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  To Harriet, Sarah and John,




  as it was in the beginning




  







  He lay slumped in the corner of the shed. His hands, cuffed behind his back, were chained to a ring set in the wall. Wide grey tape covered his face.

  Only his eyes, pale blue, red-rimmed, were visible. He wanted to call out, to beg for help. But he could make no sound. He wanted to bang on the wall to attract attention. But he could not move his

  hands and arms. He wanted to kick the heavy wooden door, to break through to the outside. But his feet would not reach that far. He needed to drink. But there was no water. He needed to eat. But

  there was no food. There had been none for days. He had lost count of how many. He had tried to keep track by counting the number of times that the beam of sunlight had drilled through the small

  crack in the wood that covered the window. One, two, three, four, five, six. He could hold on to six, but after that, pain, confusion, fear blotted everything else out.




  And then he was blind.




  And then he thought he was somewhere else, and there was a table laden with food, and a running tap, and he could turn his head and open his mouth and the silver dribble of water would drip

  on to his tongue. His poor swollen tongue.




  And then there was nothing more. Just the smell of his body rotting.




  And then there wasn’t even that.




  







  Ballyknockan, near Blessington, Co. Wicklow




  April 2000




  It was a lovely day to get out of the office, the estate agent thought. A perfect spring day. A cloudless sky, and warm enough to have the car window

  open as she drove from the city centre along the motorway towards Blessington. According to her information, the property was in Ballyknockan, a village of stone houses up towards the dark green

  pines that clothed the flanks of the west Wicklow mountains. She slowed to get her bearings and turned the printed email on the passenger seat towards her so she could read it more easily. The

  cottage had belonged to a German couple, Hans and Renate Becker. They had used it as a holiday home, but now they were both dead and their daughters wanted to sell. The email was from Petra Becker.

  Her English was just about perfect.




  

    

      I do not know the condition of the cottage. We have not been there for many years. My father had a caretaker for it once, but

      we have had no contact with him for a long time. I will send to you by post the keys. Please put it on to the market as soon as possible. We understand that the value of houses in Ireland has

      increased by a large amount. Please advise us as to its value now.


    


  




  Fraülein Becker was right. These houses, even though they were small, were worth a lot of money. A twenty-mile commute was considered nothing these days, the estate agent

  thought, as she bumped up the lane from the village and stopped at a five-barred gate by a stand of pines.




  She got out of the car and fiddled with the gate’s rusty latch. It was stiff and resistant to the touch. She shivered. A breeze stirred the needles on the trees, and a wisp of mist drifted

  down from the peak of the hill above. She got back into the car and drove slowly up the boreen towards the house. It looked fine from the outside, although the garden was overgrown and neglected.

  Nothing that a boy with a strimmer wouldn’t put right in an afternoon.




  She fumbled in her bag for the keys. Inside it was dark. She reached for the light switch, but the electricity must have been turned off. She walked quickly around the ground floor. A simple

  layout. Large country-style kitchen to the left of the small front hall, and a sitting room with a big open fireplace to the right. Upstairs there was one double bedroom, two singles and a

  bathroom, complete with freestanding tub. As far as she could see the roof wasn’t letting in the rain and the house felt dry. She’d get the electricity turned on and come back with a

  photographer and by the high selling season in midsummer this would be a very saleable property.




  She locked the front door and walked around to the back of the house. The email had said something about outhouses or a garage. Often a selling point with these old properties. Potential for

  renovation or even development. Behind the house was a yard, cobbles overgrown with grass. And a row of sheds. She tried the doors. Nothing much here. The last was locked. A heavy padlock hung from

  the bolt. She checked her keys but none fitted. A piece of wood had been hammered over the window. She tugged at it and it began to give. She picked up a stick from the ground and used it as a

  lever. The wood swung away, revealing a broken pane. She put her face up to it and cupped her hands around her eyes. A beam of light shone from behind her head on to the floor. She could see

  something. Another coal sack, maybe? Or a bag of rubbish? The kind of stuff that would need to be cleared out.




  She pulled at the wood again and this time the whole piece came away. Light flooded the darkness. And now she could see clearly. The thing had a familiar shape. Round and smooth and the colour

  of ivory. Two dark holes stared up at her. The rest was obscured by what looked like heavy-duty sticky tape. She craned her head to see more. A jacket, with a white shirt inside it, a pair of

  trousers and shoes, lying as if flung there. And just visible the bones of a hand and fingers and the bright gleam of a chain.




  







  ONE





  July 2005. Such a beautiful summer, Michael McLoughlin thought, as he sat on the terrace outside his kitchen. He leaned back into the wooden slats of his old garden bench, and

  turned his face to the late-afternoon sun. It had been almost too hot out here at midday, but it was almost perfect now. He looked out across Dublin’s sprawling suburbs towards the bay and

  Howth Head beyond. The sea was so beautiful, striped like a piece of agate. Dark navy towards the horizon. Light green, almost turquoise closer to the shore. Every now and then a delicate stippling

  of white as a breeze ruffled the glittering surface. He got out his binoculars and focused on the boats. A couple of cruisers flying French flags and three from Britain. There was even an American

  boat out there, a big one, fifty feet or more in length, he reckoned, with that tough, buttoned-down look that deep-water yachts always have. And scattered across the bay, like a handful of

  children’s toys, were the sailing dinghies. On the north side from the club in Clontarf, and closer to home from the clubs in Dun Laoghaire. Where he was headed this evening. For his

  retirement party.




  Retirement, already? He could hardly believe it. After twenty-seven years in the force they had told him he was ready to go. But he’d hung on for another ten years until it became obvious

  that his time was up. Did he care? Only in as much as he wasn’t sure how he would live the rest of his life. That was assuming there would be a rest of his life. So he’d done the

  sensible thing and gone to all the Preparation for Retirement courses that the welfare office laid on. And he’d tried to pay attention and not be one of the sniggering cynics in the back row.

  And maybe he’d learned a few things because he’d got himself some class of a job for the rest of the summer. He was going to deliver boats to France and Spain – some for a cruise

  hire company based in Brittany, returning boats that had been sailed to Ireland on holiday, and others for people who didn’t have the time to get their boats to the Med for their few

  weeks’ cruising. The company belonged to a guy he’d crewed for over the years. There wasn’t much money in it. Just his keep and a few bob for drinking and a couple of weeks in one

  of the company’s apartments or villas. And who knew where that might lead? There was very little to keep him in Dublin now. His mother was well looked after in the nursing-home. She’d

  miss him, but she’d understand. She knew he was lonely. That there was little love in his life. She’d wish him well.




  He stood up and walked inside. It was dark in comparison with all that light outside. He felt his way into the bathroom, undressed and got under the shower. He’d need to lose a few pounds.

  Not much room below decks on most of those boats. And he had a sudden image of his ageing, flabby body in shorts. Not a pretty sight. He squatted down and let the water pour on to his neck and

  shoulders. His thigh muscles quivered and he thought for a moment that he would lose balance and topple forward. He pressed his hands against the tiled walls and pushed himself upright again. His

  breath was coming in short gasps. Jesus, he hadn’t realized how unfit he was. The last couple of years he’d been behind a desk most of the time, out at the airport working in

  Immigration. Too much administration, not enough action. Well, it would stop now. He’d three weeks until his first cruise. If he exercised for an hour every day, cut back on the alcohol and

  the fats he’d be in much better shape by then, he hoped.




  He turned off the tap, picked up a towel and walked into his bedroom. He rummaged through his wardrobe and pulled out his linen jacket. He hadn’t worn it for years and he was sure the

  dress code for tonight was sober suits. But what the hell? It was his party so he’d wear what he wanted. He’d always been a bit of an outsider. Didn’t play golf, wasn’t

  interested in football, soccer or Gaelic, was a better cook than most of the Garda wives he knew. And he was a loner. No wife, not now. No kids, no family to speak of. That was why he’d

  picked the yacht club for the party. At least there he was known. At least there someone would greet him like a friend. Make him feel he had a place in the world.




  He dressed quickly. The jacket still fitted. And it didn’t look bad, even if the colour was more ivory than cream. Maybe when he hit the sun he’d get himself a proper linen suit,

  trousers and a waistcoat to match. He turned away from the mirror and patted his pockets. Wallet, phone, keys, reading-glasses, all the essentials of middle-aged life. And for a special treat

  tonight, some cigars. Cohibas, the best Cubans. Kept in their own wooden humidor for special occasions. The box had belonged to his father. He had been a lover of cigars too. Not that he could

  afford them very often. So the function of the box had been subverted. His mother used to keep her favourite recipes in it, and a collection of treasures. A silver locket, a string of pearls. And

  some black-and-white snaps of Michael and his sister, Clare, taken with his father’s Box Brownie. When she’d gone into the nursing-home the humidor had become McLoughlin’s. He had

  cleaned it out and filled it with as many cigars as he could afford. And sometimes in the bottom section beneath the removable rosewood panel, he put his own treasures.




  Now he picked out a dozen cigars. Enough to hand around to the lads and a few for himself. He filled his leather cigar case and slipped it into his pocket. He began to close the lid. Then he

  stopped. This was such a beautiful summer. Like that other beautiful summer, ten years ago. The year that Mary Mitchell died. That he met her mother, Margaret. That he fell in love with her. That

  he thought he would die from longing. He lifted out the tray that held the remaining cigars. Underneath was a brown envelope in a plastic bag. He picked it up and weighed it in his hand. He

  smoothed his fingers over its shiny surface. He didn’t need to look inside. He could see all the images as clearly as he had seen them that night in the shed behind the cottage in

  Ballyknockan. Mary Mitchell in the days before she died, her head shorn of its black curls, her body bruised and beaten. Humiliated and shamed. The moment of her death, her eyes half closed, her

  pupils fixed and dilated, a smile frozen on her wide, generous mouth. The photographs had been spread out on the floor beside Jimmy Fitzsimons. He was lying there, helpless, chained to a ring on

  the wall, his face covered with tape. Where Margaret had left him to die. And he had thought that McLoughlin would save him. That the guard would do the right thing. But instead he had wiped the

  tape, the handcuffs, the chain clean of her fingerprints. He had picked up the photographs and put them into his pocket. He could not bear to think that Mary would be tainted by Jimmy’s

  death. He had brought them home. He had put them into his mother’s treasure box. He had kept them and minded them. He had protected Mary’s memory as best he could and he had never

  stopped loving her mother.




  He sighed heavily. He put the plastic bag back into the box, carefully replacing the thin wooden panel. He laid the cigars over it, then closed the lid and locked it with its small brass key.

  Then he turned away. It was time to go. It wouldn’t do to be late tonight of all nights. He opened the front door. It was such a beautiful evening. He got into his car and started the engine.

  The sun dazzled his eyes. He put up his hand to block it out. And thought he saw Mary. As she must have been when she was alive. Dancing through the rays of the evening light.




  ‘Goodnight, Mary. Goodnight,’ he whispered.




  He put the car in gear. Then he drove slowly down the hill towards the sea.




  







  TWO





  So lovely to be back in Monkstown. On a cool clear morning to stand on the doorstep and gaze across the narrow road to the sea wall and the sea beyond. Margaret could smell the

  salt and the seaweed and the tang of the black mud. It was a fresh smell, washed clean by the twice daily sweep of water in and out of Dublin Bay. She glanced up at the sky. She had forgotten how

  the light here was always different, how it changed from one minute to the next. How clouds formed, dissolved, re-formed, filtering the sun’s rays so the light moved through the spectrum. So

  different from the hard, unchanging blue of the Queensland sky where she had lived since she left Dublin the last time. When she had driven Jimmy Fitzsimons’s car from the cottage in

  Ballyknockan to the car park in Dun Laoghaire. Waited until it was time to board the ferry for Holyhead, taken the train to London, then the tube to Heathrow. Boarded a plane for Brisbane.

  Wouldn’t go back to New Zealand where Mary had grown up. She’d shed all her ties there. Sold the house, closed down her medical practice. Told anyone who asked that she was going back

  to Ireland. But didn’t say anything else.




  She’d rented a car at Brisbane airport and driven north, first to Sunshine Beach, then to Noosa where she stayed in a small hotel on the beach. Just long enough to get her bearings. Then

  bought a house near the small town of Eumundi. A low wooden house with a wide veranda on three sides and five acres of land around it so nothing was visible from the road. And there she had stayed.

  And counted out the days. Until she knew that Jimmy would be dead.




  Now she walked back inside. This house, where she had grown up, had been empty for the last year or so. There had been tenants but they had moved out and she had not replaced them. So when she

  decided to come back it had been simple to get a taxi from the airport and come straight to Monkstown, to Brighton Vale, open the gate, walk up the path, climb the six steps to the front door, put

  her key into the lock and turn it.




  Not much had changed. Her tenants had been happy to get such a lovely house in a beautiful place for a modest rent. They hadn’t minded that it was shabby and poorly equipped. Sometimes

  they talked about their landlady.




  ‘The poor thing . . . Can you imagine losing your only child like that?’




  ‘I know. I couldn’t bear it. Bad enough that she would die, but to be murdered. It doesn’t bear thinking about.’




  ‘And then that trial. The guards have a lot to answer for. How did the guy get off?’




  ‘Something to do with the length of time they kept him for questioning. I didn’t realize the rules were so strict. It doesn’t seem right somehow.’




  ‘It’s a civil-liberties thing. I suppose you have to have some safeguards. Innocent until proven guilty.’




  ‘Yeah, well, maybe, but it sounded as if he did it. Didn’t it?’




  And a few years later they’d heard it on the news.




  ‘Wow, incredible. Are they sure it’s him?’




  ‘Apparently. It looks like his body’s been locked in that shed for years.’




  ‘So how did he die? Was he murdered?’




  ‘Starvation, the pathologist reckons.’




  ‘But who – who would do it? And how?’




  Why, how and who? The obvious questions.




  The last time Margaret had seen Mary alive it had been here in this house. That hot summer evening ten years ago. It was Saturday. The August bank holiday. She had been sitting in the garden

  reading the paper. She had been about to go inside and prepare some food for her mother. She had wanted Mary to stay and help her.




  ‘It’s not much to ask, for God’s sake. You know how hard it is to lift her.’ She had been angry and irritated.




  ‘She doesn’t want me to help her, Mum, you know that. She doesn’t like me to see her in bed. She doesn’t even want you to see her. I think you should get a full-time

  nurse or, better still, why don’t you see if you can get her into hospital? Or what about a hospice? They do have them here, don’t they?’ Mary was already fiddling with her bag,

  checking her keys, her wallet, her make-up. She was already walking back into the house.




  ‘That’s not what I want to do. You know that. That’s why we came back. Because she’s my mother and she’s dying and it’s my responsibility to look after

  her.’ Her voice had risen.




  ‘Yeah, yeah, so you keep on saying.’ Mary stopped in the doorway and turned to her. ‘Why won’t you be honest? You don’t even like her and it doesn’t seem to

  me as if she likes you very much. So why don’t you call it quits? Get her into hospital and then we can go home. Or, better still, to Paris or Rome or even Berlin. I’m bored with

  Dublin. I need a bit more excitement in my life. Anyway,’ she moved out of sight into the darkness of the house, ‘I’m off. Don’t wait up.’




  ‘Mary,’ Margaret had stood up and followed her, ‘don’t go like that. Wait. Phone me if you’re not coming home. Do you hear me? Phone me.’ But even as she

  spoke she heard the front door slam.




  She heard it slam now as she opened the back door into the garden and a draught rushed through the house. She’d thought she had closed it, but the lock was loose and sometimes it slipped.

  Another job to be done, she thought, as she walked out into the sun. Grass to be cut, the beds to be weeded, the hedges to be trimmed. The place was a mess. Her father would have been appalled, if

  he could have seen it. She would deal with it tomorrow. She would deal with everything tomorrow. Today she was too tired. An old wooden deckchair with a canvas seat was opened out on the flagged

  terrace. She sat down on it and lay back. Her fingers reached beneath it and found a glass of wine. She lifted it to her mouth and drank. She drained the glass and put it back carefully on the

  stone. Then she closed her eyes. Her head lolled to one side and her breathing slowed until it was barely audible. There would be plenty of time tomorrow to do what had to be done. Or maybe the

  next day, or the next or the next. It was only the beginning of July. Nearly a month to go until the anniversary of Mary’s death. So much to think about. So many memories. But for now there

  was the comfort of sleep.




  







  THREE





  McLoughlin woke with a jump. He sat up straight, heart pounding, mouth filling with saliva. Christ, he felt bad. He got up slowly and staggered as his weight shifted forward

  from the bed. He reached out and grabbed hold of the edge of the chest of drawers and saw his face in the crutch mirror on top of it. Not a pretty sight. He stepped over his clothes, which were

  scattered on the bedroom floor, and pulled his dressing-gown from the back of the door. Light flooded down the corridor, making his eyes smart and his head pound. He stumbled into the kitchen and

  opened the fridge. He needed orange juice with ice, followed by painkillers and a pint of water. He slid back the glass doors and stepped out on to the terrace, then slumped on the bench and drank

  deeply. Another beautiful day. Not that he cared much. He wasn’t going anywhere except back to bed. The glory of retirement. No one to answer to.




  He closed his eyes. It had been a good night. He had drunk far too much, of course, but so had everyone else. He didn’t think he’d committed too many indiscretions. He’d been

  tempted to tell the assistant commissioner who’d come along to do the honours what an arsehole he really was. But he’d bitten his lip and smiled and said nothing. He’d accepted

  the cheque and the presentation of the Waterford crystal decanter and the half-dozen glasses and stood up and thanked them all for being there. He’d told a few funny stories from way back,

  and remembered to single out for special mention the lads he’d stayed friends with ever since Templemore. He could sense there was a certain expectation in the air. What would he say about

  Finney? Finney, who’d fucked up the detention of Jimmy Fitzsimons, Finney, who’d been the reason that Fitzsimons got off. And Finney, who somehow, through some incredible

  string-pulling, arse-licking and cute hooring, had managed to streak up the ranks, way past McLoughlin, his old boss, and was now poised to make chief superintendent within the year.




  McLoughlin had wondered if he’d show up. It would have been just like the fucker. He wasn’t the only one who’d been expecting him either. He’d seen the looks on some of

  the faces and heard the muttered conversations. It would have been something to talk about for years to come. Finney and McLoughlin, the young pretender and the old dog, facing each other for the

  last time. But in the event Finney didn’t appear. It was just as well. It wasn’t only that McLoughlin didn’t have the energy for the fight. There was also the fact of the body

  that had been found a few years ago in the cottage in Ballyknockan. Finney had been put in charge of the investigation. He hadn’t got far with it. A post-mortem had established that it was a

  young male approximately six feet in height. Cause of death was dehydration and starvation. A search through the missing persons on file revealed no matches with the dental records. A sample was

  taken from the remains for DNA testing. But it was such a slow process that Finney got impatient. He found a forensic archaeologist. She took the bones of the face and head and made, first, a

  model, then from that a computerized image. McLoughlin remembered the consternation in the office when the email arrived.




  ‘Jesus, would you look at this? I don’t fucking believe it. Hey, where’s McLoughlin? He needs to see this too.’




  McLoughlin had been waiting for something like this ever since he’d snapped the padlock shut and walked away from the shed door that cold, dark night. Sooner or later that door would open

  again and Jimmy would be found.




  Now he sat beside Finney and stared at the screen. ‘What do you want me to do? Talk to his mother?’ He tried to sound helpful.




  Finney stood up. ‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing. My guys will follow it up. I just wanted you to confirm my identification that the body is that of Jimmy Fitzsimons.’




  ‘OK.’ McLoughlin’s voice was neutral. ‘Yes, from what I can see, from the reconstruction done by Professor Williams, that is Jimmy Fitzsimons. Do you want it in

  writing?’




  McLoughlin drained his glass of orange juice. He stood up and walked back into the kitchen. There was a large bottle of San Pellegrino in the cupboard. He untwisted the metal cap. Bubbles rushed

  upwards to freedom. He filled his glass, and added a handful of ice with a squeeze of lemon, then put the bottle into the fridge. He walked outside and sat down again. The sea looked so beautiful

  today. When his hangover lifted, he’d head down the hill to the club and see if he could get some sailing. It was the height of the racing season. There’d be bound to be a berth for him

  somewhere.




  And then he remembered. There was something he’d said he’d do. What was it? Oh, shit, it was all coming back. Why did he let himself get talked into doing favours? It must have been

  the drink. That wonderful feeling of expansive happiness that overtook him after the third pint. ‘Of course, anything you want, I’ll do it. Of course I will, don’t worry yourself.

  I’ll look after it.’ He always meant it at the time. It was only afterwards that he realized what a mess he’d got himself into. He struggled to remember. What kind of a mess was

  this one? He stood up and stretched. He’d go back to bed now before he began to fret about it.




  But as he lay down, the pillow accepting his aching head, his phone beeped. Twice. He picked it up and flicked open his messages. There were two. Both from Tony Heffernan. Of course. Now he

  remembered.




  ‘You’d be doing her a huge favour.’ Heffernan had cornered him. ‘She’s devastated. She’s really in a bad way. Now you’re officially retired you could do

  it for her. Just a few basic enquiries. Nothing too taxing. You know who she is, don’t you?’ Heffernan had moved closer and was practically whispering in his ear.




  ‘No, I don’t know who she is. What did you say her name was?’ The noise in the bar was rising. It was the after-dinner crush. They were all loosened up now. Plenty of wine with

  dinner. A brandy or two, and now a few more pints before the wives dragged them home to bed.




  ‘Sally Spencer. She was married to James de Paor. You remember him, of course. The barrister.’




  ‘De Paor, the senior counsel? Of course I remember him. I came up against him a few times. He was a savage. How do you know her?’ McLoughlin was interested now.




  ‘Janet, my wife – my second wife.’ Heffernan grinned with pleasure as he said her name and gave her the title. ‘She went to school with her. One of those Protestant

  boarding-schools. All gym slips and hockey. Anyway, Sally had a hard time. Her first husband died of cancer when he was very young leaving her with two small kids and no money. She opened up a

  little shop selling knick-knacks, ornaments, that sort of thing. Just about keeping the wolf from the door. Then she met de Paor. He’d just got a divorce from his wife. Not a real one, of

  course. One of those English not-quite-legal ones. But, anyway, they hit it off big-time and the next thing she’s gone to London with your man and they’re married. Everyone, all her old

  friends, her family, was very surprised.’




  ‘I’m surprised. She’s a Protestant, you say? And she marries de Paor, the friend and protector of every Provo on the run?’




  ‘Yeah, it was a bit of a shock. Anyway, to cut a long story short, you know de Paor died, about twenty years ago? Drowned in the lake where he had that beautiful house. In

  Wicklow.’




  McLoughlin nodded. ‘Is that what happened? I kind of remember.’




  ‘Yeah, it was some sort of a boating accident. Anyway, poor Sally, her daughter, Marina, drowned there too, just a couple of weeks ago. From what I know, Johnny Harris did the post-mortem

  and he reckoned it was suicide. And she left a note. But Sally’s convinced it wasn’t suicide. So, I was wondering . . .’ Heffernan’s voice trailed off.




  ‘Wondering?’




  ‘Just go and see her, Michael. She’s a lovely woman. You’ll like her. She’s in bits. Janet had lunch with her the other day. She says Sally can’t believe it was

  suicide. She says her daughter wasn’t the type.’




  ‘Tony, come on. That’s what they all say.’ McLoughlin rocked back on his heels. ‘No one thinks their son or daughter is suicidal.’




  ‘You know that. I know that. But Sally doesn’t. Please, do it for me. I can’t get involved. Not officially. Go and see her, have a chat with her. Show some interest. Maybe

  that’s all it will take. Someone to be nice to her.’




  Nice, oh dear. McLoughlin drained his drink and signalled to the barman for another. So it had come to this. He was nice now. A shoulder to cry on, a friendly face, a purveyor of sympathy.

  Nothing more, nothing less. Then, as he was about to succumb to a deep, alcohol-induced gloom, his old friend Johnny Harris had got to his feet, his pathologist’s scrubs swapped for a suit in

  Prince of Wales check that must have belonged to his father, and delivered a spirited rendition of ‘What Shall We Do With The Drunken Sailor’, complete with extemporized verses, which

  raised a few eyebrows and cheered McLoughlin up. After that it was all a bit of a blur.




  But now there was the text message to confirm his status as nice guy, do anything for you kind of guy, all round good guy.




  

    

      THANKS FOR THE GREAT NIGHT.




      SALLY WILL CALL YOU LATER TODAY.




      SEE YOU SOON.


    


  




  He switched his phone to silent and let it drop on to the floor. He rolled over on his side. He’d make an excuse when the woman phoned. The last thing he needed was

  another grieving mother. They were trouble. That much was for sure.




  







  FOUR





  Margaret couldn’t sleep. Maybe it was because the nights were so light. The sky never seemed to darken completely. It lost its colour gradually so it ceased to be bright

  blue and became pale and wan until just before dawn when it turned a soft dove grey. But perhaps it was nothing to do with the brightness of the sky. Perhaps it was because she didn’t want to

  waste any of the time left to her, here in this house, which held so many memories.




  She had made up a bed in the small room overlooking the garden where she had slept when she was a child and where Mary had slept for those six weeks before she died. In the hot press under the

  stairs she found some plastic bags that held sheets and pillowcases, eiderdowns and blankets. They were clean, although the smell of mothballs still lingered in the creases where they had been

  folded. It was good-quality linen. It would last at least one lifetime, her mother had often said, as she sniffed at the polycottons and synthetics, all the ‘non-irons’ and ‘easy

  cares’, that the shops had begun to offer. Of course, she was right. Margaret had inherited her rigid attitude towards natural fibres. Mary had laughed at her. But she had come back from

  staying with her friends and confessed that the sheets didn’t feel right.




  ‘They’re yucky on your skin, Mum, aren’t they? And they don’t have that nice smell our sheets have.’




  She had wanted to wrap Mary in one of her mother’s sheets before she was placed in her coffin. She had wanted to swaddle her tightly the way she had seen nurses wrap the dead. It had

  always seemed humane and dignified, the crisp white cotton, folded over and around, keeping the body intact, its integrity guaranteed. But the undertaker had prevailed and Mary had been clothed in

  her favourite pink dress. As if it mattered. Nothing could disguise the damage done to her before death. The shearing of her hair. The bruises to her eyes and mouth. The marks on her neck. And

  beneath the dress, the burns, the scars where he had cut her breasts and stomach with the sharp blade of a Stanley knife. And the internal wounds he had inflicted on her.




  She had thought that these images would fade with time. But they hadn’t. Sometimes at night when she closed her eyes they were there, as fresh and as raw as they had been the first time

  she saw them. And they were even more so now as she lay in the narrow bed, her head on her old pillow. Mary had been conceived in this bed too. That weekend all those years ago when

  Margaret’s parents had gone away and Patrick Holland had come to spend the evening with her. She had cooked for him, and after dinner they had sat at either side of the fire, like an old

  married couple, drinking and talking, and then as the flames died down they had gone upstairs to her room and lain under the eiderdown, still talking until it was time for him to go home to his

  wife.




  She hadn’t asked him to stay. He had got out of bed and begun to dress. Then he had stopped, looked down at her and, in a rush, pulled back the quilt and lain beside her, his hands

  grabbing at her body as if he would never touch her again. Afterwards she had slept so deeply that it was midday before she woke.




  She got up now. There was no point in lying staring at the ceiling, all those memories fighting for attention. She walked downstairs into the kitchen. She filled the kettle. Then she sat down at

  the table. Her laptop was open, its screen dark. She touched the keys and waited for its welcoming purr. Her hands formed themselves into their familiar shape as she logged on, put in her password

  and waited for her emails to brighten the screen. Here was good news from Australia. The estate agent, Damien Baxter, had received an offer for her house. And another serious buyer was interested

  too. He’d let her know when they had reached their limit, but for the time being he was keeping an open mind. She’d bought the house from his father, Don, when she’d arrived in

  Noosa nine years ago. He was a nice man, polite and thoughtful, and his son had inherited his father’s quiet, unassuming competence. She hadn’t much money to spend. It had been the

  worst time to sell her New Zealand property. But she had her savings. A sense of thrift inherited from her father. A nest egg put by over the years. And Don had found her the house and got her a

  good deal. It was rundown and neglected, but he’d recommended his cousin, Jeff, who was a builder and between them they had transformed it. White walls and native-wood floors. A large

  open-plan kitchen and dining room. Her own small bedroom and bathroom. And four rooms to be rented. Bed and breakfast for passing backpackers, tourists, nature-lovers who wanted to spend some time

  in the Queensland rainforest. The house was always full. Word of mouth did it. Her name and address, passed from person to person along the trail.




  ‘Lovely place. Very clean. Simple, but nice. Great food. As much as you can eat for breakfast. Scrambled eggs to die for. Good coffee and tea. And she makes her own bread and muffins and

  scones too. She’ll give you a lunch to take on the road that would last you for two days.’




  And for a while it had been good. She had been content. But sometimes there would be a face that would remind her. And she would wonder. And then she began to read the Irish newspapers on line.

  She didn’t want to. She wanted to be as remote as possible. Far, far away from everything to do with home. But she was drawn to them. So easy now with the Internet. So instant. And there it

  was one day. Five years ago. A photograph of the cottage in Ballyknockan. A body found. No idea as to its identity. And then slowly, gradually, inevitably. More and more information. Name and age.

  And then the rest. The girl’s murder. The suspect. Then the trial. The shock of its sudden ending. A smudgy photo of Mary from her student ID card. Her own face, a photograph taken at the

  funeral, her grief so overwhelming that she barely recognized herself. A Garda investigation set up. Detective Inspector Finney in charge. Finney of all people. Finney, whose incompetence had given

  her what she wanted. The chance to take her own revenge on the man who had destroyed her life.




  She checked the websites daily, but the investigation into the death of Jimmy Fitzsimons soon disappeared. Six months after the finding of his body a couple of paragraphs stated that

  ‘Garda sources’ had admitted they had not made any progress towards finding out what had happened to him. The case would, of course, remain open, pending further information.




  Then, a few months later:




  

    

      The death has taken place of the well-known barrister and senior counsel Patrick Holland. Mr Holland died while on holiday in Marbella. He collapsed while swimming yesterday

      at approximately 2 p.m. He was rushed to hospital but was pronounced dead on arrival. A post-mortem will be held to determine the cause of death, but it appears that he died from a

      heart-attack. He is survived by his wife, Crea, and his three children, Daniel, Alice and Patrick.


    


  




  Why had she not known that Patrick was dead? Why had her heart carried on beating after his had stopped? She checked the date again – what had she been doing that day? – she worked

  out the time difference. Patrick had died at two in the afternoon on 14 June in the swimming-pool of his villa outside Marbella. There was an eight-hour difference. It would have been ten p.m. in

  Eumundi. Summer in Spain. Winter in Australia. Cool but still sunny. She looked back over her diary for the day in question. All her rooms were full. An English couple had arrived that evening. She

  had cooked dinner for them and sold them a couple of bottles of wine to go with it. The other guests, a boy from Sydney, two German girls and an American zoologist, had gone to Noosa for dinner.

  They got back around midnight. She had stayed up with them, drunk some more wine. The American was curious about her. She had fended off his questions. He was good-looking in that American-academic

  way. It would have been easy. He was leaving the next day. No strings, just the comfort of a warm body to get her through another night.




  She had finished her drink and stood up. He made as if to follow, but she shook her head quickly, smiled her goodnights and left the room. It would have been a mistake. And what had happened to

  Patrick after she had gone to her room? At the time he was in the ambulance, the paramedics were working on him, his heart was failing, its muscle already dying, his organs shutting down, his brain

  cells withering from lack of oxygen. She couldn’t remember. She would have gone to the bathroom, cleaned her teeth, washed her face, changed into her pyjamas. Picked up a book to read, put it

  down. Switched off the bedside lamp. Lain first on one side, then on the other, tossed and turned. Dropped off to sleep somewhere between two thirty and three. Slept until the birds woke her at

  six. The kookaburra’s ancient laugh, the whip birds, the male and female calling back and forth to each other. Time to get up, to bake the bread for which she was renowned. Prepare the

  breakfast. The American had a plane to catch that morning in Brisbane. She’d ordered a taxi to come at eight. She would have called to confirm it. She would have checked the bookings for the

  day. Made out a shopping list for her weekly supermarket run. While Patrick’s body lay in a morgue in a hospital in Málaga. Already stiffening with rigor mortis. Already decaying.




  She had printed out the death notice from the newspaper. Survived by his three children, it said. Well, that was true. He’d once had four. Now there were three. He had wanted her to have

  an abortion. He had given her the money. She had gone to England. Then, when Mary was a year old, to New Zealand. As far away as she could go. She had stayed away from him. But he had helped her,

  later, when she really needed him. He had gone with her to Ballyknockan. He had beaten Jimmy Fitzsimons on the head and knocked him out. He had helped her drag him to the shed and chain him up.

  Then he had walked away with her, knowing what would happen. All this he had done for her and for Mary. One day, she had thought, one day he will come to look for me and we will be together. The

  way we should have been.




  But that day would never happen now. And now he was dead she no longer needed to protect him. She closed down her laptop. She poured boiling water into the teapot. She opened the back door and

  stepped out into the garden. The sky was a clear pale blue. She shivered, suddenly exhausted. She turned back into the kitchen, poured tea into a mug and added milk, then walked upstairs. She would

  sleep now. Now that it was morning and the time for ghosts was over. She would sleep until the sun was high in the sky. And she could face her past once again.




  







  FIVE





  The Lake House was in the Wicklow mountains, barely ten miles or so from the city but another world altogether. Its roof was just about visible from the high road through Sally

  Gap. Beyond it was Lough Dubh, where Marina Spencer had died. In the summer it was a sliver of silver between the heather-covered hills, in the winter a gleaming slice of polished jet. McLoughlin

  looked at the row of photographs that hung on the wall. Sally Spencer stood beside him.




  ‘It’s such a beautiful place, you’ve no idea. Just so beautiful.’ She reached out and touched the nearest picture with the tip of her finger, then stepped back and sat

  down on the sofa. She gestured to McLoughlin to take the chair beside the fireplace.




  ‘The estate had been in James’s family for years. He was so proud of the place. I remember when I first met him he couldn’t wait to bring me out there. We’d go every

  weekend. Before we got married, even. Winter and summer. Even when Sally Gap was snowed in, he had a Land Rover with special tyres and we’d stock up like we were going to the North Pole.

  I’d bring Marina and Tom and he’d bring Dominic, his son. And we’d have a ball.’ Sally’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I remember one New Year, it snowed really

  heavily and even with the special tyres we couldn’t get out. We slept in the one room. Kept the fire going all night. It was such fun.’




  McLoughlin said nothing. He sipped the tea she had placed on the table beside him.




  ‘But then, after we got married, it changed. Dominic would have nothing to do with me. Or my kids. Up till then they’d got on quite well apart from the usual teenage tensions, but

  after the marriage it changed. Especially with Marina. He used to pick on her. Wind her up. Tease her. You know the sort of thing?’




  McLoughlin nodded. He knew the sort of thing.




  ‘I did kind of wonder if he was attracted to her. But I don’t think it was that. I think he was jealous, resentful. I think he’d always been suspicious that I was to blame for

  his parents’ separation. But that was rubbish. All that had happened before I met James. They’d grown apart. Stopped being . . .’ she paused and looked away ‘. . . stopped

  being intimate. James wanted a divorce. His wife, Dominic’s mother, agreed to it. And they seemed to work things out quite well between them. They had joint custody of Dominic and I knew he

  was close to both his parents. I thought time would sort everything out between him and me but . . . I don’t know. Something went badly wrong and it never got put right.’ The tears

  slipped from her eyes.




  ‘How old was he?’ McLoughlin shifted on his chair. He wasn’t enjoying this.




  ‘Seventeen. Older than my two. Very adult. Articulate, good-looking, sophisticated. I think, looking back, that I didn’t appreciate how close he and his mother were. How much

  influence she had over him. And he was very possessive about the Lake House and the estate. I think he thought I was a gold-digger.’ She smiled and pulled a tissue from her pocket. ‘If

  he only knew. I didn’t care about any of it. Looking back, I’m sorry that James and I bothered with the marriage. It caused nothing but trouble. But, well, we can’t change it

  now.’




  It was very quiet in Sally’s small house. It was tucked into Trafalgar Lane, once a mews behind Trafalgar Terrace, a row of Victorian three-storeys facing Dublin Bay to the north. It was a

  pretty house, sunny and bright, although there were signs of neglect. The sun shining on the windows showed how long it had been since they were last cleaned, and a pall of dust dulled the shine of

  the furniture. Sally, too, was worn and neglected. She was small and very thin. Her face was grey with tiredness, and her eyes were red-rimmed. Her fair hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail.

  She leaned down and stroked the rough coat of the small dog sleeping at her feet.




  ‘Sorry, sorry. I can’t stop crying these days. I keep trying to get a grip, but . . .’ She shrugged and made a wan attempt at a smile. ‘I can’t believe this has

  happened. I thought, when James died, that nothing that bad could ever happen again. I thought in some ridiculous way that I’d had more than my fair share of death and tragedy. That I’d

  be immune to it for ever. And now this.’




  She stood up and walked over to the mantelpiece. She picked up a photograph in a silver frame, turned and held it out to McLoughlin. ‘This is my Marina. She was so lovely. Always, from the

  moment she was born. She was a wonderful little girl, and a gorgeous grown-up. And what’s so sad is that for the first time I really felt she’d got her life together. Here.’ She

  kissed the cold glass covering the photograph, then handed it to McLoughlin.




  Sally was right. Marina was lovely. Dark hair pulled back off her face and dark brown eyes to match. A wide smile. High cheekbones. The kind of woman you’d notice.




  ‘How old was she?’ McLoughlin handed the picture back.




  Sally folded her arms over it protectively and sat down again.




  ‘When that was taken? Or when . . .’




  ‘When she died.’




  ‘She was thirty-two. She didn’t look it, though. People always thought she was much younger.’




  ‘You too. You don’t look old enough to have a child of that age.’




  She smiled, and for a moment his words were not just flattery. ‘I was very young when I had her. I was barely eighteen. My husband and I were teenage sweethearts. We got married when I was

  six months pregnant. Not that either of us cared. We were madly in love. I’d just done the Leaving Cert and Robbie was in college. But he worked part time and somehow we scraped

  by.’




  ‘And you’ve another child too?’




  ‘My son, Tom, was born two years later. And then when James and I got married we had Vanessa. She was just a baby when James died.’ The tears were flowing again. ‘I’d

  brought two children up without a father. The last thing I wanted was to have to do it again.’ She began to sob.




  McLoughlin looked away. What on earth was he doing here? All those years of giving people bad news. He’d had enough. He stared out the window. He could see above the high houses on both

  sides that the sky was a perfect pale blue. A gust of wind stirred the leaves on the old sycamores. Force four to five, he reckoned. Perfect sailing weather. He looked around the room and took in

  the carriage clock on the bookshelf. It was two thirty. If he could wrap this up soon he’d be in time to meet up with his friend Paul. Get some more info on the next trip to France.




  ‘I’m not sure I can help you with this, Sally. I’m sure the local guards did everything they could to establish the cause of your daughter’s death. If they thought it was

  suicide, well, I know it’s hard to accept, but maybe they were right.’ Fuck Tony Heffernan for dragging him into this. ‘And from what Tony told me there was a note, wasn’t

  there?’




  Sally looked at him. Her eyes, he noticed, were a mottled green. Like pond water, he thought.




  ‘It was hardly a note. It was a bit of paper found in her bag. It said something about forgiveness. That’s all.’ She paused and looked down at her hands. ‘Look. I can pay

  you, if that’s a consideration.’




  He shook his head. ‘Please, it’s not about money. It’s just that I honestly don’t see what I can do for you.’ He could feel his cheeks reddening.




  She stood up and walked towards a large, handsome desk. As she moved, the little dog stretched and yawned, then rolled over and went back to sleep. Sally pulled open the top drawer. She turned

  towards him, an album in her hands. ‘Please, take this and have a look at it. I collected everything to do with my husband’s death, which was an accident, I know that. Since Marina died

  I’ve collected everything that’s been written about her and what happened. I had a lot of letters from people who knew her. Read them. See what her friends thought. Don’t make a

  decision now. I’ll respect whatever you decide.’ She held out the album, as if she was presenting him with a precious gift. ‘Marina did not commit suicide. Perhaps she died

  accidentally. Perhaps she was drunk and fell into the lake. But I don’t think so. Ever since James drowned Marina has been terrified of water. You know, she was with him in the boat when it

  happened. I don’t think she’s ever been in one since. Something happened that night at the house. Something that has not been explained. Please take this. Please.’




  The album lay on the passenger seat beside him as he drove down the narrow lane and turned towards the main road. Its shiny black cover seemed to give off its own energy. He reached down and

  touched it and his fingers slipped to its side. He flipped the pages open.




  He stopped at the junction. Ahead, Dublin Bay was blue and beautiful. He looked right and left, then crossed carefully and drove down the narrow slip-road, over the railway bridge, towards the

  Seapoint Martello tower. Then he turned left again on to the small cul-de-sac facing the sea. He had always loved these houses. They had been built for naval officers in the early nineteenth

  century. They were unassuming but beautifully proportioned, with the flight of six steps to the front door, double-fronted with bay windows to either side. It was a while since he had been here. In

  the months after Margaret had left he had sometimes parked here at night, gazing out at the sea and thinking about her. Now he found a space to park just beyond the house. He picked up the album.

  It was heavy. He rested it on the steering-wheel. There was a Pandora feel to all this, he thought. He didn’t want to know what it contained. But, like Pandora’s box, he knew for sure

  that it held nothing good. All of Sally Spencer’s tragedy and despair were contained within these pages. And now he would be letting them loose.




  He put it back on the passenger seat and got out of the car. He stood in front of the house, then bent down to open the gate. It squeaked and grated noisily on the uneven stone path. He picked

  his way over the limestone flags. They were cracked and broken, and dandelion and buttercup had seeded freely. Rubbish had blown in from the road. Plastic bags, crisps packets and chocolate

  wrappers had threaded themselves through the shrubs along the walls. He stopped at the bottom of the steps. The wrought-iron railings were rusting and the paint on the door was faded and

  peeling.




  He walked slowly up the steps. The windows of the front rooms downstairs were shuttered. One, he remembered, was a bedroom. Margaret’s mother had lain there for the last few months of her

  life, keeping an eye on the road as she drifted in and out of her drugged sleep. The room on the other side was a formal drawing room, with a marble fireplace and ornate plasterwork. He had caught

  a glimpse of it the many times he had visited. But Margaret had never invited him in there. They had always sat in the kitchen downstairs or outside in the garden.




  Now McLoughlin bent down and lifted the flap on the letterbox. He let it drop with a loud clang. He lifted it again and this time leaned down to peer through. The hall inside was flooded with

  sunlight. Blocks of dark reds, greens and yellows from the stained glass on the landing fell across the dusty floorboards. Junkmail was swept into a pile in one corner. He straightened up, then

  cupped his hands around his face and looked in through the narrow window at the side of the door. And realized how foolish he must seem. What was he doing here? It was time to move forward, not

  back. He walked slowly down the steps. He closed the gate and got back into his car. He reversed slowly down the road. Bloody awkward place to get out of. Served him right for coming here in the

  first place. He glanced down at Sally Spencer’s album. Later. He’d look at it later. And then he’d tell her he could do nothing for her. He was sorry but he was going away and he

  didn’t know when he’d be back.




  Margaret lay curled on her side, her eyes open. It was quiet inside the house. She could hear the sounds from the world outside through the heavy wooden shutters. Cars passing,

  the hoot of a horn, the loud rumble of the DART train gathering speed as it moved out of Seapoint station. From time to time she could hear children’s voices, sometimes an adult shouting. And

  there was the call of the seagulls as they floated high above the house. But now there was another sound. It was the squeak of the gate as it was opened and pushed back over the uneven stone path.

  She raised her head and listened. Now there was silence. She lay down again and wrapped her arms around her chest. And heard footsteps outside, the clunk as the letterbox flap was lifted and

  dropped, once, then a pause, then again. She lay very still, waiting for the shrill ring of the doorbell. But all she heard were the footsteps again, this time retreating back down the steps, along

  the path, then the harsh squawk of the gate as it was opened and closed. She sat up. She stood and tiptoed to the window. She pressed her face to the gap in the shutters. The garden was empty. The

  street outside was crowded with cars. A group of teenagers were sitting on the sea wall. They were laughing and shouting at each other, their movements exaggerated, stylized. She stepped away from

  the shutters and got back on to the bed. She was cold now, and tired. She wrapped the eiderdown around her body and closed her eyes. And she slept.




  







  SIX





  ‘You went to see her yesterday. She was so pleased you took the time. Thanks. You liked her, I’m sure.’ Heffernan raised his pint in salute, then took a deep

  swallow. He sank down on the bar stool and tugged at his tie. ‘Jesus, it’s hot today. You’re a lucky swine. Got your retirement in the middle of the hottest summer on record.

  It’s murder out at the airport, these days. Who’d want to be a guard in Immigration at a time of record effing population change?’ He groaned. ‘We’d a nasty scene

  today. Another bloody Nigerian trying to bring in a couple of girls.’




  ‘What is it about Nigerians? They’re something else, aren’t they?’ McLoughlin picked up his glass and swirled it around. ‘Prostitution, drugs, what was

  it?’




  Heffernan shrugged. ‘Probably both. The girls were headed for a meat market somewhere. The poor little things. The guy went crazy when we challenged him. The kids had no passports, no

  visas, no nothing. He insisted they were his daughters. And when we told him we were sending them back to Lagos, he head-butted Derek Flynn. You should have seen it. Blood all over everything. His

  and Derek’s. We had to cart both of them off to the Mater.’




  ‘And is Derek OK? I suppose he’ll need an AIDS test, poor bugger.’




  ‘Your man was clean, so that’s one thing in his favour. We arrested him for assault but he’ll be out on bail before you can spit. He already has refugee status. So we

  can’t do anything with him. Unless we can catch him pimping. He’s a nasty piece of work. His wife came to the hospital. Lovely woman, three kids hanging out of her. And you could see

  she was shit scared of him.’ Heffernan drained his glass. ‘Same again?’




  McLoughlin stared balefully at his drink. Mineral water. Even the thought of it depressed him.




  ‘Ah, come on, Michael, have a proper drink. You’re making me feel miserable. Just the sight of your gloomy expression is enough to put me right off.’




  ‘OK, OK, I’ll have a bottle of lager, Heineken, Carlsberg, something like that.’




  ‘Thank God for small mercies.’ Heffernan made a mock bow. ‘Now at least I can relax. Hey, Joe,’ he craned over the bar, ‘when you’re ready.’




  He’d wanted to go home after the pub. But Heffernan insisted. He was meeting Janet for a pizza and he wanted McLoughlin to come too. He could see that they were both

  determined he was going to help Sally Spencer. Or was it more like a bit of middle-aged matchmaking, he wondered. Now that Heffernan and Janet were married and happy they wanted everyone else

  sorted out. He sat in the restaurant and listened while they laughed and joked and enjoyed each other’s company. He was pleased for Tony. He deserved it. He’d suffered for years under

  the yoke of a dreadful marriage to the vindictive cow who was his first wife. He’d seen his kids go through hell. He’d lost touch with them for long periods, but somehow this marriage

  had made it better for them all. They’d even been on holidays together. They had the photos to prove it.




  ‘Look at these, Michael.’ Janet put the prints on the table. ‘We had such a good time.’




  ‘Where in Spain was it?’ McLoughlin tried to sound enthusiastic.




  ‘A little village called Jimena, an hour or so from Málaga. Up in the hills. In fact we stayed in a house that belongs to a friend of Sally’s daughter.’ Janet spread out

  the photos so he couldn’t avoid them. ‘Marina was there for some of the time. See, here.’ She pushed one of the pictures towards him with the tip of her finger.

  ‘Here’s Marina with Tony and the kids. Hard to believe that a couple of weeks later she was dead.’
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