ‘… this time I think it was a bit more personal. That’s all.’


I want to ask why she hasn’t said this before. But she’s grieving and—


‘Why didn’t you tell us this before?’ Dan asks.


I flinch. He’s right, of course.


Margaret is slowly ripping the tissue to shreds. ‘Because I know that Dom would never kidnap his own daughter – I mean, never! It’s ridiculous, but it’s just now … things … I just feel … Well, I have to tell you all the small stuff. I’m sorry. I just didn’t think it was that important.’


‘It probably isn’t,’ Dan says, ‘but we need everything you have. Anything else?’


‘No.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Of course I’m sure.’ She’s indignant now.


We let a silence develop. You’d be surprised how many people talk into a silence. Only Margaret doesn’t.


‘What makes you think it was more personal, this argument?’ I ask.


‘She was angrier than normal, seemed to hold out on forgiving him, but she could be like that at times. It could just as easily have been something and nothing.’


‘Is there any chance we can take a look at her room?’ I ask eventually. ‘I know—’


‘Of course.’ She cuts me short and stands up. ‘Come on.’


Dan and I follow her up the staircase. It’s narrow and dark but looks as if an attempt has recently been made to paint it. It’s a bit patchy, but it does brighten the place up.


‘Who did the painting?’ I ask.


‘Me. I know it’s not great but it’s better than what was on before.’


We’re on the landing now and Margaret turns to us before pushing open a door with a sign saying ‘School’s Out’ and a picture of a sexy teacher.


‘Her friends got her that when she qualified,’ Margaret says. ‘I didn’t like it but she thought it was very funny. Go on in. I’ll be here if you need me.’


She hasn’t gone in yet. Some parents can’t for a long time. Others take comfort in surrounding themselves with the smell and feel of their missing children.


I hand Dan a pair of gloves and we walk in.


There’s a stillness about the room. The windows are closed, the air is stale. The bedcover is tossed, like she would have left it that last Friday. Tatty posters and collages of photographs cover the walls. The posters are of female athletes, running or on starting blocks. The photos look more recent, scattered about in frames all over the room or just randomly pasted onto a board.


‘Who are the people in these pictures?’ I ask Margaret.


She braces herself before looking into the room. After a painful moment, she says, ‘Those ones there,’ she points to some pictures tacked onto the board, ‘they’re the people she volunteers with. That picture in the middle was their Christmas party. Lisa’s on the left.’


Lisa is smiling, a red paper hat on her head. Her last Christmas.


‘Do you have names?’


‘No, but it’s the Family First helpline. They’ll tell you who everyone is.’


‘Can I take that picture?’


She nods and I pop it into a plastic evidence bag.


‘All she wanted to do was give something back,’ Margaret says. ‘She didn’t even get paid for her work on the helpline.’


‘Give something back? How so?’


‘She, well, I think … After her father and I broke up when she was young, she went a little mad. You know what it’s like around here,’ she eyeballs me, ‘everybody knowing your business and talking. Lisa felt exposed, I think. Anyway, I got her help, she straightened out and this was her way of paying it forward.’ Her eyes fill and she swallows hard. ‘That was Lisa.’


‘How long was she with them?’ They seem a wholesome bunch. Sort of hipster and cool. And they all look young.


‘Almost three years. As far as I know that’s the maximum length you can volunteer for – she was due to finish up about now.’ A holding of breath as it hits her how many things her daughter will never finish. ‘And those,’ she continues after a moment, with forced calm, pointing to another grouping, in Christmas hats, ‘they’re her college friends from Maynooth. Again, I don’t know them. I’ve met one or two over the years. That fellow there,’ she ventures into the room, points to a stocky, red-blond lad with a crooked grin, ‘that’s Liam. He likes her but she wasn’t interested. They still hang out together, though, go running and that.’


Dan is peering hard at the picture. In it, Liam is looking at Lisa and she is oblivious, her head back, laughing.


‘And over near the window, those pictures, they’re her running group. Liam rang me when she never showed for her run that Friday. That was when I … Well, I knew something was wrong.’


I give her a moment to compose herself before I say, ‘Tell me about Liam.’


‘They’ve been in the same running club for years. It’s on the mainland but on Fridays they meet in Achill Strand and run a few miles from there with a couple of others. Lisa and Liam have been friends since they were tots.’


‘What is Liam like?’


She flinches. ‘You couldn’t think Liam …’


‘We think no one as yet,’ I say gently, ‘but it’s generally someone the person knows.’


She looks unsure, confused, but then shakes her head. ‘He’s a lovely boy. Like a member of the family. They grew up together. Though I remember thinking recently that they weren’t as pally as before.’


‘They fell out?’


‘Oh, nothing like that, I’m sure. I supposed they were just growing apart. He wasn’t up as much as normal and Lisa seemed not to be hanging around with him as often, that’s all. Liam wouldn’t be a boy who has rows. He’s lovely.’


Dan catches my eye. ‘You said she’d never take a tracksuit unless she had runners with her. Do you know how many pairs of runners she had and are they all here?’


‘She had three.’ She sounds certain of that. ‘One for wearing, a second in case that pair got wet, and a spare.’


‘So, if there are three pairs in the house, we know she didn’t go running, which means she didn’t wear a tracksuit. Would that be fair to say?’


Margaret nods.


I turn to the pink wardrobe, which has been decorated with sunflowers all down the sides. It looks like the furniture of a five-year-old. The door opens with a squeak and there, on the floor, are two pairs of Nike runners.


‘Two pairs,’ I say.


‘There’s a pair in the kitchen, too,’ Margaret adds. ‘So, there are no runners missing.’


The tracksuit was not hers, which is curious. I close the wardrobe. ‘Thanks, Margaret. There’ll be a search of the room to see if we can find anything of significance later. We’ll be in touch and do call us if anything else strikes you.’


‘I will.’


‘Again,’ I say, as I pass her in the doorway, ‘we’re both very sorry.’


She thanks us.


‘Can we have Liam and your husband’s address?’ I ask.


She rattles them off, then watches us leave from the top of the stairs.


The gloomy day has given way to a dark afternoon. Rain spatters on the car windows as we slide inside. From somewhere a dog howls, the eerie sound echoing across the flat landscape. We sit for a second in silence, listening, before I say, ‘Sorry, Dan, I know I should have asked that question about her husband.’


‘She should have fucking told us before,’ Dan snaps.


‘Yes,’ I agree. ‘She should. But would it have made a difference?’


He shrugs. ‘Do you want to go and see Dominic Moran now or,’ he consults his notebook, ‘this Liam fella?’


‘I think we’d better do Dominic first. Then we’ll head back to the station for the conference, see what sort of a team we can get together.’


‘They’ll be chomping at the bit,’ Dan says.


A flip in my stomach. This is on you, Lucy, I think. William has given you a chance. Don’t fuck it up again.
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Dominic Moran lives off the island, about ten miles out, slap-bang between Achill and Castlebar, near the coast. His is the only set of apartments for miles, built when it seemed that everyone in the country was moving out of Dublin and going to commute to the capital, or when people thought it was cool to invest in property that, realistically, they had no chance of letting. The apartments might have been nice if the whole world hadn’t lost interest in them. Three blocks, five storeys each with a balcony in the penthouse. The exterior is concrete and wood, now turning black and mouldy in the damp air. The grounds, facing the sea, have a few hardy plants trying their best to cope with the salt from the ocean. The grass is scrubby, as grass is in this part of the world, and the centrepiece water feature is turned off.


Dominic moved there after he and his wife split up more than ten years ago. He owns a penthouse and the view out of his window is stunning even on a day like today, with the leaden grey skies and the drizzle.


‘Hi,’ I say, as we enter. ‘We’ve a few questions, Dominic, if you don’t mind.’


He indicates for us to sit down. He looks battered by emotion. Stunned. He sits opposite, head dipped.


Dan had had Dominic’s initial statement emailed to us as we drove and he’d read it out. The guard who had interviewed him had said he seemed a decent enough fella. And you can’t be a guard and not have good instincts. It’s in the eyes and the gestures and the voice. They all have to match. Dominic Moran’s look like they match as he invites us into his apartment.


But the best of them can play people like a world-class violin.


I’m wary of my own instincts after everything that happened with my ex, Rob.


Dominic’s place, like Margaret’s, is a mess. Every surface is jammed with unwashed bowls and cups; jumpers and sweatshirts are thrown across chairs and the smell of Pot Noodle crawls in the air.


‘I was about to go to Margaret’s when ye rang,’ Dominic says, as he rubs his unshaven chin and tries out a smile, which fails. He has the scattered air of a man in crisis.


‘We won’t be long,’ I say. ‘How are you doing?’


A glance about the room. ‘Not great now. I just … well, I tried to tidy up, so I did, but … well … I can’t seem to get a handle on doing anything.’ His eyes are reddened and watery.


‘We just want to ask you a few questions. Go over your statement.’


‘Grand. Yes. Whatever.’ His gaze is hopeless. It’s like he wonders, What’s the point? His daughter is gone and no amount of questions will bring her back. I’d say he was handsome enough at one time, but bad food and bad living have made him paunchy. ‘Off you go,’ he says.


‘Can you go over the last time you saw your daughter?’ I say.


He talks about meeting her in a local café six weeks previously. We let him talk. Then I go for it, like I should have done with Margaret. ‘How often did you normally see your daughter?’


‘Every two weeks, usually.’


‘Why the six-week gap?’


And bam. He flinches. Eyes us warily. ‘She, well, she got a bit stroppy with me, to be honest. Wouldn’t meet me.’


‘Stroppy?’


‘Yeah, the way kids do.’


‘Why didn’t you mention this before?’


He flushes. Takes his time answering. Finally, after a few seconds, he says, on a sigh, ‘Because I didn’t do anything to her. There would have been no point in dragging it up. It would only have muddied the waters.’


‘Dragging what up?’


‘The row we had, if that’s what it was.’


‘Can you tell us about it?’


It hurts him to remember, I can see. His body sags and he squeezes his eyes closed, massaging them with his fingertips. I think for a second that he’s not going to say any more, but then he says, ‘It kills me, you know, that she wasn’t speaking to me. I can’t ever …’ His voice breaks but he hauls it back. ‘She wanted me to give her money. She said it was for Margaret and I told her I didn’t owe Margaret a thing any more. How much longer, I asked her, can I pay for my mistake? It’s over ten years now.’


‘Your mistake?’


‘The breakdown of my marriage.’ Then, when he sees more is expected of him, he adds, ‘It’s the usual story, older stupid man and young woman.’ His laugh is bitter, full of regret. ‘It’s a mistake I’ve paid through the nose for. Lisa hated me for a long time. She went a bit mad for a while, but she was only a teenager and I suppose it should have been expected. It was Margaret, not me, who helped steady her. So she’s a lot closer to her mother.’ His eyes fill. ‘I’ve spent the last ten years making it up to her. But I wasn’t giving her money for Margaret. I wish I had now.’ He bows his head, gulps out, ‘Have ye any idea what happened?’


‘Not yet,’ Dan says. ‘Can we get back to the questions?’


‘There is nothing more to be said,’ he answers. ‘I did have a bit of a row with her, but that was just us. She was the one took offence. I just said I was finished with supporting her mother.’


‘Have you supported Margaret a lot then?’


‘Margaret does not work. I have paid for that house, and the deal was I was to do it until Lisa turned twenty-one and then the place would be sold. As you can see, I haven’t sold it because Lisa persuaded me not to, but I’m not paying any more for Margaret. Lisa was annoyed when I said it but she would have come around.’


There doesn’t seem to be much there.


‘Were you on speaking terms with Lisa in the past six weeks?’ I ask.


‘No.’ The word encompasses a huge loss.


‘How did it make you feel?’


A moment. ‘How did my daughter not speaking to me make me feel? So bad I wanted to kill her? Is that what you mean?’


I don’t reply.


‘For Christ’s sake!’ Then, firm, ‘I didn’t feel anything. I knew it was nothing.’


‘All right,’ I say calmly. ‘Let’s go over once more the last time you saw your daughter.’


‘I’ve already told you lot that.’ People get belligerent when they’re asked the same questions over and over again. They think we’re not doing anything, that we’re not listening, but the thing is, it’s harder to remember a lie. So, we go back and forth and sideways over the same stories to see where the differences are.


‘This time, include the argument.’


‘Fine,’ he says. ‘It was, I don’t know, six weeks ago? As I said, usually I saw her every couple of weeks. There was no arrangement, really. She’d just call me or I’d call her, but it was usually once every two weeks. I’d give her money sometimes to treat herself. It was the least I could do, that’s what I feel.’ A pause. ‘Felt,’ he amends, wincing. ‘Anyway,’ he continues, with an effort, ‘this day we went to Dixon’s, in Mallaranny. It was her favourite place. Nice coffee. She liked her coffee. She was in great form until I refused to give her money for Margaret.’
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