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Glossary




	AFIS

	Automated Fingerprint ID System




	APT

	Assistant pathologist




	Cig

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




	DCS

	Detective Chief Inspector




	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’




	DO

	(Detective Officer), used on p.59




	DPP

	Director of Public Prosecutions




	DS

	Detective sergeant




	FLO

	Family Liaison Officer




	GDPR

	General Data Protection Regulations




	GNECB

	Garda National Economic Crime Bureau




	IP

	Injured party




	IRC

	Incident room co-ordinator




	NBCI

	National Bureau of Criminal Investigation




	NSU

	National Surveillance Unit




	PM

	Post-mortem




	RSU

	Regional Support Unit




	SIO

	Senior investigating officer




	SOCO

	Scene of crime officers




	SO

	Suspected offender




	TE

	Technical examination







And Peig – I have shivers even explaining it. Peig was the name of a book many Irish teenagers of a certain generation had to study for their Irish exam in the Leaving Certificate. Even though Peig (in real life) was apparently great craic, her book was ‒ for Irish teens anyway – the most depressing thing they would ever read. Set on the Blasket Islands, it is a bleak story of survival that somehow is very boring.




Prologue

Eamon

The stars and colours are amazin’, the way they zoom and pop and zing. They hurt, though, these colours, because as they fade, as the fireworks go out of them, his head booms like the shock of coming home.

He doesn’t quite know what’s going on and he’s a man who likes to know. One fella came asking about the cattle and there was something about him, something very feckin’ odd, but because he was selling a few cattle and because this man was offering a good price, he ignored all his instincts.

Ever since he was, what?, maybe eight years old, he’s prided himself on his instincts.

They’ve been letting him down bad this past while, though, first with herself and now this.

‘What the feck is going on?’ He manages to speak through a mouthful of blood and broken teeth. He’s hanging on to the fence for support.

‘Don’t you know?’ The man who’d come about the cattle leers into his face.

‘No, I don’t. Have a bit of mercy. Haven’t I just lost—’

‘Mercy? You’re a man to talk about mercy? Don’t make me laugh.’

He wonders then if that bitch … But, no, she wouldn’t. She couldn’t.

‘Who are you?’

And the man bends down and whispers in his ear and he understands then.

He knows that the bitch has broken the law.

And he knows that this is the end of the road for him.

He barely feels the kick as he falls to his knees, as he topples into the soil of the stony field.

But the colours dazzle as his life unspools …
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Day 1

I’m walking through a house that looks like mine: the hall and the doors are in the same places but the colours are different. More vibrant. Yellow walls. Blue walls. Blood red walls. Blood? It drips from the ceiling and onto the floor. Plip-plop. And there is a ticking sound. Tick-tock. And I stand, frozen, wanting to run, but my feet are stuck. Up ahead, my son Luc is carrying my grandchild, Sirocco, and the tick-tock grows louder, and I try to call out to him to be careful, and even my voice doesn’t work so I reach for him and my arms are heavy and then—

SMASH.

I jerk awake, heart pounding. I’ve knocked the clock radio flying across the room where it has landed with a weak ‘bleep’ on the floor beside the door.

‘Sorry,’ I call out, because I know my mother, who sleeps in the next room, would have heard. But, of course, my ‘sorry’ only makes her scuttle from her room into mine.

‘What was that noise?’ she whispers, looking quite odd in her childish Donald Duck-patterned pyjamas, a gift from Sirocco. I don’t know why she’s whispering ‒ there’s only the two of us in the house.

‘I knocked over the clock radio.’

‘A bad dream?’

‘No.’

She knows I’m lying. Leaning against the door frame, she says, ‘Lucy, you need to do something about this.’

‘Haven’t I got sleeping tablets from the doctor?’ Pushing myself up, I flick on my mobile. It’s five in the morning. There’s not a hope of finding sleep now. I shove my feet into my runners, which are lying at the side of the bed. ‘Cuppa?’

‘At five in the morning?’

‘No, at seven. I was just going to put the kettle on now.’

A smile tugs at the corner of her lips. ‘Nothing wrong with your sarcasm anyway,’ she says fondly, as she follows me, Donald Duck slippers flapping on her feet, along the hallway to the kitchen. On the way, we are forced to navigate towers of boxes, some open, their contents spilling out all over the floor, while others are sealed.

‘When is Luc ever going to sort that stuff out?’ I toe one of the closed ones.

‘Isn’t he doing his best?’ My mother is never one to bear criticism of her grandson. ‘It’s an emotional thing to go through all his dead father’s papers.’

‘He barely knew Rob.’ I fill the kettle. Saying it makes me feel mean. Rob, my robber husband, the person we’d all mutually despised, had only gone and tried to save our lives just over five months ago. He had died in doing so and now, well, it’s hard to know how to feel about him. The papers and radio shows at the time had had a field day. ‘Convicted Fraudster Hero,’ one paper had proclaimed, in a rather confusing headline. There had been debates on talk shows about bad people who had done great acts. For years, I had got used to being flippant and snarky about Rob, but now there’s a tug on my heart that says he probably wasn’t the monster I believed him to be.

My mother settles herself in a kitchen chair and studies me, head to the side. ‘Still …’ she says.

‘Still,’ I agree, pulling down two cups.

It’s disconcerting to have all the boxes in the hall, though. Luc had brought them home two weeks ago, after Rob’s estate had been settled. Everything except a few photographs had been left to him. So far, from what I can tell, it’s a lot of flashy bad-taste clothes, a pile of papers that detail the pitiful savings in Rob’s bank accounts, a laptop with a password none of us can figure out and copious stunning photographs of the Mayo coastline.

And that was it, the sum total of Rob’s time on earth.

And although Luc is cold-shouldering me, at least he’s in good form with everyone else. Of late, he even seems quite buoyant. It makes me hope that he’s moving on from Rob’s death.

I fill the teapot and pour us both a cuppa. My mother looks tired, probably because I keep waking her. I watch her add five heaped teaspoons of sugar to her cup.

‘Mam—’

‘I can’t drink early-morning tea without sugar.’ She shuts me down, then says, ‘I thought they gave you, you know, counselling in the guards.’

‘I did it.’ And I had, dutifully trotting out the whole story of my home being invaded by a man with a grudge against me. How my ex-husband had taken the hit. How I’d been powerless to do anything. I’d told the story until I was numb. I’m an expert in recounting tales of brutal deeds, having spent years going to court and trotting out other people’s traumas, so I’d employed the same techniques to my own narrative. ‘I am fine. I can do my job. It’ll just take time for the dreams to stop.’ Then I add, ‘It’s like when you treat a wound and put a plaster on it and it takes a little while to … heal.’

My mother is pleased with that. ‘I get it. Oh, that’s good.’

After the case I’d been working on at the time had been put to bed, William, the DI, had insisted I take a few weeks off so I could sort myself out, and I had gone on holiday. I had never been so bored in my life. I’d come back and engaged with An Garda Síochána’s services. They’re allegedly there to help any guard who’d been through a trauma in the course of their duties. Honestly, that’s about 90 per cent of us, but only a few seek help. And it’s mainly the desperate. No one wants to see their career skydive because other people think they can’t cope. I only did it because I knew William would insist on it, would check up on me. And it worked. I’m fine, mostly, except for the dreams. My mother seems to have bounced back from the events of that night, as has Luc, though our relationship has shifted a little on account of what he found out about my previous life as a detective in Dublin during the attack. I’m hoping it’ll settle in time.

My mother finishes her tea. She has the impressive ability to drain a scalding hot cuppa in seconds. ‘I’ll go back to bed.’ She yawns widely. ‘I’ll lie on in the morning.’ Crossing towards me she drops a soft kiss on the top of my head. ‘Night.’

‘Night.’

She leaves, nimbly hopping over large brown boxes, and I hope I’ll be as agile when I hit my seventies. Carrying my tea over to the window, I watch the sun creep over the hills and paint the sky scarlet. All is silent as a new day breaks open.

Sometime later the lyrics from ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go’ playing at full volume rouse me from where I’d fallen asleep at the table. It takes a second to adjust before I realise that the music is my work-phone ringtone.

My knees crack as I hobble into my bedroom to where I’d left it on my locker. ‘William’ is the name on caller display and part of me sings. My boss, DI William Williams. He hasn’t sidelined me because I’ve received trauma counselling. Something has happened and he wants me on his team. Another part of me dreads the news of what tragedy has unfolded.

I swallow, press answer. ‘Cig? It’s Lucy.’

‘There’s been a fire at a house on Slievemore. The chief fire officer believes it might have been deliberate. And we’ve a fatality. We’re locking the scene down.’

My heart judders. I know people out that way. ‘Any idea of who it is?’ I fight to keep my voice steady.

‘Not yet. See you in ten.’

I tell him I’ll be there in twenty minutes.
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By the time I arrive at the scene, the sun is creeping up in the east. Though we’ve had a very bad start to spring, June is doing its best to make us think we might have a shot at summer.

I park my new car a little away from the cordon. It’s only a few months old and I do not want it smelling of smoke. I would have taken a DDU ‒ district detective unit ‒ vehicle from the station but it was quicker to come direct. William is not a man who likes to be kept waiting. Jordy, a sergeant in the Achill station, is the guard on duty, responsible for preserving the scene and the log book. He looks beat, not used to being roused so early from his bed.

‘Lucy,’ he wheezes, as I arrive up, ‘how have you been?’

‘Grand, Jordy. Yourself?’ Even as I’m asking, I’m scanning the area. The mountain, Slievemore, rears up like the crest of a wave about to engulf the graveyard, the deserted village and the few occupied houses scattered along it. The closest residence has been reduced to a blackened ruin. Two fire brigades and two ambulances are in attendance. The blaze appears to be in its dying throes.

‘I’m good.’ Jordy thumbs to the house. ‘The place is gutted. It was ferocious, I heard. Deliberate too, they think.’

‘And the ambulances?’

‘One child. Found upstairs. He’s alive.’

‘Aw, Jesus.’ After signing into the scene, Jordy allows me through.

As I approach, having donned the forensic suit, which, as usual, is enormous, the residual heat from the fire meets me like a wall while the smoke finds its way into my eyes. I recognise the residence: it’s a holiday let, belonging to my mother’s friend Lorna. It was a pretty cottage, aimed at tourists, with its whitewashed walls and bright red door. The walls are black now, the windows blown out, the door charred and falling, revealing the gaping hole of the interior. The lads from the fire brigade are still on alert in case the fire decides to kick off again. Until the heat dies, anything can happen. The stench of damp and smoke hangs heavy in the still morning air. The building groans, dying, creaking and straining. Water trickles down through the destroyed shell.

I fire off a quick text to my mother looking for Lorna’s number just as I notice a tall figure making his way across the grass towards me. Even under the mask, he’s recognisable. It’s in his assured walk, in the scrutiny of his ice blue eyes. I wonder suddenly if he has any bad dreams. Will he have bad dreams about this scene? Of all the members on the team, he’s had more than his fair share of trauma. With a nod of greeting, he launches straight in, ‘They reckon another few hours and they’ll be able to let us enter,’ he says, his eyes raking over the smouldering ruin. ‘According to the fire officer, the body of the victim was located in what we believe was the kitchen area. The person was on the floor, in the middle of the room. Right now, they’ve no idea how the fire started, but because it took so fast, they reckon there must have been an accelerant used.’

‘Accelerant? With a child in the house?’

There’s hesitation, which is not like him. Then he says, ‘Two children. One alive and one …’ He looks skywards and heaves a sigh.

Of all the things I’ve encountered in this job, I’m still staggered at the depths of horror out there. ‘Where are the parents?’ I swallow my upset.

‘We haven’t found any.’

I don’t respond to that. Chances are we might find a parent, dead somewhere in the vicinity, after taking their own life and deciding to take the children with them. Or maybe having drunk themselves into a stupor and been unable to react when the fire started. ‘How is the child that’s alive?’

‘A bit of smoke inhalation but he’ll be all right.’

He’ll never be all right. This moment will sear itself on his soul in ways that will be hard to predict. The ‘why’ of it will be the thing to brand him. Whatever the ‘why’ is.

‘So, two things.’ William is back to business. ‘I need you to talk to the man who called nine-nine-nine. He lives across that field.’ He points to the next house over, just a white blur in the distance. It’s a rented house too and I don’t know who lives there. ‘Also I need you to find out who—’

My phone rings, blaring out the Wham! song

William raises his eyebrows as if to say who the hell is calling me on my work mobile.

I glance at the screen and recognise the number. I flick it off but it immediately starts up again. Jesus, I think, why can’t she just answer a simple text message?

‘Mam,’ I say into it, as William makes a tsk sound while glaring impatiently at me. ‘Can you please just text me back and—’

‘Why do you want Lorna’s number? Has something happened? I’m sorry, but if something has, I don’t think you should be the one—’

‘If you don’t give me her number right now I will arrest you for obstructing a garda inquiry.’

Beside me William splutters out what I think might be a laugh.

‘You wouldn’t.’

She’s right. ‘Her holiday home is on fire,’ I snap. ‘Now can you—’

‘Oh, my God, Lorna said there was someone renting it. A long-term lease. She was delighted and—’

‘Mam.’

She stops abruptly and rattles off Lorna’s name and address. Then, as she’s expressing her hope that everyone is safe, I hang up. ‘The owner is Lorna Long, Keel,’ I say to William. ‘Do you want me to go and talk to her?’

‘Yes. Better do it straight after you talk to your man over in that house. It might give us an early ID on who was living in the place. There’s no car outside that we’ve found yet. When is Dan due back?’

‘Day after tomorrow, all going well.’ Dan is my work partner and right now he’s in hospital, having tripped over a garden urn that he hadn’t known was there. It’s a long story involving his partner’s mother who has just moved in with them. He’d suffered bad concussion and a bruised elbow.

‘Grand. Right. Give Kev a shout, get him out of bed. Tell him to set up the incident room and pull the usual team together, depending on who is available. We don’t know what we’re looking at yet, but if I was a betting man, I’d say we might have arson resulting in a murder, along with an attempted murder on our hands.’ He shoots a sideways look at me. ‘Are you all right with that?’

‘Sure.’ I pretend I don’t know what he’s referring to. I tap my notebook, which I’ve jammed into the pocket of my rain jacket. ‘I’ll get going.’

‘I’ll give you a call when we get the all-clear to go in. The more eyes the better.’

‘Yep.’

‘And, Lucy,’ I turn back to him, ‘on your way out, tell Jordy to tuck his shirt into his trousers, for fuck’s sake. When the bloody press get here, they’ll think some middle-aged country bumpkin is in charge of the perimeter.’

Jordy is a middle-aged country bumpkin, I’m tempted to say, but instead I answer, ‘I’ll have a word. See you later.’

He tips me a salute and saunters off in the direction of the fire officer.
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