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Glossary




	AFIS

	Automated Fingerprint Identification System




	APT

	Assistant pathologist



	Cig

	Short for Cigre. A common nickname for detective inspectors, as ‘cigre’ means ‘inspector’ in Irish. Pronounced ‘kig’.



	DDU

	District Detective Unit (unmarked cars)



	DG

	Detective guard



	Debs

	A graduation dance attended by sixth-year students before they go on to college.



	DI

	Detective inspector. Often referred to as ‘cig’; ‘cigre’ being the Irish word for ‘inspector’. Pronounced ‘kig’.



	DS

	Detective sergeant



	GNECB

	Garda National Economic Crime Bureau



	IP

	Injured party



	IRC

	Incident room co-ordinator



	NSU

	National Surveillance Unit



	SIO

	Senior investigating officer



	SOCO

	Scene of crime officers



	SO

	Suspected offender



	TE

	Technical examination









Prologue

It is a risk but one he is prepared to take. That bitch had destroyed what mattered to him. Now he will do the same to her.

To anyone looking, he is a middle-aged bloke, a bit hipster, scattered, longish hair and a beard. Haversack hitched high on his back, sleeping bag. Stout walking boots. He is a fitter man than he’d been when she’d come into his life. Stupid wagon.

He is clever too.

He’ll stay close to her. Watch her.

Strike when the opportunity presents itself.

He has an easy way about him, people say.

Those who don’t know him trust him.

Achill is a godforsaken kip but she is here now, and it being so … remote might make things easier.

Thoughts of her make his breath hitch.

He’d never understood before that love was just as destructive as hate. How loving someone could eat you up. How losing someone could tear you open. And all the sorts of bad things that came from that.

Including what he is about to do.

He pulls a picture from his jacket pocket. Old now, faded, but never forgotten.

He will avenge.
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12 January

The bar is hopping, which is surprising because it’s mid-January, six months off tourist season and dreary as hell outside. It’s also not the most popular bar in Westport, serving mostly locals and those who just want a quiet pint. Tonight, there seems to be some sort of party going on. The level of chat is high and the sound of someone strumming a guitar floats around the room. All the tables except one are taken up with young people, laughing, shouting, swilling back pints or doing shots while four elderly men crouch around the remaining table in the corner eyeing the interlopers in annoyance.

Larry, Ben, Dan and I are at the bar, there being nowhere else to go. We’re celebrating the closing of a case that had led to the conviction of two men for assault and robbery. They’d plagued the locality for close to eight months before their granny had finally turned them in. She was sick, she declared in court, of trying to get them on the right path.

‘To the right path,’ Larry raises his pint, ‘and to Granny Ryan.’

‘To the right path,’ we chant, clinking glasses, ‘and to Granny Ryan.’

‘To Granny Ryan,’ a tipsy red-headed woman to our right shouts, having overheard us.

‘And to all who sail in her,’ someone else chimes in, amid laughter.

The redhead chortles loudly, in a frantic sort of way.

There is something familiar …

‘Lucy, d’you hear what I just said?’ Larry asks. He follows my gaze, screws up his face. ‘I’m not into redheads.’

Larry is a total player. I’m just waiting for the day when some woman will break his heart but it’s looking increasingly unlikely.

‘I doubt that redhead is into arsehole narcissists.’ I pull my gaze away from her and refocus on the lads. For some reason, while I’ve been mentally congratulating myself on my clever comeback, they’ve suddenly developed an air of nervous apprehension. ‘What?’

Larry won’t meet my gaze as he mumbles, ‘I, eh, well, hmm, Larissa McKenna died. Isn’t she the one …?’

He doesn’t finish his sentence. Instead his eyes slide right into his pint glass. I know what he was about to say. Isn’t she the one who threw acid in your face?

‘Did you draw the short straw on having to tell me that, Lar?’ I ask.

All three have the grace to look abashed.

‘I tried to tell you,’ Dan says, ‘but there was no right time.’

‘I told him to just say it out straight,’ Larry says. ‘But he’s a bloody pussy.’

‘Sorry.’ Dan winces.

‘Thank you for your sensitivity in choosing this pub to break it to me,’ I say. ‘It’s so the right place.’

‘You’re welcome.’ Larry totally misses my sarcasm.

‘You all right?’ Dan asks.

I think I am. It’s a relief to be honest. I’d known she was released a couple of years ago and had always wondered where she was. In all my years on the force, her attack had been the most traumatic thing that had ever happened to me. She’d been the wife of one of my informants who had turned state’s witness. He’d gone on to witness protection while she had refused to go, unwilling to uproot her child. She had walked into the Dublin station where I worked at the time and accused me of robbing her of her husband.

I suppose I had.

The next thing I remember was pain. Searing, burning, horrific pain. And the surgeon telling me that there was only so much he could do and that I’d have to live with a huge scar down the left side of my face.

It was as if the bottom had fallen out of my world.

‘Cancer,’ Larry says then. ‘Liver.’

‘Lucy Golden, hey!’

The voice breaks into our conversation. It’s the red-headed woman again. I should know her, I think. She’s older than she first appears, a little younger than me maybe, attractive, her hair a riot of corkscrew curls, framing a thin face with over-large green eyes. She’s wearing red jeans and a yellow top, the clothes making her stand out in this packed but dreary pub. Her make-up is bright too, scarlet lipstick that clashes with the hair.

The three men make room for her to squeeze in, Ben giving her a not-so-subtle once-over.

‘It’s me,’ the woman says, her voice bright as a new penny, ‘Sandra Byrne. Megan’s sister?’

Of course.

‘Don’t you remember? I—’

‘Yes, I remember you.’ I attempt a smile. ‘Blast from the past.’ I shift, a little uncomfortable, not sure how to broach the subject in the packed pub, but knowing I should. ‘I was so sorry to hear about your mother. I couldn’t make the funeral. My mother went, though. She said it was lovely.’

‘Thanks.’ Sandra’s bright smile dips and she blinks rapidly. ‘It was awful, totally unexpected.’ Bright smile again. ‘How are you?’

‘Grand.’

She looks expectantly at me, wanting an introduction to the lads.

‘Ben.’ He pre-empts me. ‘I’m a detective, I work with Lucy, and this is Larry and this is Dan.’ He offers her his most charming smile.

She laps it up.

‘Oh, a de-tec-tive,’ she says. ‘That must be dangerous work.’

‘It can be.’ Ben’s voice is unnecessarily grave and Larry rolls his eyes.

‘Ripe for the plucking is our Ben,’ Dan whispers in my ear.

‘Ripe for the fucking,’ I whisper back, and Dan snorts a laugh, which he quickly tries to turn into a cough. Ben is separated about two years now from his ultra-glamorous, ultra-young, ultra-pain-in-the-hole wife.

‘Ben got beaten up by an old woman once.’ Larry adopts the same grave tone as Ben. ‘A packet of frozen peas, right in the face.’

‘Piss off, that’s not true,’ Ben says quickly, with a glare at Larry. ‘He’s just messing. I was involved in that case last year when the girl was found in the suitcase in Achill.’

‘Never!’ Sandra is good, I’ll give her that. If Ben was an apple, he’d have ripened right up.

‘Let me buy you a drink and I’ll tell you about it,’ Ben says, gently leading her back to her seat. He wants us to butt out, which we do. As Larry sensitively puts it, Ben needs to get his hole and fast.

Ben doesn’t need to know that when Sandra was fifteen she’d given birth to a boy and, much to the horror of the older locals, had refused to name the father. He doesn’t need to know that at sixteen she’d got a job in a shop in Dublin and left her son with her older sister Megan ‒ my long-ago best friend ‒ and her husband. He doesn’t need to know that to all intents and purposes, according to my mother, she’d abandoned her child, never coming back for him. ‘Though,’ my mother always says, ‘Devon was probably better off. Sandra would never have been able for him with all his illnesses. And her own problems.’ Mental Sandra Byrne, she’d been christened in those less sensitive times. And it had been an apt moniker.

No, I think, Ben just needs a good time. Sandra too, maybe.

An hour later, with his arm about her waist, Ben leaves with Sandra. By ten the next morning, Sandra is dead.
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Devon, her son, was the one who rang 999. I spot him as I make my way towards the scene. I tell Dan to go on ahead and I approach Devon, who is leaning against the bonnet of his dilapidated car, which nevertheless is polished to a high shine. It’s obviously his pride and joy. He’s a small man, at least a head shorter than Luc, though almost everyone is shorter than Luc. He has inherited his mother’s curly red hair, which pokes out from under his hat, and his face is nut brown from summers on the beach. He wears a thick tracksuit, a blue beanie hat and blue runners with an Adidas logo. He recognises my voice behind my mask and greets me as ‘Luc’s mother’.

‘How are you doing?’

‘All right.’ His tone is flat, eyes expressionless. Shock.

‘Me and my colleague are just going into the house now,’ I tell him. ‘That’s what this is for.’ I hold up the sealed bag containing the dust suit. ‘When I come back out, I’ll talk to you, okay?’

‘All right.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ I add.

‘My auntie Megan is on her way over.’

‘Good. Get some sweet tea into you.’ I attempt some sort of comforting smile, but he doesn’t react. ‘See you in a bit.’

I change into the suit, which is, as usual, bloody enormous. Pulling the mask on, I join Dan, who is waiting for me at the front door. ‘Are we all right to enter?’ I call out.

‘Come on in, Lucy. Dan, stay outside for now, talk to the SOCOs, see if there’s anything.’ It’s William, the DI. As senior investigating officer, or SIO, he oversees all our cases down here. A man without the ability to small-talk, he terrifies most of the team. I don’t mind him at all: I like that he’s so direct because I have to know where I stand with people and William does not pussy-foot around.

His voice comes from upstairs, and after we give our names to the garda on the scene, Dan moves to the side of the building, following the safe path marked out. I enter, mindful to step only on the plates that the SOCO team have placed on the floor. They can be slippery sometimes, especially on tiles, and I’m relieved to see that these are the metal ones, which are a bit sturdier than the plastic.

With great care, I make my way down the hall towards the stairs. Flock wallpaper, dado rails, brown pictures of hunting scenes. The smells of bacon and cabbage and stew permeate the place, but underneath is a smell I recognise, faint now but if left, it will smother all other odours with its sweet, rotten heaviness. Four brown doors open off the hall and, peering briefly inside, I catch glimpses of the SOCO team tagging and bagging anything they think might help the investigation. Unfortunately, the place appears to be a hoarder’s paradise, and while some of the rooms seem to have been cleared out into boxes, others are full of clutter. Shelves of heavy ornaments and photograph frames cover every surface. Cups and glasses and dinner plates spill from the kitchen. Empty wine bottles stand to attention just about everywhere I look.

This place will be a nightmare to gather evidence from.

Climbing the stairs, I pass boxes labelled ‘Mammy’s clothes’, ‘Daddy’s clothes’, ‘religious pictures’, ‘ornaments’. At the top, I steel myself to approach the bedroom where the body is. Through the open door, I see William standing at the foot of a bed while a garda photographer takes pictures of the body from every angle. The pathologist, Joe Palmer, has been and gone with promises to get an interim report to us by the conference this evening. He’s a cranky bastard, always ready with a barb or two. I’m glad to have missed him.

The bedroom, where the body lies ‒ or ‘the injured party’ as Sandra will be known from now on ‒ is caught in a nineties time warp. It must have been either Sandra’s or Megan’s at one time. Posters of Oasis and the Spice Girls are pasted crookedly on the swirly-patterned wallpaper. An old radio sits atop a brown chest of drawers. Heavy blue curtains, in need of a good wash, hang in the window, which also needs cleaning. A cup and glass have been smashed and lie scattered near the door.

There is a strange stillness in the space, even though the broken body of Sandra lies splayed out across the floor, face down, blood pooling on the carpet from a head wound. You don’t have to be a pathologist to guess that that’s probably what killed her.

‘Palmer says it looks like the blow to the head was the fatal wound,’ William says. ‘We haven’t found a murder weapon yet. Early indicators point to her having a tussle with the suspected offender. She tried to escape, was struck with an object, fell, and was struck again.’ He points at the walls, where the blood has made a classic impact spatter pattern. ‘See?’

‘Yes.’ I finally turn to Sandra. Last night she’d been alive, tipsy and flirty, and now, ten hours later, she was dead, her body already showing signs of rigor mortis. She looks tinier in death than she did in life and I wonder who the hell has done this and if they are still on the island.

She is barefoot, an oversized black pyjama top covering her upper body to just above her knees. I squint slightly, the better to see. ‘John,’ I call to the SOCO, ‘what’s that?’

John crosses over, leans in.

‘See there.’ I point to what looks like a reddish-brown hair on her black T-shirt. ‘See that?’

‘Try to get it, John, will you?’ William orders.

‘Good spot.’ John, using tweezers, takes the hair from the T-shirt. He turns it this way and that, before bagging and tagging it.

‘No sign of a break-in,’ William goes on. ‘This was done by someone she opened the door to or by someone who had a key.’

Shit, I think. If Sandra had been murdered in a break-in, Ben would have been in the clear. Only there hasn’t been a break-in. Shit. I have to tell William that Ben may be a suspect. ‘Cig,’ I begin, not knowing how to say it, feeling I’m betraying a man I’ve grown to know very well.

‘We need as much as we can on the IP before tonight,’ William interrupts. His gaze flits from me to take in every detail of the room. ‘We’ll have the usual team, if they’re available. I hear Matt is off in the Canaries with that Stacy one. I’ve a good mind to pay him to stay there, keep that reporter out of our hair.’

‘I’m sure Matt would oblige, Cig,’ I say. ‘They’re engaged now apparently. Look, there’s something—’

‘Marvellous,’ William interrupts again. ‘Just what we need, a guard in love with a reporter. Hopefully they’ll break up.’ He means it, too, I think in amusement. ‘Mick and Susan are available, Pat’s around, Kev’s raring to go. And Larry’s free too.’ He pauses and I wait because I know it’s coming. Without even glancing at me, he asks silkily, ‘Were you ever going to tell me that Ben was in a relationship with our IP, DS Golden?’

Shit. He never calls me by my rank. ‘Just now, only you interrupted me,’ I say, then add, a little defensively, ‘I wouldn’t actually call a one-night stand a relationship, Cig.’

‘He was the last person to see her alive,’ he says. ‘As far as we know.’

A silence develops. I fall right into the classic garda trap.

‘Yes … well, I know. I know that. But Ben? Come on …’

‘He’s going to be a suspect.’

‘Ben would never—’

‘Most people would never.’ William snaps his head around, and I cringe. ‘Most people don’t go out to murder someone, Lucy. Have you not realised that by now?’ His voice is ice. ‘Most murders just happen.’

‘That’s assuming she was murdered,’ I say. ‘She could have just tripped and banged her head off the bed or whatever. There’s a lot of wine bottles about the place.’

‘There was one by the bed.’ John speaks up. ‘Along with a glass.’

‘Point taken,’ William says, though he knows that neither of us really believes she banged her head. He turns to me, his eyes hard. ‘If you have information, you bloody well tell it sooner.’

‘Yes, William. Sorry.’

John sidles from the room, throwing me a sympathetic glance behind William’s back.

‘Get out.’ William dismisses me with a scathing look. ‘Go on. Tell Dan, if he’s finished, to go back and sort out the incident room. Make sure we have everything we need. You, go and talk to the son.’
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