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PRAISE FOR CATHERINE KIRWAN’S NOVELS

‘Confirms Catherine Kirwan as a major new talent in Irish crime fiction. Her deviously plotted mystery, filled with vivid characters, distinctive dialogue and a detailed and loving portrait of the “real capital of Ireland” is captivating’

Irish Independent

‘Cruel Deeds has a vividly drawn sense of place, an amused eye for character, class and all manner of Corkishness and, above all, in Finn a winning, vital lead character; her vibrant energy and good humour animates and drives the action at break-neck pace. Hugely enjoyable’

Irish Times

‘Pacy, twisty and ingeniously plotted ... a real page-turner’

T.M. Logan

‘Pacy, gripping and atmospheric … a cracking read’

Andrea Carter

‘Dark and twisted ... powerful’

Woman

‘A clever twisty tale that feels completely authentic’

Jane Casey

‘Chock full of secrets and with a compelling plot ...
will keep you glued to the pages!’

Lesley Kara

‘Another clever plot from Kirwan ... full of smoke and
mirrors and musty old college secrets’

Meath Chronicle




Catherine Kirwan grew up on a farm in the parish of Fews, County Waterford. She studied law at University College Cork and lives in Cork City where she works as a solicitor.
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Author’s Note

This book is inspired by a great many walks through the beautiful grounds of University College Cork, although eagle-eyed locals will spot that I’ve taken such major and minor liberties with the procedures, administration and geography of the university as the plot requires.

For example, there is a very fine law school at UCC. You will find it at Áras na Laoi, off Gaol Walk, a little to the west of the main campus. UCC School of Law is a place of learning and research, rated first in Ireland and eleventh in the EU in the QS World Rankings. UCC School of Law is not the nest of vipers depicted in this book, which is entirely made up by me for my and, I hope, your enjoyment. Consequently, any resemblance here to anyone, living or dead, is coincidental and unintentional.

My fictional law school is to be found in the Horgan Building, a make-believe structure adjacent to the (real) Iris Ashley Cummins Building (previously known as the Civil Engineering Building), and the (really wonderful) Crawford Observatory. Finally, other than in these pages, a woman has never been president of UCC.
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SATURDAY




Annabelle Leahy had just turned seventeen and for a long time she had been top of her class. The arrival of new girl Zoe Harris had changed everything. Zoe Harris and her willowy blondeness and her perfectly accented French and her genius-level maths and her A pluses in English. Barely six months into the school year and the top student award that Annabelle had won easily for the last four years straight was slipping further and further out of reach, even though she worked as hard as ever. Late at night, every night, in the privacy of her bedroom, Annabelle cried. And she was tired of crying.

So, she showered early and blow-dried her hair. Pulled on her favourite black leggings, the ones that made her belly disappear, and wore lenses instead of glasses even though the contacts made her eyes sting. After a light breakfast – sourdough toast with a scrape of hummus, which Annabelle considered a more planet-friendly spread than butter – she cancelled her Saturday-morning chemistry Zoom study group and left the house in the small 1970s estate where she lived with her parents and two younger brothers. She told her mother only that she was going for a ramble, a breath of fresh air. She said she didn’t know where she might go. But she did.

Striding quickly downhill from Shanakiel and on through Sunday’s Well, she entered the narrow gap between two high walls. Descending the steps to the river, she crossed the north channel of the Lee via the pedestrian suspension bridge universally known as the Shakey. She did not pause to sample the characteristic wobble as Cork people invariably do, or to admire the gracious period homes and the long lush gardens overlooking the water.

Barely glancing right and left, she crossed Western Road and the small slatted footbridge over the south channel of the river. After a restorative uphill pull through the Brookfield medical faculty complex, she turned onto College Road. It was student party central all around this area for most of the year, apart from the little convent of the Poor Clares – where the nuns depended on donations and never left their compound and were so old-fashioned they probably didn’t even have wi-fi – and, further along, the Bon Secours, a large private hospital founded by a different order of nuns who, Annabelle guessed, weren’t remotely poor.

She made her way to the main campus and kept going until she came to the quad, four perfect squares of lawn divided by neat gravel paths, surrounded on three sides by buildings, open to the south. A polished brass plate inscribed ‘PRESIDENT’S OFFICE’ gleamed on one of the three doors to the East Wing, which was closed, as it always was at the weekend, but the other two wings were open.

Walking amid the carefully tended shrubs and herbs and climbers, and the old stone that was the same colour as the sky, Annabelle felt calmer than she had in weeks. She checked the time. Three minutes to ten. As a weak sun struggled through the clouds, she sat on a bench and shut her eyes. She told herself that none of Zoe Harris’s achievements, however stellar they might be, had anything to do with her. Annabelle would still get the grades she needed. She’d still be able to study medicine, and specialise in paediatrics. Probably. Or become a GP. Maybe. Whatever. The details didn’t matter. The point was that, in less than two years, she’d be here in UCC every day. And the misery that Zoe Harris had caused would be ancient history.

Time passed, and Annabelle started to feel cold. She rose from her seat and went inside, to the Aula Maxima. Pausing, she inhaled the silence. Before now, she’d been here only when the hall had been full, with other students from her school on the College open day. They hadn’t been allowed up to the gallery, though they’d been shown the narrow door off the corridor, and the steep steps immediately behind it. They’d been told that, for health and safety reasons, it was closed to tour groups. That they were lucky to see the stairs. Luck wasn’t something Annabelle believed in, either the good or the bad kind. She believed in science and in hard work. But Zoe Harris moving from Dublin and rolling into Annabelle’s class at Mount Mercy? That was just random, which, when you thought about it, was another word for luck.

Annabelle walked towards the back of the room, running her fingertips along the grating that protected the shelves of musty leather-bound books. It was darker underneath the gallery and the air was denser there, thicker. When she reached the internal door to the East Wing, she pressed her palm against it. It opened. She went through it and walked quickly to the far end of the corridor, trying most of the doors with her left hand as she passed. They were locked. Returning more slowly the way she’d come, she noticed an odd unnameable odour. And she remembered the little door to the gallery. She hadn’t tried that one. She went to it. Stood for a moment. The smell seemed stronger here. She pressed her nose to the wood. Definitely stronger. She turned the knob. The door creaked as it fell open. She took a single step but went no further.

Because blocking the cramped staircase was a man. Wedged against the steps. Hunched in a position incompatible with life. Bloated. Starting to leak.

It took several seconds for her brain to analyse what she was seeing. Then a scream began in Annabelle’s throat that she forced herself to swallow. Wrapping her scarf tightly over her mouth and nose, she turned her back on the open bloodshot eyes. On the gathering stench.

She called 999. Got the words out somehow. No, she was sure that an ambulance wouldn’t be needed. Just the gardaí. She ended the call and waited. Preserved the scene. Kept vigil with the corpse. Tried to say a prayer. Couldn’t.

And she couldn’t help thinking that, whoever he was, no one had come looking for him. That he had been left to die. To decay like a rotting magpie she’d seen once on the riverbank at the far end of the Lee Fields where the footpath runs out and, in summer, the vegetation grows wild, and high enough to make it scary, if you’re a girl on your own. Annabelle had almost forgotten that magpie. But she would never forget the dead man’s red staring eyes.




THREE DAYS PREVIOUSLY




1

THAT DAMP WEDNESDAY IN APRIL, I WALKED FROM Western Road, through the ornamental ironwork gates that marked the main entrance to the campus. Before leaving my house less than half an hour earlier, I’d scraped my long, thick black hair into a tight high ponytail. It swished back and forth as I moved, reminding me that I should’ve washed it.

Fifteen minutes to nine and the avenue was busy with staff and students, all on foot, all trudging forward without visible enthusiasm. Some branched off, via the stone staircase, towards the south. I kept on, up the curving slope, edged with mature greenery and trees that met in the middle. Ahead of me, where the ground flattened, lay my destination.

But I was early and so, to kill time, swerved right in the direction of a small paved viewing promontory by a wall topped with railings. Gripping the narrow vertical bars, I peered over the cliff edge into the watery meadows below and the wrinkled Lee rushing eastwards. I wished for a little wooden boat, a blue one. I saw myself floating with the current under bridge after bridge, past the tip of the island and the mouth of the harbour as far as the open sea. Except I had this thing to do, a thing I should never have said yes to in the first place.

Turning, I passed over grass and tarmac and up the seven steps and through the carved limestone Gothic doorway that was the rear entrance to the Aula Maxima, one of the university’s original buildings.

Unbuttoning my charcoal raincoat, I emerged from the short vestibule into the hall – large, vaulted, book-lined. Parallel to the back wall, a table with a floor-length white cloth was set out with stacks of cups and saucers and a Burco boiler. Along the side wall, above the bookshelves, huge pointed north-facing windows lit the space, empty but for the wall of past presidents’ portraits – all male – staring darkly down from their gilt frames. Moving up the aisle briskly, between the banks of seating to the front, I sent a text message: In the Aula. Am I in the right place?

Seconds later, the reply came: Through the left-hand door at the back of the dais. Coffee and other fortifications await.

A sudden loud noise, as if a book had fallen off a shelf, startled me. I jerked, swung a half-circle on my heel. But the room was as empty as it had been and I found no likely source for the disturbance, although, it has to be said, I didn’t look very hard. I went on about my business and thought little of what had happened, putting it down to a cross-draught, a creak of the old wood.
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With the benefit of hindsight I see how wrong I was that morning. About how the day would go. About what I would do that evening. About nearly everything.
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CONFERENCE DINNER SEATING PLAN

Location: UCC President’s Private Dining Room, East Wing
Time: Wednesday, 7pm

Professor Martin Casey
(ucce Law)

Dr Padraic O’Flaherty
Me (University of Galway — ex
PhD student of Kirsty MacM)

Nathaniel ‘Nate’ Simpson Professor Kirsty MacMillan
(Lexbonay Investments — (Queen’s, Belfast)
event sponsor)

Sophie Dignam

(PhD student, UCC Law) Professor Lia de Barra

(ucce Law)
Dr Cormac Ryan Dr Agnes Heaney
ucCL, London — (ucce Law —
ut ex-UCC student) conference organiser)
Dr Béatrice Mbemba Professor William Atkins
(Paris) (Melbourne)

Professor Nell Deady
(UCC President)

Others present in the East Wing during dinner
Magda Kozlowska (catering manager)
lan McAnespie (conference technician, law student)
Ciara Boyle (tour guide, waitress, law student)
Rory Donnelly (College security guard)
Davide Rossi (chef)





