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Glossary




	
DG

	
Detective Guard




	
DS

	
Detective Sergeant




	
DI

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




	
IP

	
Injured Party




	
SIO

	
Senior Investigating Officer




	
SO

	
Suspected Offender




	
TE

	
Technical Examination




	
Tusla

	
Child and Family Agency – a child protection agency




	
TY

	
Transition Year: A sort of gap year between one set of exams in secondary school and a final set. Students explore what they may like to do career-wise.









The Captain

Eight months previously

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The next one would be better.

Closer to home.

He knew which one.

He just had to bide his time.

Ready himself.




1

Day One

Present

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

‘Lucy, it’s William.’

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

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

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

‘Doogort’s bog, Achill Island?’

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

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

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

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

‘CCTV?’ I ask.

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

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

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

‘Yep.’

‘A homecoming for you,’ he jokes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Is there no family?’

‘A sister. She makes no pass on him.’

‘Aw, Jesus,’ Dan says.

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

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

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

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

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

How did she get here so quickly?

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

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

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

‘The joy of it all.’

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

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

Jayne Lowe spots us.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

We move away.

‘Ah, come on!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Sure.’

‘Jim D’arcy is the IRC.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Go ahead,’ William cuts him off.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where’s Dan?’ I ask a regular guard.

‘Over there,’ she replies, pointing to where Dan is introducing himself to an elderly man who is sitting on one of the stone walls that run like snakes through the bog. A black and white collie-type dog is dancing about his feet.
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