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Chapter One

I should have kissed Debbie and the kids goodbye before I left the house.

But the call-out came through at 4.30 a.m., while she lay sleeping, our youngest child, Shane, nestled behind her in our bed. I stumbled across the bedroom to answer my mobile, which rumbled dully as it vibrated against the dresser.

‘Inspector Devlin?’ The voice was young, eager.

I squinted at the display on the alarm clock beside our bed. Grey light leaked around the edges of the curtains, suffusing in stillness my wife and child where they lay.

‘Yes?’ I managed dryly.

‘We’ve had reports of gunfire on Jackson Road at Carrigans, sir. The Super said you’re to investigate.’

I pulled on my clothes and stepped silently down the stairs. Increasingly, following my supposed promotion, I’d been getting such call-outs at night, to the point that I no longer woke Debbie to tell her where I was going. Often the calls were for nothing, and I was back in our bed before she woke.

The drive to Carrigans took me five minutes, the roads being empty of traffic. As I neared the village, I could see an orange glow low on the horizon, which I initially took to be the aura of street lamps over Derry, the city just across the border. But Derry lay to the north: the illumination I could see was smaller and more localized, and lay to the west.

I cut down Jackson Road, heading towards the light. Within minutes I realized that it was coming from a farmhouse out-building, off the road to my left. At the foot of the laneway leading up to it, stood an old woman, her nightgown pulled tight around her, the lapels twisted in one hand, the other flailing to get my attention.

I stopped and got out. She was in her sixties I guessed, the thinness of her face accentuated by the shadows gathered around us.

‘My husband,’ she managed, pointing towards the out-building, an old barn, where already I could see thick flames through the shattered glass of a side window.

‘Is he in there?’

She nodded, her face twisted in terror. ‘The boy’s in there too. Sam went in for him.’

Despite the recent rain, the ground around the barn had already dried with the burgeoning heat. I could feel it radiating off the corrugated walls even as I approached, removing my jacket and wrapping it around the lower half of my face to protect against the smoke.

The door was slightly ajar and I pushed it further open. It was not hung properly and the bottom edge screeched against the cement floor.

Inside, the barn was bigger than I had expected. The fire was in full blaze along the back wall already and, glancing up through the smoke, I could see flames twisting around the rafters. The air was acrid with the smell of burning plastic and wood. As the smoke was densest at head level, I stooped to see beneath it. I scanned the floor quickly, trying to locate either the man or boy that the woman had mentioned. The floor space consisted of a number of stalls, empty but for a scattering of rotten straw smouldering on the floor.

To my immediate right something moved. I approached, squinting against the glare, my throat already burning with the heat of the smoke that had made it through the covering of my jacket. An old man, his nightshirt pulled over his mouth, lay against the wall of the second stall. His shirt was streaked with blackness, his back shuddering as he coughed onto the ground. He was struggling to make it to his feet, trying desperately to claw his way upright, his hands grappling for purchase against the smoothness of the wall.

I went to him quickly, reaching under his armpits and hoisting him to his feet, though in doing so I had to drop my jacket from my face. He flailed blindly, cuffing me on the side of the head with his arm. I grabbed him more roughly than I had intended and tried to pull him towards the door. I could sense his resistance as he tried to stumble towards the back of the barn.

He shouted something, though the roar of the flames moving towards us made it difficult to hear. My eyes stung with sweat and I twisted round to see a section of the rafters to our left collapsing.

Feeling as if the lump in my throat was about to burst, I took a quick breath, sucking in air through pursed lips. Immediately I regretted it. My lungs spasmed and I released my grip on the old man.

He tried to make his way into the barn again. Clasping my arms around his waist, I pulled him back towards the door, and out into the coldness of the night.

His wife stood, the whiteness of her clothes illuminated by the flames. My vision shifted and the ground seemed to slope beneath us as I fell, dragging the old man down with me. I coughed involuntarily until I began to retch, while the old woman thumped my back.

I wanted to shout at her to stop, but my mouth wouldn’t work properly. I managed to drag myself into a sitting pos ition and became aware of a high-pitched keening. In the distance I saw a flickering blue light cutting through the trees and then I heard the wailing of sirens.

‘The boy’s still in there!’ the old woman shouted, pulling at my arm to get me onto my feet.

I struggled to do so, tugging off my shirt. I dipped it in a puddle of dirty water and, wrapping it around my face, went back towards the barn. The whole structure screeched and groaned like some ancient beast in its death throes as I went in through the doorway once more.

The fire had spread the length of the building, the roaring of the flames terrifying above the cracking of the wood and the screaming of metal. But the hole in the roof caused by the collapsing rafters had allowed some of the smoke an escape and it was a little easier to see, although the heat was now almost a solid presence and I had to exert all my strength to keep moving.

I made it halfway down the length of the barn, keeping an eye on the rafters above my head, when I saw the ‘boy’. In reality, he was more likely a young man, from what I could see – his upper half was obscured behind the partition of the final stall. Denim-clad legs and workman’s boots, badly scorched, lay just past the wall.

As I looked, I thought the legs moved, though I could not be sure that it wasn’t a trick of my vision, distorted by the superheated air around me.

I called out to him, looking for some sign of response, but my very words seemed to ignite the instant I uttered them. If he heard, he did not react.

I tried to push against the wall of heat in front of me. Just then I heard something crack, like gunfire inside my skull. I became aware of the heat on my back. Something rammed into me and I felt the ground shift suddenly sideways beneath me.

As I tried to catch my breath and steady myself, I sucked in more and more smoke. I thought of Debbie and our children, thought of Shane’s softness as he shifted in the bed beside her.

The cement floor rose to meet me as my vision dissolved into blackness.




Chapter Two

My face was pressing against something cold and wet. I tried to open my eyes, but could see nothing. I thought I felt pressure build behind in my skull. I tried to breathe but again something prevented me. As I tried to raise myself up slightly, I found that I was lying face down on the ground outside, my face pressed against wet clay.

‘Are you OK?’ I heard a voice say.

I turned myself around as best I could to see the soot-smeared face of a fireman loom out of the darkness, the paleness of his face seemingly suspended in mid-air, his breathing apparatus hanging loose around his neck.

‘There’s someone in there,’ I said, trying to stand up and failing. I felt as if my back was on fire and tried to reach around to check. I could feel the charred edges of my vest, then touched too-tender skin, and the rawness at my left shoulder blade caused me to swear.

‘Don’t touch it,’ the man said.

‘There’s someone …’ I attempted again.

He nodded. ‘It’s too late. Nothing we can do now.’

I pushed myself onto my knees, looked around. I could taste the mud off the ground in my mouth. Two fire tenders were parked at the entrance to the property beside an ambulance, its blue light twisting the shadows of the trees to our left. A team of men struggled to hold the writhing fire hose as it spewed water in through the hole in the roof of the barn.

Closer to the roadway, I could see the old woman. Her husband lay on the ground on his back, an ambulance man kneeling in the dirt beside him, holding an oxygen mask to the old man’s mouth.

‘Is he all right?’ I asked.

The fireman nodded grimly. ‘Hopefully.’ He glanced down at me. ‘You saved him, apparently.’

I nodded once. ‘I couldn’t get the other one though.’

The man shrugged kindly. ‘You did your best, mate.’

I looked at him, a single tear of sweat running down his cheek, drawing a ragged line in the soot.

The journey to the hospital was torturous. As the ambulance manoeuvred its way along the country roads to Letterkenny, the pain of the wound on my back intensified with each shudder of the vehicle. I lay on my side to take the pressure off the burning sensation but to little avail. I glanced over my shoulder, trying to see the wound, but could not. The paramedic rested a gloved hand on my shoulder again.

‘Is it bad?’ I asked him.

He smiled lightly. ‘Does it feel bad?’

‘Jesus,’ I yelped, as the ambulance took a bend too sharply and my back touched the cold steel sidebars of the stretcher.

‘That’ll be a yes,’ he said. ‘It’ll hurt for a day or two. But you should survive.’

‘That’s reassuring.’

‘All part of the service. The price of being a hero.’

I did not respond to him. Nor did I feel heroic. I thought again of the man in the barn, his legs visible behind the partition. Over and over I replayed the scene, trying to discern whether his legs had twitched, or I had imagined it. I could not shake the feeling that by pulling the old man out, I had allowed the other to die. And while, rationally, I understood that I had done the right thing – it didn’t feel that way.

I must have been drifting in and out of consciousness, for the next thing I knew I was in a hospital bed. I could no longer feel the pain in my back though and, strangely, a wave of elation flushed through me. Gripping the sidebars of the bed I tried to heave myself into a sitting position.

A woman’s voice, as light as the touch of her hand on my arm, stopped me.

‘It’s morphine,’ she said. ‘You feel better than you are. Stay in bed.’

Her face appeared at the edge of my vision. Thin, pale blonde hair tied back severely into a ponytail, her eyes brown and wide.

‘Rest,’ she said.

The morphine had worn off by the time I woke again and my back ached like hell beneath the coldness of the cream in the compress they had applied.

Debbie stood at the end of the bed now, with my superintendent, Harry Patterson, beside her. Both looked at me with expressions of long suffering, as if I were a recalcitrant child confirming once again my waywardness.

Debbie came and sat by me, taking my hand in hers. Patterson stood awkwardly beside her.

‘You’re up,’ he said.

I nodded unnecessarily. ‘How’re the kids?’ I asked Debbie. She looked at me quizzically. ‘They’re fine. We wondered where you were. You didn’t tell me you were going out.’

I tried to speak but my lips felt cracked and dry.

‘He was too busy being a hero,’ Patterson said, aiming for humour but missing.

‘I’m sorry,’ I managed.

Debbie squeezed my hand lightly, her eyes glistening, but she did not speak.

‘How’s the old man?’ I asked.

Patterson coughed lightly into his hand.

‘Not so good,’ he said. ‘He took in a lot of smoke. He’s in ICU.’

His comment hung there for a moment.

‘What about the dead man?’ I asked finally.

Patterson shook his head. ‘We’re waiting for the fire brigade to clear the scene. They haven’t let us in yet. Won’t even let us near the cottage until they have the fire in the barn out.’

‘Any names?’

‘Possibly. A Martin Kielty owned the cottage. His motorbike is parked outside it.’

‘Does the name mean anything?’

Patterson shook his head. ‘Not to us. I’ve contacted your friend in the North, Hendry, to see what they have up there. I’ll speak to the old couple, the Quigleys, in a while, and see what they have to say – assuming the old fella pulls through.’

‘I’d like to see them myself, too,’ I said.

Patterson nodded agreement, though was unable to hide the grimness in the set of his mouth.

That meeting did not occur. The old man, Sam Quigley, died at 4 p.m. that afternoon.

When I learned of his death, I disconnected the monitors to which I’d been attached and shuffled my way down to the elevator. On the ICU floor, I found Nora Quigley standing, dazed, at the end of the corridor, her shoulders stooped, her hands hanging limply by her sides. To her left, in the room where he had been since his admission, her husband lay unmoving on the bed. His face was drawn and waxy already, his jaw hanging slack, his mouth open. A white hospital sheet had been pulled up to his chest.

‘I’m terribly sorry, Mrs Quigley,’ I said, approaching the woman, my hand outstretched.

She looked at me, her eyes glassy with tears, the loose skin of her jaw shaking visibly. Ignoring my proffered hand, she came towards me, moving into the circle of my gathering arms.

Her embrace was light, the bones of her back brittle and sharp beneath the fabric of her cardigan. The smell of talc and rosewater drifted between us when she moved back from me again, still gripping my hand awkwardly in her own, the skin blotched with liver spots.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said again.

The old woman looked up into my face, her features drawn with loss.

‘I tried my best,’ I found myself saying. ‘I tried to …’

Nora Quigley shushed me, patting my arm lightly as if it were I, and not she, who was the grieving relative.

‘I tried my best,’ I repeated.

Against the wishes of the doctor, I discharged myself that night. Debbie and the kids called to collect me. Shane was effusive when he saw me, jumping up for me to lift him, despite Debbie’s protestations that it would hurt my back. He clasped my hand in his as we shuffled out to the car, interlinking our fingers and smiling up at me.

My daughter, Penny, was a little quieter. Indeed, on the drive home, I glanced in the vanity mirror and realized she was watching me, her eyes searching the reflection of my face, as she bit at the skin at the side of her thumb. She had stretched over the past year or two, her face thinning, her hair growing longer. She smiled when she realized I had seen her, but the expression did not make it as far as her eyes, which retained a hint of melancholy.

In that moment, I recognized that my daughter was growing older, and with a pang I sensed that she had realized the same about me. Neither of us seemed happy with this knowledge.

‘What’s up?’ Debbie asked, patting my knee with her free hand as she drove, stealing a glance across at me.

‘I’m getting grey,’ I said.

She looked at me again, quickly, her eyebrows raised.

‘Maybe you should take things a bit easier then,’ she said. ‘Starting today. Get to your bed when you get home.’

I glanced again at Penny, but she had turned her attention to the window, her reflection spectral against the darkness beyond her.
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