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  You could say it began with a phone call. After all, that’s the way most cases begin. And you’d wonder then, looking back, whether there was anything about it that

  warned you, that reached out and grabbed you, that said, Hold on a minute, this is serious.




  But at the time it was just another anxious mother. Worried, embarrassed. Not sure she should be phoning. Not sure if she was doing the right thing. Her fear turning to anger.




  ‘If she’d said she wasn’t coming home, if she’d rung, if she’d let me know.’




  He’d heard it all before. Regularly. He doodled on the margin of the newspaper. Ice-cream cones with pointed creamy peaks and pints of stout in old-fashioned glasses with the little bulge

  three-quarters of the way up the side. He wrote the time in the phone log. Twenty-one forty-eight. Twelve minutes to the end of his shift. Sunday, 6 August 1995. The middle of the bank holiday

  weekend. Still hot at this late hour. Too hot. Damp patches under his arms and an itch in his crotch. The hospitals would be filled with cases of sunstroke, and God knows how many fights

  there’d be in the couple of hours after the pubs closed. All those tempers, stoked by bare brown skin, arm against arm, thigh against thigh, hopes raised, desire rushing to the surface like

  the bubbles in a pint. And then the bright white neon light, flashing on and off. Time, gentlemen, ladies. Please. Cigarette butts scattered across a pockmarked floor. Lipstick smeared. Sunburn

  itching, already beginning to peel. His hand on her leg. You cunt, you. What the fuck do you think you’re at? And that single moment of pure rage that brings the glass crashing onto the

  table.




  ‘Are you listening to me? Are you writing any of this down?’




  He sighed, and stretched his aching back. He had a pain, midway between his neck and his waist. He thought he’d done it playing golf a couple of months ago. Not as fit as he used to be.

  Too much desk work. Not like in the old days. Stationed in Belmullet, rowing out into Achill Sound, the pale blue of the Iniskeen Islands, hazy shadows on the horizon, and the mackerel jumping into

  the boat. Bank holidays were different down there. It was always suicides. Someone would hear a shot. Bits of brain everywhere, strewn across the old dresser, and the dog whimpering in the

  corner.




  ‘Have you tried all her friends? Rung round, asked them if they’ve seen her?’




  That did it. He held the phone away from his ear.




  ‘Look. You don’t seem to be taking this in. We’re visitors here. My daughter doesn’t know many people. I’ve told you this already. She went into town yesterday

  evening to meet a couple of kids from her ballet class. She’s been gone for over twenty-four hours. I wouldn’t be on the phone to you if I didn’t have a reason.’ And the

  voice rising in pitch and in volume. ‘There’s something wrong.’




  ‘And how old did you say she was?’




  ‘For the third time she’s twenty.’




  He’d have to tell her. Not that she’d want to hear it. They never did – parents, that is.




  ‘There’s just one thing. At her age she can, if she wants, leave home. There’s not much we can do about it. She isn’t a minor. I’m sorry, but people disappear all

  the time.’




  Silence. Then a deep breath. He screwed up his face in anticipation. He looked around the room. In the far corner, doddery old Pat Byrne lounged with his cap still on, reading the Sunday

  World, and biting his nails. Systematically. Crunching his way from finger to finger. Through the open door to the kitchenette he could see Nuala Kenny brewing tea. He waved in her direction,

  miming a drinking motion with his free hand.




  ‘Look. I know what you’re saying. But I’m worried. I want you to take down her details and do whatever you can to find her. Do I make myself clear?’




  Fuck it. More paperwork. He pulled himself up off the high stool, feeling the catch in his back as he stretched for a missing person’s form from the shelf above. His trousers were too

  tight. When he undressed at night there was always a red X-shaped mark from his belt buckle just above his belly button. How had it happened that he’d put on so much weight? Where was that

  skinny young fella who’d graduated from Templemore thirty years ago?




  He sat down again, cradling the phone between his shoulder and his ear. ‘OK, let’s start at the beginning. Name?’




  When he’d finished, he drank his tea. It was lukewarm, the sugar a thick layer, like fine river sand, at the bottom of the mug. He looked back over the page. He tried to imagine her, to

  conjure up the girl from his carefully printed words. Tall. Five foot seven and a half. Thin. Eight stone two pounds. Dark. Black curly hair, sallow skin with blue eyes. The form didn’t have

  a space for pretty or plain or downright ugly. You didn’t ask. But in this case he could guess. He knew how he’d feel if she was his child. The statistics for the year were frightening.

  Eight women murdered, nearly two hundred reported cases of rape, five hundred sexual assaults. Too many. Too many unsolved. He was glad, suddenly, that he was a desk man, that all he had to deal

  with were the black marks on the white paper, not the flesh and blood.




  He filed away the report, and cleared off his desk. He had reassured her, told her not to worry. Said to leave it another twenty-four hours. If she hadn’t come home then, to bring in a

  photo, and they’d get going on some publicity. He stepped out into the warm night and walked through the car park. He could smell chips from the van that was always outside the big pub on the

  corner. But he didn’t feel hungry. He looked up at the moon, two days to go until it was full, still as beautiful as it had been when he was a kid, when it had followed him home down the

  lane, on nights so dark he could feel the blackness touching his face.




  She was out there, somewhere, under the grey blue light. Mary Mitchell, aged twenty. Black hair, blue eyes, slim build. When last seen she was wearing a black T-shirt, a red suede miniskirt, and

  a black denim jacket. Speaks with a New Zealand accent.




  He started up the engine and drove slowly out of the car park onto the main road. Forget about it, he told himself. There’s nothing you can do. And he sighed. Deeply. A long sigh of

  regret.
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  You could say it began with a phone call, but which call was it? The one she had just made to the Garda station or the other one, four months ago, dragging her out of her

  sleep, the red numbers on the alarm clock showing 01:02? She had put out her hand automatically, the years of being on call still dictating to the tendons and ligaments of her arm, the

  nerve-endings in her fingers. She picked up the receiver, the hard plastic cold against her ear. She stated her number. Her voice was steady, matter-of-fact, all traces of sleep gone. There had

  been a pause, and then the hiss like the sound of the sea from the inside of a shell. And the voice, querulous, but unmistakable.




  The same voice called to her now. ‘Margaret. Come here. I need you.’




  She put down the receiver. She looked at herself in the dusty gilt mirror, still hanging as always above the small table in the hall. She shook her hair loose from its wooden clasp, smoothed it

  down with both hands, then clicked it neatly back into place. She wiped away an imaginary smudge from the fine lines between her eyebrows. She tried to smile at the reflection before her, but her

  mouth trembled and the bright shine from her eyes hinted at the tears that lay just beneath the surface.




  ‘Margaret.’ Again the voice, louder. She turned away from the mirror and walked into the large room to the right just off the hall. A woman sat in a rocking chair beside a high bed.

  She was tiny, her body shrunk inside the red silk dressing gown, which was tied around her waist. Her white hair stood up around her heart-shaped face. She was rocking relentlessly, her slippered

  feet arched against the floor, the chair’s wooden runners drumming loudly through the silent house.




  Margaret walked to the bay window. She looked out at the sea. High up, to the east, the moon turned its shining face towards the earth. Low down near the horizon Venus flickered. She leaned her

  head against the glass. Behind her, the voice continued. A series of complaints. I have a pain in my back. Why don’t the pills work? When is my nice doctor coming? I don’t like the

  nurse from the hospice. I’m not dying. Why does she have to visit me? Can’t you do something? That was why I asked you to come home. To help me. I thought you’d help me.




  She turned away from the dark night. She leaned against the window sill and looked around her. When she was a child this had been their sitting room, bright and pretty, with pale yellow

  wallpaper and flowered curtains to match. Now it was her mother’s sanctuary and lair. Newspapers were piled in tottering stacks. Cardboard boxes covered most of the floor. She had tried a

  couple of times to tidy them away, but her mother had snapped and snarled, so now she left everything as she found it.




  Pushed into the corner was the bed her parents had once shared. It was covered with the same pink eiderdown, faded now and lumpy, the goosedown settled in clumps beneath the tattered satin. She

  remembered the smell of that bed. Her mother’s perfume, Ma Griffe, wasn’t it? and her father’s hair oil, and another smell that she only came to name many years later. She had

  crept into it on nights when the east wind banged against the windows and monsters from the sea threatened to rise up and invade the shore. She had slipped her cold body up against her

  father’s warmth, curving into him, making herself as small as possible. Always against him. Never against her mother. She would have sat up, switched on the bedside lamp and told her not to

  be silly, to get right back to her own bed, not to be waking them up at this ungodly hour. But he just wrapped his arms around her, his breath on her face.




  ‘Where’s John? Why isn’t he here? Why won’t you let him in?’




  Dead and gone, my beloved father.




  ‘You’re not listening to me, are you?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I told you. The pain. It’s bad.’ Tears slipped down her wrinkled face, and a thin sound, like that of an injured kitten, came from her mouth. Still she rocked, backwards and

  forwards, her tiny hands holding tight to the arms of the chair. Margaret felt the same sound welling up in her own throat. She stood up and took one last look at the moon. Then she pulled down the

  blinds and shut out the night.
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  ‘You have beautiful hair,’ he said, winding a long strand around his fist and draping the end across his mouth like a moustache. ‘You’ll miss

  it.’




  The kitchen scissors with the orange plastic handle stroked her cheek. She kept her eyes fixed on the floor. The black curls dropped like feathers. Swansdown, she thought. Like Odile in Swan

  Lake.




  ‘Here,’ he said, when he had finished. He held her head tight with one hand and with the other pushed her face up against his cracked pocket mirror.




  ‘Why?’ she asked him, forcing the word out through a mouth sour with his taste and the taste of blood.




  ‘Why not?’ he replied, pushing her to the floor.




  ‘Let me go.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because . . .’ Her voice broke, the words drying up, as her throat closed around her vocal cords.




  ‘Because you’re mine,’ he sang in a loud falsetto.




  ‘Please.’




  ‘Ah.’ He sat back in his chair, crossed his legs and folded his arms. ‘Begging now, are we?’




  ‘No.’ She pushed herself up, looking into his eyes.




  He kicked her then, his foot driving into her stomach. She fell back, silent, the wind knocked out of her. Then she whimpered, lying like a baby in the womb, arms and legs crushed together.




  He threw the scissors across the room. They landed with a loud clang on the stone-flagged floor. A shaft of sunlight glanced across the open blades and winked invitingly at her.




  He got up and went over to the large enamel sink. He turned on the tap. Water gushed out. He filled a cup. He walked back and squatted down beside her. He cradled one arm around her shoulders,

  lifting her up until she could drink. Now she began to cry, the salt of her tears burning her lip where it was cut and swollen.




  ‘What do you want? My mother, you know she’d give you anything. She’d do anything you asked.’




  He pulled a tissue from his pocket and dipped it into the water. He dabbed gently at the blood caked around her nose and mouth. His breath was heavy on her face.




  ‘Anything now. Would she? And would you? Do anything I asked?’




  A long sigh, which ended in a sob. ‘Do I have a choice?’




  ‘Oh, we all have a choice. That’s what separates us from the beasts of the field. Makes us human.’




  ‘Human.’ She struggled to get to her feet, pushing herself up with her manacled hands, but her legs buckled beneath her and she fell back, her naked knees banging on the hard floor,

  bringing more hot tears to her eyes.




  He prodded her with a bare foot, scraping the soft skin of her cheek with his toenails. ‘On second thoughts, you don’t look very human so maybe, after all, there is no choice for

  you.’




  She tried to pull away, but he grabbed her hair and dragged her down beside his chair.




  ‘Now. Your mother. A pretty lady. A very pretty lady. And plenty of money too, is that right?’




  She nodded, her eyes closed.




  ‘And did she make it all herself or is she like one of those in the song?’




  ‘The song?’




  ‘You know.’ He let go of her hair and she fell once again to the floor. He stood up and took a deep breath, miming holding a microphone. He closed his eyes and swayed. His voice rang

  out clear and tuneful.




  

    

      ‘Them that’s got shall get,




      Them that’s not shall lose,




      So the Bible says and it still makes news.




      Mamma may have, papa may have




      But God bless the child that’s got its own, that’s got its own.’


    


  




  He bowed deeply towards her as he finished. ‘Hey, what about a bit of applause, a bit of appreciation.’




  She raised her hands and tried to clap, the metal of the handcuffs catching and pinching the skin of her wrists. ‘Take them off. Please, Jimmy. You know it’s been much more fun

  without them.’




  ‘Fun, is it? For who, or should I say for whom?’ He grabbed hold of her wrists and pulled her, dragging her behind him as he walked towards the other, smaller room. He lifted her

  onto the bed, pulling the cuffs up and over the brass post.




  ‘You know what, little Mary, I think I’m going to give your mother a present. You say she’s a psychiatrist. She helps people with problems. People like me. People with

  psychoses and neuroses. So I’m going to give her a little puzzle to solve. And it’s all to do with the word “why”. Why do I do what I do, and why do I do it to

  you?’




  A sound filled the room. The sound of a cornered animal, a rabbit screaming as the ferret squeezes its narrow muscled body down the hole. A rabbit, frozen, immobile, its eyes unfocused, as the

  ferret bares its pointed teeth, and the darkness spreads. Slowly.
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  The phone rang loudly through the silent house. Margaret listened but didn’t move. Twice already that morning the phone had rung, but when she picked it up there was no

  one there. So she sat where she was, on the floor in Mary’s bedroom, a pile of coloured leotards on her lap. Mary had left them, discarded, when she rushed out of the house that evening.

  ‘I’m late, I’ll tidy my room tomorrow,’ she had called back over her shoulder as she grabbed her bag and slammed the front door.




  Margaret had picked up the scraps of cotton and Lycra. Red and blue, purple and green. Like the flowers that Persephone gathered the day Hades stole her away to the Underworld, she thought. Six

  months before Demeter saw her again. Six months of every year that the world mourned the loss of her daughter.




  Four days since Mary had gone. Margaret buried her face in the soft pile of clothes. Mary’s familiar smell surrounded her. She breathed in deeply. How long would it be before the smell

  would fade, before all trace of her would be lost? She slipped sideways onto the worn carpet and curled into a ball, conscious suddenly that the phone had stopped ringing and the house was silent

  once again.




  A new routine had taken over her life. Normal time had been suspended. She measured her days now in accordance with the change of shift in the Garda station. She allowed herself one phone call

  for each eight hours. Six a.m. to two p.m. Two p.m. to ten p.m. Ten p.m. to six a.m. She played games with herself, worked out ways of delaying, set up arbitrary rules. I’ll have a cup of tea

  first, then I’ll phone. I’ll read the paper, then I’ll do it. I’ll make sure Mother takes her pills, then I’ll dial the number. She ate sparingly, intermittently. Cups

  of coffee and pieces of bread and cheese were her staple diet. Sleep was haphazard, snatched in minutes rather than hours, never in bed, sometimes at the kitchen table or on a bench in the garden.

  Once in the rocking chair in her mother’s room. Outside the sun shone, a perfect ball of fire glittering in a sky that mirrored the cornflower blue of the sea below. The little beach at

  Seapoint was packed. They straggled down the road past her windows from the DART station, the mothers and children, friends and lovers, a brightly coloured caravan of happiness. She stood at the

  gate and watched, so close she could have reached out and touched them, yet a million light years from the cold dark world in which she was living.




  Around her flowed the business of the house, dominated by her mother’s illness. She had cancer, first diagnosed eight years ago and treated. A radical mastectomy followed by six months of

  chemotherapy. Now it was back. A tumour on the spine. The first time a letter had sufficed, but this was different. She had lain in her bed, twelve thousand miles away, listening to

  Catherine’s sobs, and thought, it’s time to go back. To say goodbye properly, to lay the ghosts.




  Now her cheek rested against the floor. She closed her eyes. She could feel the movements in the rooms below, travelling up through the house. The Hoover trundling backwards and forwards over

  the faded rugs set up the steady, rhythmic vibration that rattled Mary’s jars and tubs of makeup on the dressing table. Nellie must be here, she thought. Poor old Nellie, as Catherine called

  her, not realizing that Nellie who had worked for them since she was fourteen was considerably younger and healthier than she. The doorbell rang twice. She lifted her head slightly, then dropped it

  back again. The familiar rumble of the doctor’s voice. Catherine’s favourite. The youngest recruit to the local practice. Came to see her every day. Sometimes brought her flowers or

  chocolate. Flirted with her, responded to the coquettish glances she gave him through her sparse eyelashes, pretended not to notice her smudged and smeared lipstick and powder. Who else would come

  on this bright morning? Perhaps Father Lonergan, with his gracious smile and long, well-tended hands. Maybe one or other of the neighbours who remembered when Catherine was the best-dressed woman

  in the parish with her handmade shoes and tailored suits.




  Margaret rolled onto her back, and folded her arms tightly around the bundle of clothes. Sunlight moved and shifted across the room. As it had when she was a child. An apple tree grew up the

  back of the house, right against her bedroom window. Many times she had crawled out over the sill and scrambled down its arthritic branches, jumping the last few feet to the lawn below. Mary had

  done it too, in the first week after they arrived. Just to see, she had said, if all the things you told me were true. O ye of little faith, Margaret had chided her, as she stood on the grass

  looking up at the window. Be careful. You don’t want to hurt yourself. But Mary was as light and lithe as she had been, landing on her toes on the mossy grass, then spinning away from

  Margaret’s outstretched arms, her feet placed precisely, her body aligned perfectly, a succession of jetés carrying her effortlessly onto the stone terrace where Catherine sat, a large

  gin and tonic in front of her on the slatted table.




  Margaret sat up, slowly. Beside her was a wooden bookcase. She turned her head and checked the titles. All her old medical texts. Vander, Sherman and Luciano’s Human Physiology.

  Davidson’s Medicine, Gray’s Anatomy. How to fathom the mysteries of the human heart she thought, as she pulled them out one by one, flicking through the yellowing pages. Her

  handwriting, surprisingly childlike, decorated the margins. Passages underlined, further references to be consulted and then, sandwiched between a line drawing of the inside of the knee and the

  muscles of the thigh a scrap of cardboard torn from a cigarette packet. ‘I love you’ was printed in careful capitals, the black ink faded.




  Tears came then, running down the creases beside her nose, gathering in the corners of her mouth, dripping onto her hands. Silent tears, and again, another sound, insistent. The phone, ringing.

  Again and again. No longer a summons she could ignore. She got to her feet, folded the cardboard carefully in two and pushed it into her pocket. She walked down the stairs to the hall, wiping her

  face with the back of her hand. She picked up the receiver. She held it to her ear. Beside her the grandfather clock chimed midday.




  ‘Hallo,’ she said. Silence. She spoke again. ‘Hallo.’ Still silence. Then the sound. An intake of breath.




  ‘Please, speak to me.’




  And another sound. Whistling, high, clear. A tune. For the first few moments the notes seemed unconnected, disjointed. Panic flooded her body. What did it mean? What was it? Then a voice rose up

  from the silted layers of her memory. Her father calling her to his side.




  Listen, Maggie, listen to this. My mother, your granny, loved this record. Listen. Hands fumbling with the crackling brown cover on the hard black disc. Be careful, Maggie. If you drop it

  it’ll break. Careful, now. Put the needle down very gently.




  And now the same tune, whistled.




  

    

      Bring flowers of the fairest, bring blossom the rarest




      From gardens and woodland and hillside and dale,




      Our poor hearts are singing, our glad voices bringing,




      Our praise of thee, loveliest Queen of the May.




      O Mary, we crown thee with blossoms today,




      Queen of the Angels and Queen of the May.


    


  




  The whistling stopped. Silence again. And coldness, sweeping over her body. The muscles in her legs weakening. Sweat breaking out on her palms, on the soles of her feet. Hairs standing up on the

  back of her neck. And a sudden pain, deep in her heart, forcing her down onto the floor, to bang her head, again and again and again, until that was all she could remember.
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  She had asked him to phone her mother. So he had done it. As simple as that. Driven into town. Found an empty box. Put the money in the slot. Punched up the numbers. And bingo.

  The first couple of times he hadn’t said or done anything. Just stood there in the sun, listening. He liked the sound of her voice. She had a funny mixture of accents. It was mostly Dublin,

  south side, but her vowels were a bit different. More like her daughter’s. Kind of spread, wider, looser, if that was a way you could describe them.




  He’d never done anything like that before. Well, not since he was a kid, anyway. And then it had been random, haphazard, names picked out of the phone book. So he’d never been able

  to imagine properly how they’d look when they lifted the receiver and listened, and began to feel frightened. But this time he’d taken Mary’s little photo album with him, and he

  flicked through it until he found the picture he liked best. Her mother. Margaret. Sitting on a beach. Wearing a bikini. Leaning forward to pour tea from a flask. One small breast about to fall out

  of her top. He stroked the picture with his index finger. One day he’d feel the skin itself. Not just the silken skin of the emulsion covering the print, but the real thing.




  He had been tempted to bring Mary with him. He had thought he might let her speak too. Maybe she could have persuaded Margaret to come and meet them. But prudence overcame impulse. Too

  difficult. Too dangerous. Better this way. Less messy. So he left Mary handcuffed to the ring in the wall. She’d told him she wouldn’t scream or shout, but he didn’t believe her.

  So he got out the sticky tape and covered her mouth. Tears had burst from her eyes when he finished. Silly girl. She should have realized by now that he wasn’t susceptible to them. They

  didn’t move him at all.




  The third time he phoned was the best. He’d known it would be good, but not how good. He stood in the phone box on O’Connell Bridge. The one on the south side of the river, at the

  point where Westmoreland Street curves around onto Aston Quay. It was so hot the chewing gum all over the footpath was beginning to melt. There were people all around him. Tourists in silly summer

  clothes, baggy Bermuda shorts and loose shirts decorated with palm trees and blue waves. Flocks of Spanish students shrieked like angry parrots as they clustered around the poster shops, buying

  cheap CDs and gimmicky souvenirs. A couple of guards stood by the traffic lights. A man and a woman. He was tall and bulky. He rocked back and forth on his rubber-soled shoes, his hands in his

  pockets, his sleeves rolled up over brown arms. She was small, her fair hair scraped up under her cap. She was looking up at him, smiling, almost flirting. Then turning away to look at the map that

  a tourist had shoved under her nose.




  An old man came and leaned against the phone booth. His hair was long and grey, streaked with nicotine, matted. He was wearing a dark overcoat, far too heavy for the hot weather. As the rough

  material scraped against the glass, Jimmy saw himself reflected, smiling, his teeth very white. He looked like the picture that his mother hung framed in the hall. His confirmation photo. Red

  rosette and grey suit, and a smile, his mother said, that would make the angels happy. He turned back to the phone, waiting. When he put his lips together and began to whistle that song he felt

  such intense excitement. It burst out of him, pleasure like nothing else he’d ever known. He couldn’t understand how no one else seemed to notice.




  It was his mother’s favourite. She loved the way they always played it on The Gay Byrne Show on the first of May. For days afterwards she’d be going around singing it. Out of

  tune. Her voice mangling the words. He’d always hated it. Until now.




  And when he’d finished and put down the phone, he went for a wander. Up to Grafton Street, looking at the pretty girls. And then he saw her. Mary. A bank of televisions in the window of

  the Sony shop. He stopped for a moment in the street, and stared at the face on the screens. A woman eating an apple stepped in front of him. He could hear the crunching of her jaw, and see the

  little bubbles of juice that were collecting in the corners of her mouth. He waited for her to move, but she didn’t. So he went into the shop. It was the lunchtime news. A missing-person

  report. Four days since she’d been seen. An interview with the girl’s mother. Standing in the garden, a mass of roses behind her. Wearing a simple white T-shirt and a pair of blue

  jeans. She looked straight at the camera. She looked straight at him. Please, she said, please, if anyone knows where my daughter is. Please tell the guards, or tell me. She lifted her hand as she

  spoke, and smoothed down her hair. Dark brown, shiny, straight, pulled back from her pale forehead. He put his face close up to the screen. She disappeared, broke up, into lines of light and dark.

  He stepped back and there she was again. Perfect, beautiful, his.
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  The black bull twisted and turned. Blood coated its back, a slick of red, and dripped from its wide-open nostrils. The matador stood, his body bent like a crescent moon, the

  red cape stiff, held out to the side. The bull came at him, his head down. The matador jumped back. He dropped the cape. The bull kept coming. The matador fell, his face buried in the sawdust. The

  crowd roared. Two men rushed in towards the bull, distracting him, teasing him, turning his attention away from the small man in the tight blue and gold suit, sprawled now, clumsy, inelegant, on

  the ground. The bull’s heavy, wounded body lumbered away, the lances tearing at his skin, dragging at his flesh, slowing him down, so he swayed and staggered, his head drooping low.




  Margaret watched in spite of herself. She wanted the bull to stay his ground, to deal with his tormentor, to catch him on his curved horns, toss him in the air, make blood pour from his wounds

  too. But now a doctor was kneeling beside the young man, explaining in French, too fast for her to understand, the nature of his injuries. She stood up, uncurling herself from the hard upright

  chair on which she was sitting and stretched to the top shelf of the dresser. She lifted down a bottle of whiskey and placed it on the table with a glass. The room was dark, apart from the flicker

  from the small television set. It was sometime in the early morning of the seventh day.




  He had phoned again. Yesterday evening, just as the angelus bell was ringing. Again he said nothing, but she had known nevertheless who it was. She phoned the guards in Dun Laoghaire about the

  calls. They sent someone to talk to her. A young man, dark-haired, polite. He stood on the doorstep beside her, his gaze fixed on the Kish lighthouse on the horizon. He took down all the details in

  his notebook, his handwriting precise, neat. He asked for permission to put a tap on the phone.




  ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘Although he’s hardly likely to call from anywhere significant.’




  ‘You don’t think so?’ he replied.




  ‘Well, do you?’




  He shrugged and looked at his watch. ‘We can’t be certain that whoever is phoning you has had anything to do with your daughter’s disappearance. There are a lot of people out

  there who are quite capable of doing something like this, just for fun. It could be kids, anyone.’




  ‘And where would they get my phone number from?’




  ‘Look,’ he said, ‘we’ll keep an eye on the house. Our lads will patrol past here every hour. If you need anything, we’ll be with you in a couple of

  minutes.’




  She unscrewed the cap on the bottle and poured the yellow liquid into the glass. She drank and poured again. Then she leaned down and picked up the heavy black book from the pile on the floor.

  The cover was embossed to make it look like crocodile skin. The word ‘Photographs’ was inscribed on the front in flowing gold script. Dust clung to it, and to her fingers. She had found

  the albums under her father’s desk, tucked into the bay of the window in the room that had always been his study, across the hall from where her mother now slept.




  She remembered. The feel of his bony thighs underneath her. The books spread open on the shiny desktop.




  ‘And that’s my mother, your grandmother, and that’s my father, your grandfather, and that’s Uncle Peter and Auntie Bridie.’




  One neat finger, the inside edge of the nail stained dark yellow, tracing the family. Who was who and what was what. Big houses covered with Virginia creeper. Shiny horses held at the bit by

  small boys with flat caps and lace-up boots.




  ‘And look, Daddy, here you are. With Mammy.’




  ‘That’s right, Maggie mine. And what were we doing?’




  ‘You were getting married.’




  ‘That’s right. And we were very, very happy.’




  Standing together outside the church. Mother in a long white dress, with a scoop neck edged with flowers and a train that flowed in folds and frills and ended up beside her small white shoes.

  Father in a grey suit with tails and a top hat held in one gloved hand. His brown hair was slicked down over his head and he was smiling as he stood arm in arm with his young bride.




  And then her favourite picture.




  ‘Where’s that, Daddy?’




  ‘You know, Maggie, think.’




  ‘Is it when you were on your honeymoon, Daddy?’




  ‘That’s right, my pet.’




  ‘And is it the tower that has the funny name? The Eye-full tower, is that right? I wish I’d been there. Why didn’t you take me too?’




  And his laugh vibrating through her back, warming her up.




  ‘I couldn’t take you, my sweet. Because you weren’t even thought of then.’




  ‘Wasn’t I, Daddy? Why not?’




  She looked at the photograph now. He was standing, framed by the tracery of the tower’s iron legs, a cream linen jacket hanging from his thin shoulders, a panama hat pushed back from his

  forehead. His hands were shoved in his pockets and he was laughing.




  She turned over the stiff black pages slowly, peering at the faces, wondering, seeing her own face looking back at her. And Mary’s too? Sometimes here and there. Not in the colouring, or

  the shape, but occasionally a hint, a touch, an expression, a set of the jaw, an angle of the shoulders to the breast, a turn-out of the foot.




  She poured more whiskey and picked up the remote control, flicking through the numbers. The satellite channels were still transmitting, pictures of children in a feeding station in central

  Africa, and refugees, a straggling, desperate band. She watched for a couple of minutes, the alcohol soothing, calming, drowning the cries. Then she picked up another of the albums. Baby pictures,

  the same baby all the time. Held stiffly in her mother’s arms. Sitting in her high chair, waving a silver spoon. Smiling broadly, showing the gaps in her front teeth. Riding her first bicycle

  and her first pony. Standing in her bathing suit, long legs skinny and knock-kneed, hair trailing rats’ tails over her shoulders. First communion and confirmation, the perfect angel. More

  signs of triumph and success. Winning rosettes and cups at the local shows. Prize day at school. And then. Nothing.




  She turned over the rest of the pages. All of them were empty, except for the rough patches marking out the perfect squares and rectangles where the photographs once had been, showing where they

  had been torn from the stiff black paper. She got up slowly, her glass in her hand, and walked out of the kitchen, feeling her way up the uneven wooden stairs in the dark. She pushed open the door

  to the study and switched on the light. Once there had been other photographs, framed, on the mantelpiece, on the wall. Graduation Day in Trinity College. A sketch he had done of her for her

  sixteenth birthday. Her first trip to Greece, standing in front of the Acropolis wearing a long white dress. He had loved that photograph. He always kept the original in his wallet and she’d

  got it enlarged and framed as a surprise one Christmas.




  She stood in the middle of the room and looked around. Nellie had been sent in to pack his books and papers into the tea-chests that were now lined up along one wall. She knelt down beside them

  and reached in, scrabbling through their contents. The metal lining, exposed along one edge, cut into her arm, scratching her skin just above the elbow. Still she searched and hunted, pulling out

  handfuls of loose typed pages, bundles of notebooks, old diaries. Finally she sat back, her knees stiff, her hands covered in grime. She stood up and walked out of the room. She opened the front

  door. The air outside was warm, thick with the smell of the salt from the sand and mud, exposed now in the low tide. She leaned against the railings at the top of the steps, and drank deeply from

  her glass. A large black car passed slowly, weaving its way carefully through the other cars parked on the narrow road. She watched its red tail-lights as it continued to the end of the cul-de-sac.

  She listened to the sound of the engine as it stopped, reversed, and drove back again. She couldn’t see who was in it. One, maybe two people. The police, she thought. It slowed, and stopped.

  Just for a moment. Then it moved on. She turned and watched its lights as it swung round the corner past the Martello tower and up the hill to the main road. Then she walked back into the house and

  closed the door.
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  The dog whined. He tugged at the worn leather lead, his breath struggling in hoarse gasps from his open mouth. It was Sunday, 13 August. The eighth day. Seven-thirty in the

  morning. Cooler than yesterday or the day before, but bright sunshine angling down through the chestnut, the ash and the oak, warming the white fronds of meadowsweet, so that even at this early

  hour its honey smell hung in the air.




  The dog pulled and jerked again, burying his nose underneath the tussocks of rough grass that grew on either side of the path running along beside the canal. He stopped, his head down, his

  feathery black tail pointed, tense, draughts of air filling his nose with the scent of a thousand possibilities.




  The elderly man with him bent down slowly, his knees creaking, cartilage and bone scraping painfully against each other in the quiet morning. He steadied himself with one hand on his stick. With

  his other hand he caught hold of the dog’s collar, forcing his shaking fingers to release the lead’s metal catch. The dog licked his hand, his long tongue curling around the swollen

  arthritic knuckles, then rushed away down the track, his tail sculling now, like a short black oar, behind him.




  The man followed slowly. He spoke quietly to himself as he paused here and there, poking his stick into a pile of old tin cans, pulling down a large bunch of elderberries, hanging dark purple,

  almost black like small overripe grapes, watching the dragonflies whose petrol iridescence darted over the canal’s murky water.




  Ahead, twenty feet away the dog had stopped, poised on the bank. Excitement ran through his small body, waves of tension rippling along his shiny black back. His feet scrabbled in the dry, dusty

  grass. He moved from right to left, twisting and turning, then he whined again, and barked. The old man caught up with him. There was a piece of elder branch in his right hand. He held it up above

  the dog’s head, waving it from side to side, then threw it in a looping arc into the water. The dog barked again, braced himself, and leaped in, his head breaking the surface, ripples

  spreading out on either side from his paddling front paws.




  ‘Jude,’ the old man called. ‘Here, boy.’ And he whistled, a thin quavering sound.




  The dog grasped the branch, his lips drawn back, his white teeth exposed. He turned and began to swim towards his master.




  ‘Good boy. Good dog,’ the old man called.




  And then the small black body disappeared, under an ash tree that was hanging out from the bank. Afterwards the old man wasn’t sure, couldn’t be certain when he realized what was in

  the plastic bag that Jude had found, had begun to tear, had ripped open. It was only after he had called and whistled, and Jude had climbed up beside him on the grass, his wet tail flopping from

  side to side, that he noticed the dog had something caught between his teeth. And when he prised open his mouth and pulled out the black strands, it was then that he saw the shape of what was lying

  beneath them in the water, and it was then that he began to run, crying out for help, the dog rushing and jumping along beside him, leaping up to pull at his jacket and lick his face.
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  She would dress for the occasion. She would take off the jeans and T-shirt that had become her uniform. She would wear her favourite cream shift, with the crimson linen shawl

  that she and Mary had chosen together. She would wrap around her neck the string of coral that Mary had given her on her fortieth birthday. She would brush her hair and put on makeup. She would do

  what had to be done.




  Two of them had arrived just after eleven that morning. She had been helping Catherine to have a bath when the doorbell rang. She ran downstairs still holding the towel, dark patches of water

  all over her shirt. The older man introduced himself. Michael McLoughlin, Detective Inspector. He held out his hand, but she didn’t take it. She stood there in the sun, drying herself,

  hearing the words but not listening to their meaning. The younger man took the towel from her as they walked into the hall and closed the front door. He draped it over the banisters.




  ‘Not there, don’t leave it there,’ she said. ‘Hang it on the washing line. In the garden. That way.’ And she pointed to the stairs that led to the kitchen and the

  back door.




  ‘We’ll wait,’ Inspector McLoughlin said. ‘Take your time.’ And he sat down on the chair by the phone, and unfolded the newspaper that was sticking out of his jacket

  pocket.




  The body was on a trolley covered by a green surgical sheet. They hadn’t said much to her as they drove into the morgue in Store Street. The younger man, Finney she thought he was called,

  was at the wheel of the unmarked car. He drove fast, too fast, overtaking anything that got in front of them, barely making it through the amber lights. She had to brace her feet on the floor to

  stop herself falling from side to side on the shiny back seat. Beside her head swung an air freshener in the shape of a little green fir tree. It tapped out a neat rhythm against the glass of the

  window as the car wove through the heavy Sunday traffic. Just like the sound of a pencil tapping on a piece of paper, she thought. Mary’s favourite colouring pencils. Lakeland. In a beautiful

  tin. Mary kneeling up on a chair at the kitchen table, drawing laboriously, carefully. Making the exaggerated zigzags of the Christmas tree. Colouring it in methodically, her little hand gripping

  the green pencil, forcing it to stay within the thick outlines, the sharpened end bursting through the flimsy paper. Outside it was the hot southern-hemisphere Christmas. Inside she was decorating

  the tree with snow, pieces of cotton wool stuck on with flour-and-water paste. She sat back on her heels to examine it for any imperfections. Tap, tap, tap, the pencil on the paper. Look, Mummy,

  isn’t it lovely?




  She wanted to tell him to slow down. She wanted to savour these last few minutes of not knowing. So far, nothing had really happened. She was just going for a drive on a hot sunny Sunday in

  August, like all the other people in all the other cars that crammed the stretch of road from Blackrock to Ballsbridge. But already he was swinging around from Pearse Street into Townsend Street,

  the traffic lights green all the way, the river water yellow and shining as they crossed the bridge and slowed to a stop outside the small, unobtrusive brick building, in shadow now behind the bulk

  of the city’s bus station.




  She stood beside the trolley. The policeman, McLoughlin, was talking to her. The mortuary attendant would lift the sheet, just for a moment. He would ask her to look at the body. He would ask

  her then if she could identify her. He would need her to speak out loud, ‘for the record you understand’. She nodded. She knew what had to be done. There was a summer, years ago, when

  as a student she had worked in this morgue. Cleaning up, preparation, routine work. It was a good job. She had liked it. The only problem was the smell. Formaldehyde, which clung in the strands of

  her hair and in the folds and wrinkles of her underwear, seeping beneath her green scrubs. And the other smells that stayed, lodged in the mucous membranes and the imagination. Her eyes moved

  around the room from the covered trolley to the bone-white enamel sinks. All the surfaces were hard and gleaming. Stainless steel, ceramic tiles, glass jars and containers. The only soft things

  that came in here were the bodies that lay like this one, passive, waiting.




  McLoughlin cleared his throat. Behind him stood Finney, running one hand through the lock of dark hair that hung down over his right eyebrow, catching her eye and smiling, deep dimples cutting

  wedge-shaped holes in his cheeks.




  ‘If you’re ready, Dr Mitchell.’




  She stepped forward, closer to the body. She braced her feet against the cold chequered floor. She uncurled her hands from the fists they had become and smoothed them down against her dress. She

  nodded.




  Afterwards she always remembered that her first reaction was relief. This couldn’t be Mary. Mary had thick, boisterous, black curls. Hair that had a life of its own, that resisted brushes,

  combs, rubber bands, ribbons. Hair that flowed like water, always finding another way to escape. Not this, sparse and patchy, hacked, the white skull showing through, like an old doll that’s

  been forgotten and thrown to the back of the cupboard. She put out her hand and touched it, and as she did, a tendril of black sprang out, curled up and around her finger. Like the side shoots of

  the sweet peas her father had planted every summer, springy, twisting themselves around the wire, clinging on even when summer storms pulled and tore at them. And then she felt shame, that she had

  not immediately, instantly, undeniably recognized her. Despite the blackened eyes and bruised cheeks. Despite the small triangular tear in her forehead where the dog had ripped through her skin.

  Despite the hugely swollen lips and bent and twisted nose.




  McLoughlin spoke again. ‘Can you identify this person?’ She supposed afterwards that the right words had come out of her mouth. She didn’t remember. But she had turned on them

  all then, and screamed at them to get out, to leave her alone. And the policeman McLoughlin had turned to the other men, the mortuary assistant and Finney, and put his finger to his lips, stopping

  their complaints, and backed them out into the corridor.




  They watched her through the round window in the door. She had turned away from the trolley. She walked around the room. She opened drawers and closed them. She took down the jars of chemicals

  and read the labels. She put them back neatly, carefully, on the shelf, in order of height. She opened the stainless-steel sterilizer, her index finger pointing and moving as she checked its

  contents. She inspected a pile of X-rays, lying on the bench, holding them up in front of the light box, leaning forward to examine the ghostly remains of others who had passed through here. She

  paced from one side of the room to the other, her feet keeping carefully to the marking of the black and white floor. Her lips were moving but they could hear nothing. She took off her shawl and

  dropped it, a spreading crimson stain. She sat down, her back against the wall, and rocked herself backwards and forwards. She put her hand in her pocket. She pulled out a rose, yellow, full-blown,

  and held it to her nose. She stood then, and went back to the trolley. She lifted the sheet up and away. Beside McLoughlin, Finney gagged, a small choking sound, loud in the quiet of the corridor,

  then made as if to push open the door. McLoughlin put out his hand and grabbed hold of his arm. He shook his head.




  They watched her again. She was standing at the top of the trolley. She placed her palms on either side of her daughter’s face. Then she walked around and stood beside her, running her

  hands down the girl’s beaten body, marking the pattern of the bruises, green, yellow, brown and black. She bent down and kissed each stiffened finger and tried to twist her own into the rigid

  palms. Then she went back up to her daughter’s head. She leaned over and kissed her on the lips, placing the rose so its petals nestled into her neck. Then she turned away.
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  And so the wheel is put in motion, thought McLoughlin. A rock drops into a mountain lake and the ripples spread. A shot bursts from the barrel of a gun and a flock of crows

  wheel into the sky. A butterfly flaps its wings and on the other side of the world a tidal wave roars in from the sea. A girl is murdered, and throughout the city the stain of the crime disturbs,

  awakens, shuffles the deck of past anger and suspicion. He stood at his kitchen window high up in the Dublin mountains and watched as the natural glow of the sun faded and was replaced by the

  artificial brilliance of hundreds of thousands of lights, orange, yellow and white. Somewhere down there, he thought, we have all the answers to all the questions. Who and why, how and where, the

  basic tenets of the investigation of crime. Often, at the beginning of a case, he would stand here, a glass in his hand, and rummage through what he already knew. Then he would let his imagination

  drift and float, slipping like the elusive incandescence of a candle into all the corners which were, as yet, dark and gloomy. Obscured by the cobwebs of ignorance.




  This is the best time, he thought, as twilight turned to night. He toasted his reflection in the window. A time of anticipation, excitement, hope. No decisions had been made, no mistakes had

  been committed. It was all out there, waiting for him.




  He turned away and busied himself with the task of the evening. He would prepare dinner. He would eat something simple and cook it the way his father used to. He opened the fridge and took out a

  piece of meat in a plastic bag. It was fillet steak that he’d bought yesterday. He’d gone into town for a haircut, and afterwards, still with pinpricks of hair caught between his neck

  and his collar, he’d wandered around Grafton Street in the sunshine, drifting in and out of the shops in the narrow side streets, buying odds and ends of food. The steak, a bag of new

  potatoes, a couple of heads of dark green York cabbage, and a punnet of late-season raspberries, which he dipped into as he drove home. Good stuff. None of your overpriced ‘food as fashion

  accessory’, he thought, as he laid the meat on the counter and tipped the spuds into the sink to wash, and then into a large saucepan with a close-fitting lid.




  Janey wouldn’t be home until late, so the note on the dining-room table said. What was it tonight? He sifted through the week. Mondays was yoga. Tuesdays was enlightenment through

  meditation. Wednesdays was reflexology. Thursdays was poetry for beginners. Fridays was dinner with her mother. Saturdays she tried to keep free for him. Tonight was Sunday. That meant a

  get-together with the women from her group in some pub in town. Did he care? He opened the fridge again and took out a couple of cans of Guinness. He poured them into a pint glass, standing back

  and watching the transformation, like alchemy, as the cream-coloured liquid swirled in tiny whirlpools and finally settled. He drank. The cold sharpness hit his tongue. A wonderful sensation.

  Always surprising in its intensity. Like the way it was in the early days when he kissed Janey, when the taste of her mouth travelled through his body. In the days when they still made love. It had

  been a long time since he had wanted her like that. Sometimes he would wake in the night, pressed up against her back, his face buried in the nape of her neck. Once he would have driven halfway

  across the country to smell her particular smell, to feel her softness under his mouth. But now she would grunt and shift away and he would roll over and go back to sleep very quickly.




  He chopped the cabbage roughly and put it into a pot with an inch of water and a couple of shakes of salt. He lifted the lid on the potatoes, stepping back quickly as a geyser of steam

  threatened to envelop him, and prodded them with a knife. Another ten minutes or so, he reckoned. He bent over and sniffed the moist piece of fillet. Perfect. Perfectly tender. Just the faintest

  fleshy tang. It would take only a couple of minutes to cook. Best to wait until the vegetables were nearly ready.




  He laid the table, taking from the cupboard a cream linen cloth. Handmade. Part of their wedding present from Janey’s mother. He stroked the material with his fingertips. The same kind of

  stuff that woman was wearing this afternoon at the identification. He was still glad about the way he had handled it. Afterwards Finney had gone on and on about ‘procedure’. Fuck

  procedure and fuck these smart young guys who think they know all about it. He had lost count of the number of times he had watched mothers, fathers, uncles, brothers, sisters gaze at the body of

  someone close. He’d take a bet with himself. Nine times out of ten he was right. He might never get the evidence to prove it, but he could tell straight away if they were involved in the

  death. In all the years, though, he’d never seen anyone respond the way she had. Stripping the sheet off the girl. That took something. Guts, madness, or a combination of the two. He’d

  watched her face as she looked at her daughter. At the purple bruises across her stomach. At the cuts, bites, and burns eating into her skin. He had to turn away, to rest his eyes on the neutral

  white tiles on the floor. But she didn’t.




  He got up and went out to his briefcase, lying where he’d dropped it in the hall. He took the file from it that the lads in Dun Laoghaire had given him. He opened it. All the

  missing-person stuff. There was a photograph clipped to the top cover. He picked up his glass and drank deeply. She was a little beauty. Heart-shaped face, dark blue eyes, white teeth, with a

  little gap between the front two. Such a smile. Involuntarily he smiled back at her. He thought again of the woman they had picked up from the old house down by the Martello tower in Monkstown. He

  had angled the wing mirror as they drove in along the sea road, and watched her. The same shaped face, but thinner, sharper. High cheekbones, grey eyes, full mouth. She reminded him of someone

  you’d see in a pre-Raphaelite painting. Something by Burne-Jones or Dante Gabriel Rossetti. A bit smaller, maybe, and thinner, but with that same perfection of features. She must be well into

  her forties but she didn’t look it. Except if you looked closely. Then you’d notice the looseness in the skin of her neck, the lines that underscored her eyes, the slackness of her

  breasts as they flattened under her dress, and the narrow streaks of grey in her sleek brown hair.




  He drained the potatoes and left them to dry in the colander. He turned off the heat under the cabbage, and set the frying pan down on the ring. He poured in groundnut oil and waited until a

  wisp of smoke signalled its readiness. Then he dumped the steak down, quickly, first one side then the other, searing it, then cooking it more slowly for another couple of minutes. He put the meat

  on a warmed plate in the oven, and added a spoonful of mustard and a dollop of cream to the pan, stirring slowly until all the flavours were mixed and the sauce flowed smoothly.




  Here, Michael. Taste this.




  A large hand holding a wooden spoon in front of his face.




  No, Da. It’s mustard. I don’t like it. It’s too hot.




  Not like this, Michael, taste it.




  A tongue licking, tentatively, then quickly as his saliva began to flow. That’s lovely, can I have some more?




  Looking up at the tall man leaning over the stove, a flowery apron tied over his uniform shirt and trousers and a grin of anticipation for the feast to come.




  He sat down at the table, poured the sauce over the meat, piled potatoes and cabbage onto the plate, added a large pat of butter and plenty of salt and began to eat. Janey wouldn’t eat

  like this now. She’d given up animal fats. The fridge was filled with tubs of soya-based spreads. He told her that he couldn’t eat food made without the proper ingredients. You have to

  have fat, he said. It’s a flavour enhancer. It makes it taste. But she didn’t want to know. She’d gone right off cooking. All she ever used was the microwave and the kettle.

  Instant meals eaten standing up. ‘Like a horse,’ as Anthony Quinn said, once, in that great old film La Strada.




  He stacked his dirty plates in the dishwasher and put on the kettle, cleaning and tidying while he waited for it to boil. He put three large spoons of coffee into a heavy jug, poured the water

  onto it, then stirred briskly. While he waited for the grounds to settle, he got out the mop and bucket and washed the grey lino. Then he sat down again, pouring coffee into a mug, and brandy into

  a glass. He picked up the file and began to read.




  Simple story, really. Or so it seemed. The girl had gone out with some friends on the Saturday night. They’d been drinking in the Globe in George’s Street. She’d left just

  before eleven. Said she had to get the DART home because her mother was by herself with her grandmother who was ill. The guards in Dun Laoghaire had spoken to the friends. Three girls and a boy.

  All aged between eighteen and twenty. She’d met them at a dance class in Digges Lane. They said they liked her, she was fun, but she wasn’t involved with any of them. Not really. After

  the reports on the news and in the papers last week, a TV shop at the bottom of George’s Street had given the guards a video. They’d a camera mounted in their window, and a playback

  facility to a large monitor. And they’d a tape running. They’d checked it. And there was the girl. She’d stopped to look at herself. The tape was time-coded. It was exactly 23.01.

  She could have been going that way to Pearse or Tara DART station, but the more usual route would have been along Wicklow Street. Still, it was something. He hadn’t seen it yet. Finney could

  dig it out tomorrow, and check any of the other CCTV cameras in the George’s Street area.




  He turned over the pages. There was something here about the mother. Margaret Mitchell, doctor. Aged forty-four. Widow. Had lived in New Zealand since 1975. Nothing he didn’t already know.

  And a log of her calls to the station. Persistent. He could imagine. A lousy job, trying to fend off a frantic mother.




  He looked up suddenly. There was a bang, glass and metal rattling together. A woman’s voice, sharp and accusatory, chimed with the insistent whining of a Siamese cat. Cat and woman arrived

  in the kitchen together, legs and feet entwined.




  ‘You didn’t feed him.’




  ‘I didn’t know he wanted to be fed.’




  ‘Well, if just occasionally you thought about his needs, about anyone else’s needs.’ Her voice slithered and slurred. She smelt of the pub. Cigarette smoke and the sweetness of

  lager. She pulled out drawers and slammed cupboard doors, finally finding a tin of cat food and an opener. She piled a plate high and slopped it onto the floor, cubes of brown meat and orange jelly

  spilling everywhere.




  ‘Careful,’ he said. ‘I’ve just washed that.’




  ‘Makes a change.’ She squatted beside the purring cat, her movements awkward, uncoordinated. She stroked his cream body. The cat arched beneath her touch.




  ‘Nice pussy, good pussy, sweet pussy, Mummy’s baby,’ she chanted into his pointed brown ear. She looked up at McLoughlin accusingly. ‘You didn’t tell me you were

  involved in that case.’




  ‘Which case?’




  She stood up and helped herself to brandy, slopping the liquid carelessly into a tumbler. ‘Which case,’ she mimicked. ‘I saw you on the nine o’clock news. In the pub.

  Everyone was talking about it.’




  ‘You were out when I got the call. Hillwalking, wasn’t it?’




  ‘You should have come with me. Then they’d have had to find some other star to lead their investigation.’




  He sat back and looked at her. When had it all happened? That they had stopped loving each other. No magic turning point. No single incident. Just the slow, sad accretion of contempt and dislike

  leading to revulsion and despair.




  She finished her drink and stood up. ‘I’m going to bed. Are you coming?’




  ‘In a while.’




  There was a photograph on the mantelpiece in the sitting room. He’d bought the silver frame for it for their first anniversary. It had been taken the summer before. Janey on the pier in

  Dun Laoghaire. She was wearing a long loose dress covered in small pink and white flowers. Her hair, iron grey now, stood up around her face in blonde curls. Her blue eyes were crinkled up against

  the sun and her cheeks were flushed with happiness. They had gone that day on his motor scooter to the pier and then to Killiney for a picnic. They had found a spot on the hill with nothing between

  them and the sea but the gorse and the bracken, and they had made love. It had been his first time to go all the way, but not hers. He felt then that he had never touched anything as wonderful as

  her full breasts. He lay with his head between them, and when he was ready she pulled him into her. He came, he remembered, almost immediately. But she had smiled and kissed him and told him she

  loved him. He got up now and walked down the passage to the bedroom. He opened the door. The sound of gentle snores drifted towards him. He closed the door, quietly.




  When next he looked up from the file it was very late. He poured himself another brandy and opened the french windows that led out onto the tiled patio. The city was laid out below, glittering,

  shining. The streets and roads ploughed deep furrows of light through the dark. Roundabouts glowed like magic symbols. Further away to the east, the twin chimneys of the Pigeon House pointed their

  totem signs into the sky. He moved his gaze westward, upriver. Down there, moored, safe from harm, lay the real love of his life. A thirty-two-foot gaff-rigged ketch. Sea Horse, her name

  written in flowing script along her port bow. Norwegian pine and oak. Bought for a song as a wreck ten years ago. Lovingly restored, rotting plank by rotting plank. He thought of her now. Rocking

  gently on her chain, keeping time with the undulations of the tide.




  He sat down on the ground, his back against the wall of the house, the day’s sunshine trapped in the stone, warming his back and his thighs. He would, he decided, drink until he fell

  asleep. Out here, where the air was fresh, on his own.
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He'd taken everything - now he wants her life. .
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