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Glossary

ASU: Armed Support Unit

Cig: Throughout the book, Lucy calls her Detective Inspector ‘Cig’. This is short for cigire (the Irish word for ‘inspector’) and is used a lot in the Guards in Ireland.

DDU car: District Detective Unit car

GDPR: General Data Protection Regulations – legislation designed to keep all our personal information safe.

PEMS: Property Exhibits Management System




Fourteen years ago – Iseult

Iseult hurries from the house, slamming the door behind her, soccer gear in hand. Rushing towards her people-carrier, she pauses. To an onlooker, she would seem taken aback, puzzled, confused, bordering on panicked. She pokes her head through the open car door, straightens and glances around frantically.

‘Evie,’ she calls. ‘Evie, come on – we’ve to go.’

If people hear her, they don’t come out. Not yet.

‘Evie!’

Iseult runs around her car, then back the other way. Up to her drive, hands shaking as she unlocks her front door, back out a few seconds later, howling her daughter’s name. Up and down the small street of terraced houses.

Calling. Over and over.

A woman appears from the house opposite. Magda. She’s been in the country five weeks, her English shaky. ‘What? All good?’

‘My daughter. She’s, she’s –’ Iseult chokes on sobs ‘– small. Six. I went inside to get her soccer kit and she’s gone. Have you seen her?’

‘See no one, missus,’ Magda states.

‘Evie!’ Iseult shrieks.

Neighbours come out. Curious.

‘It’s Evie! I can’t find her!’ Iseult shouts, turning around, encompassing them all. ‘She’s just gone. She was in the car. I can’t—’ Iseult takes off to a house up the road, hammers on the door but, no, they haven’t seen her daughter either.

The woman is frantic, hysterical.

In a while people are actively searching, calling for the little girl who vanished on a summer’s day. The papers come.

This is the second child to disappear in six weeks.

Iseult, pale and red-eyed, talks to a detective, Lucy Golden.

Iseult has no hope. Her daughter is gone.




Present day
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He’s like a rat, pointy ears and quivering nostrils, half starved and braced for trouble. He eyes me and Larry warily as he slides into a seat on the opposite side of the table. His skin is dull and pock-marked, his eyes a faded blue. He’s young and volatile and dangerous. I don’t ask for his cuffs to be taken off.

‘I remember you.’ His lip curls in a snarl as he regards me. ‘How’d you get that scar then, eh? Someone decide to improve your face, did they?’

‘Hello, Richie.’ I keep my voice calm. ‘We’re wondering if you can help us.’

‘Don’t bleedin’ wonder,’ he says, barking out a laugh. ‘I wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire.’

‘That is a relief.’

Beside me Larry snorts back a laugh.

Richie is a little wrong-footed, so I take the opportunity to slide a grainy CCTV picture across the table. ‘We’re looking for this guy. I believe you know him?’

He doesn’t even look. ‘Nope.’

‘Oh, come on. He was with you at the warehouse raid in Castlebar only three months ago.’

‘Never seen him in me life.’ He challenges me to dispute this with a cocky twist of his mouth.

‘I don’t know what name you know him by but his real name, the one he had fourteen years ago, is Stephen Larkin.’

I have his attention now. He perks up suddenly, his back straight, eyes predatory.

I’ve been told I can tell him what we know. It’s not going to put Stephen in danger. And Richie’s not going to get out to blab it around. While I haven’t been given charge of this case yet, I have been reliably informed that I’ll be asked to run it. It’s a pressure but I’m glad to shoulder it, like ticking something off a bucket list.

‘Stephen is a person we’ve been searching for for the past fourteen years,’ I begin.

‘What? Like the Dalai Lama?’ Richie says.

He does not look like a fella who knows about the Dalai Lama.

‘Stephen disappeared when he was six.’ I ignore the interruption. ‘Taken from his family home. We’ve never been able to find him.’

Everyone, even children, know of the two kids who disappeared close together on those hot sunny days in Dublin fourteen years ago, Stephen Larkin and Evie Bright.

‘And then there he was,’ I tap the picture, ‘reappearing as part of your little Back Street Boys gang.’

The Back Street Boys is a moniker the guards gave to this particular group of young criminals who specialise in robbing anything left in back alleys. Warehouses, factories, empty houses and vans are their bread and butter. These gougers travel in groups from Dublin to raid rural, CCTV-less areas. Three months ago, we’d been tipped off about one such raid, and we’d apprehended three out of the four lads. One had escaped leaving his jacket behind, and DNA had subsequently revealed that he was none other than Stephen Larkin, who had disappeared as a boy fourteen years earlier.

Richie is momentarily speechless. He looks at the picture of Stephen, then brings his gaze up to mine. ‘What’s it worth?’ he asks.

I look at Larry. Larry looks back. We’d been expecting this.

‘Is doing your bit to reunite a boy with his long-lost family not enough?’ Larry says.

‘Fuck off.’ Richie tries to fold his arms but can’t because of the cuffs. The effect is comical. ‘Go fucking get me out of here and I might be able to help.’

‘We’re already in the process of transferring you and your little band of boys to Cloverhill so you can get family visits,’ I say.

‘Have you met my family?’ He barks out a laugh. ‘Wasters.’

‘Well, I can’t promise you anything but if you help it will look good when it comes to sentencing. And we will find Stephen. Without your help it may take longer but we will get there.’

‘It took ye fourteen years to get here,’ Richie scoffs, ‘so he’ll probably be drawing the pension by the time yez find him.’ He cackles at his wit.

‘Well?’ I ignore the – to be frank – very valid point he has just made and tap the picture. ‘What do you know about him?’

Richie is no fool. That’s why we picked him. We were told he was the leader on the night; reports from the prison suggest that he’s bright and quick. If anyone knows how to find Stephen, he’s our best bet.

‘They called him Ansil,’ Richie says, after a bit. ‘I only met him for the first time that night, the same night your arsehole friend,’ he glares at me, ‘walloped me when I was on the ground. I’m suing him for that.’

He means Dan, my partner, and omits to mention that he’d taken a swipe at Dan first.

‘I’ll let the detective know to expect a letter from your solicitor,’ I say, and he’s not sure how to take that. ‘You’re telling us you never saw Stephen before that evening?’

‘Nope, he was new. Fucker fancied himself, ordering us not to kick that smelly fella who was looking for money. Like, who the hell did he think he was?’

There’d been a homeless man caught up in the raid.

‘Fucking arsehole,’ Richie finishes off.

‘And who introduced Stephen to ye?’

‘I’m not going there.’ Richie rears back slightly.

‘So, to you, this picture is of a man called Ansil?’ When he nods, I ask, ‘Ansil is his first name?’

‘I don’t bleedin’ know.’ He looks at me like I’ve lost it. ‘It wasn’t like a tea party, for Jaysus’ sake. I was just told, “This is Ansil. He’s driving tonight.” ’

‘Anyone else there know who Stephen was?’

‘None of us three did. But, I tell ya, someone squealed on us, and if it was this Steve fella, he’s dead now.’

‘Yeah? Who’d kill him?’

His eyes deaden, his expression flattening. He’s done. We’ll get no more out of him.

I stand. Larry follows, buttoning his jacket. ‘Thanks, Richie, we’ll make sure and say what a help you’ve been. And, eh, if you think of anything else, just ask for me, DS Lucy Golden, or Detective Garda Larry Lynch.’

‘I’ve just thought of something,’ Richie says, as he’s being led away. Then, laughing, ‘You’re a pair of cunts, d’you know that?’

The prison officer gives him a shove out of the room as I mentally shake him off. I’ll go home later and wash myself clean of this place.

We can hear him as he shouts and roars his way down the corridor.

‘Come on.’ Larry, in a rare show of chivalry, holds the door open for me. ‘Let’s get back before the traffic builds. You did well there, Luce.’

I take the compliment, though from Larry it always sounds slightly patronising.

But he’s right. I did well. Now we just have to figure out where the name Ansil fits into things.




2

Larry fidgets in the passenger seat as I drive home from the prison towards Achill. It’s weird having him on board but Dan, my regular partner, is still on leave. He was involved in a car accident on our last case, and while he’s recovering well, he still has a limp. He’s dying to get back to work, though, because he’s drowning in despair at home: his partner’s mother, Delores, insists on minding him. She’s lovely but, like incense, she’s overpowering in a small space. And Dan’s house is tiny. He says having her around is like living with persistent tinnitus: there’s never a quiet moment. Hints to her that he doesn’t need to know all the local gossip have been met with disbelief and utterances along the lines of ‘But sure aren’t you a guard? Isn’t gossip your business?’

I cry laughing when he talks about her.

‘Can I turn on the radio?’ Without waiting for an answer, Larry reaches across and messes with the settings, flicking away from my regular listening to one of those stations where the DJs talk in an endless stream of consciousness before playing awful music.

‘What age are you?’ I roll my eyes.

‘Too young for you.’ He chortles.

‘Too immature for me,’ I flash back. I’d fancied him when I’d first come to work in Mayo. He’s the total alpha, tall, physically imposing with the Action Man jawline and sculpted face. He walks with a swagger, hands in his pockets, owning the space, and he has charm in abundance. It’s superficial, though, because beneath that exterior there lurks a complete chauvinist. It’s killing him that I’m driving, which is why I suggested it and, as I’m his superior, he’ll not say anything. Every time I take a corner, though, he grabs at the edges of the seat and grimaces. I have to hold myself back from commenting.

A couple of hours of head-wrecking music later, I’ve arrived in Castlebar to drop Larry at his apartment block. He insists on giving me directions even though I’ve programmed his address into Google.

‘Here we are,’ he says unnecessarily, as I pull to a stop. Then, turning to me, ‘You hungry?’

That’s unexpected. ‘Famished.’

‘Sure, pull in here.’ He indicates a spot. ‘That’s for visitors. Come up and I’ll make you a toastie.’

I’d been dying to get rid of him but the chance to see where he lives is too much for my nosy detective instincts. I’ve often imagined him in a cool, shiny bachelor pad with floor-to-ceiling windows and black leather couches. I wonder if I’m right.

Locking the car, I follow him into his building. After a trip up to the second floor in a slightly dingy lift and a walk along a tiled corridor, Larry ushers me into his apartment.

Black leather couch, check. Big windows, check. Steel kitchen appliances, check. Massive TV, check. My colleague is a stereotype. The only surprising thing is the enormous furry cat sleeping on the couch. It looks at us with slitted eyes as we enter before arching its back, hissing and hopping lightly down. It gives us another glare before stalking off, its tail flicking from side to side.

‘That is one shit-arsed cat,’ Larry remarks, as he pulls a state-of-the-art sandwich maker from what appears to be an immaculately ordered press. As he plugs it in, he adds, ‘Things might be better between us if I could remember its name.’

Just like the women he beds, I think uncharitably. ‘You don’t know your cat’s name?’

‘Jaysus, it’s not my cat.’ He snorts as he starts buttering some bread. ‘What do you think I am? Cheese, ham, tomato?’

‘All of them, thanks. Not your cat?’ I sit at the small breakfast bar. The countertop is black and sparkly.

‘It’s my neighbour’s. Her sister died and she had to go away for a couple of days so I said it could come to me. It hates me. Gave me this. Look.’ He pulls up his sleeve and there’s a massive scratch about a foot long up the inside of his arm.

‘Christ. Your neighbour must be good-looking.’

‘Maybe she was sixty years ago.’ He slides the bread onto the hotplate and presses down the levers. The sandwich begins to sizzle. ‘Tea? Coffee? Water?’

‘Water will do.’

He pours me a glass before pulling a bottle of Jameson from under his counter. ‘Might as well,’ he says, with relish, as he splashes the amber liquid into a tumbler for himself. ‘Sláinte!’ He swallows a mouthful, and adds, ‘Nothing like a Jemmie at the end of a day.’

This is the friendliest Larry has ever been towards me. I’m not stupid, he wants something, and I think I can guess what it is. I’m not going to make it easy for him so I chit-chat about things that I know will bore him. Life on Achill, and my favourite subject, my grandchild, Sirocco. God, I think in amusement, about forty minutes later, Larry must be desperate to be in my good books because he manages to remain animated when I show him about ten videos: Sirocco doing ballet, trying to break-dance, Sirocco saying a poem she learned in playschool, Sirocco running, Sirocco playing soccer. He laughs, though, when I show him one of Sirocco all cute in a pink leotard and soft shoes, trying to do a tumble. She’s not the most athletic and, after a few attempts, she tells the teacher she ‘can’t do the fucking thing’.

My mother had videoed that and found it hilarious. She would have killed me if I’d done it as a kid. My son Luc and I had fallen about the place laughing, too, though by all accounts it hadn’t gone down well with Sirocco’s other grandmother, Katherine, who blamed Luc for it.

She blames Luc for everything because Luc had two-timed her daughter, which was bad form, but it had happened more than a year ago. Luc and her daughter Tani have moved on. Tani is now seeing a lad who’s studying medicine, so, really, a step up from my poor son, and Luc is dating a woman called Cherry. And, yes, she is all that that name conjures up. I’d disliked her until two months ago, but I discovered she isn’t the worst, and she makes Luc very happy, which makes me happy.

When I think I’ve tortured Larry enough with the minutiae of my life, I say, ‘Go on, spit it out.’

‘Spit what out? The sandwich wasn’t that bad.’

That is truly an awful joke. I cross my arms and stare him down.

‘Right.’ He winces. ‘I see my attempts to woo you with a fantastic toastie have failed. You know what I want.’ He waits for me to say it, but I don’t. Finally, ‘If the powers that be let you get involved with the investigation into this missing-child case, would you consider bringing me onboard?’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m the best CCTVer in the business,’ he says, modest as ever. ‘I may pick up something no one else did.’

There’s a pretty good guy in Dublin, too, and we both know it.

‘And I know that guy in Dublin is good,’ he says, pretending to forget his name, ‘but you know me and we work well together. There’s a lot to be said for familiarity.’

‘That it breeds contempt.’

‘Aw, come on.’ He’s annoyed now. ‘Look, I know you’d love to bring Dan but he’s not ready yet. Won’t be for a couple of weeks. A month maybe. Can you take me in the meantime?’

‘I’m thinking of taking Susan too.’

Susan and Larry do not get on.

‘I’ll be respectful.’

Wow, he must really want this. And yet I balk at including him. He’s just too much up his own arse, and that’s being polite.

He must sense my hesitation. ‘My mother disappeared,’ he says suddenly. He’s busy wiping down his spotless counter and doesn’t meet my eye. ‘Went up the road to the shops one morning and didn’t come back. It still haunts all of us.’ He pauses, before bringing his gaze to mine. ‘My granny died never knowing what had happened to her daughter.’ After another second, all bravado gone, he adds, ‘Have a think about me being involved, yeah?’

‘Sure.’ He’s just landed a large amount of emotional blackmail on me. ‘Sorry to hear that.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’ll be in touch. And, eh, what you just said, I’ll keep it to myself.’ I hop off the bar stool, dust myself down. ‘Thanks for the sambo.’

In my haste to leave, I almost trip over the monster cat, which yowls and hisses at me as I pass.
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Fifteen minutes later, I pull in at Westport station. Hopping out of the District Detective Unit car, DDU for short – Dan jokes it stands for ‘destroyed, desperate, useless’ – I cross towards mine so I can drive home. My boss, William, spots me. He’s been working from Westport the last few days overseeing a case about some drug-smuggling off Pier 23. Not a very successful or covert drug operation, it has to be said, just some eejits trying to make a few bob for Christmas. They’d become a bit of a joke in the station but they’re still looking at a jail sentence. William raises a hand and I smile a ‘hello’ back. To my dismay, he jogs over. Aw, feck!

Two minutes earlier and I’d have avoided this.

He’s sharp-suited as always, despite the anorak that looks as if it needs a bit of an iron. Even in the gathering gloom, his eyes gleam, their gaze focused and intelligent. He’s actually not a bad-looking man, I realise, for the first time ever. Not conventionally handsome, like Larry, but there’s a sort of lived-in, cool confidence about him that’s very attractive.

But attractive or not, when he talks to you it just means more work.

‘Time for a drink?’ he asks.

He makes it sound like a question but, really, it never is. He’s basically telling me he wants to talk to me outside the station.

‘It’ll have to be quick.’ The words are out before I know it. But, honestly, I’m wrecked having been on the road all day, and talking to that idiot Richie had been exhausting.

‘I’ll talk fast,’ he offers, and actually grins.

I don’t return it, so he knows I’m not happy about it. Instead, I fire my car keys into my bag and trudge with him out of the car park. In relative silence we make the five-minute walk to Matt Molloy’s pub.

‘The music won’t start for another hour,’ William says, as he heads to the bar after first asking me what I want and telling me to take a seat.

This is a great pub for a night out, listening to music and having the craic, but for two guards discussing business, it’s not a place I’d pick. William arrives back with a creamy pint for himself and a cup of tea for me. I can only assume he’s getting a taxi back to wherever he lives.

‘Where do you live?’

He looks startled. ‘Why?’

I hadn’t planned on asking that. But now that I have, I want to know. He’s been my boss for almost ten years and we’ve worked together on five big cases. He’s always been notoriously private, only revealing truths about himself when it couldn’t be avoided. ‘No reason, just curious.’ I busy myself pouring tea into my cup.

‘Leenane.’

‘Jesus!’

Another startled look.

‘It’s in the middle of nowhere. There’s nothing in it.’

He shrugs. ‘There’s a shop, a couple of bars and somewhere I can grab a coffee. What else do you need?’

He has a point but he came from Limerick’s inner city, noisy, rabid and, I’d imagine, during his time there a bit chaotic. ‘I suppose I thought you’d like to live in a busier place.’

He shrugs again, baffled. ‘Sure as I hardly spend any time at home it doesn’t really matter where I live.’

That strikes me as the saddest sentence I’ve ever heard and I think he must realise how it sounds because he moves hastily on. ‘Anyway, forget the small-talk, here’s the situation. You’ve been given permission to head up the investigation into Stephen Larkin.’

‘Brilliant!’ My smile must blind him.

‘There is a catch.’ He looks apprehensive.

‘How can there be? I’m either running it or I’m not.’

‘You can take five members with you.’ He winces. ‘One has to be Louis Devine.’

The chief super’s son. ‘No way.’

‘That’s the deal.’

‘They can’t make deals like that. This is a garda investigation. I can’t be told who to take.’

‘The chief super put in the request on your behalf only because he wanted Louis up in Dublin proving himself to the big boys.’

‘The big boys?’

‘That’s what he calls them. And the chief super in Dublin agreed to the request because he’s Louis’s, wait for it, godfather.’

I sit back in the chair. Louis Devine, the sneaky slippery little toad. Of course he’ll swear he had nothing to do with it but he must have begged his dad. I’m tempted to refuse but that’s only ruining it for me. I genuinely believe I am the only one who can solve this case. It’s been tantalising me for fourteen years, not just the mystery but the huge emotional toll of it. Two children, the same age as my boy, just . . . gone. It was horrifying. I had no idea how the parents could even stand up let alone live their lives not knowing. It was my job to find answers and at the time I had failed. ‘I can choose the rest of the team?’

‘You can. Personally I’d go with Larry, Kev, Susan and Ben.’

‘When Dan is back, I want him instead of Larry.’

William bites his lip. He loves Dan. ‘If he’s not doing anything urgent down here.’

There’s always something urgent. What’s he playing at? But there’s no point in asking. ‘I’ll talk to the others, see if they’re available and interested.’

‘This situation is unusual,’ William says to me. ‘And make no mistake, it’s only been granted because of Louis. Dublin will bear the expense of bringing ye up. Normal thing is everyone books their own accommodation, but Susan told me her father has a spare house up there and she’s offered it for free. It’s on the southside too, so handy.’

‘A house?’ Jesus. Imagine having to live with Larry. ‘But—’

‘It’s the cheapest option. You’ll all be given a small sub.’

I suppose it’s the best I can hope for. It’s public money, after all. Imagine if it got leaked we had a free house, yet we all went our own way. ‘Fine.’ I drain my tea and stand up, about to leave, when he says, ‘There’s something else.’

His tone has changed. There’s apprehension in it that causes a lurch in my stomach. He gestures for me to sit down again. I stare at him in trepidation.

‘They’ve finally made a decision on the Scott Medal.’

My heart flips. A few months ago William had told me that Louis and I were being considered for it. I’d hoped desperately not to get it because the Scott Medal is an award for only the bravest guards. The ones who’ve faced danger during a case. Eighteen months ago, during the Bone Fire case, Louis and I were held at gunpoint by a complete and utter lunatic. Louis had dived to the floor, distracting the suspect, allowing me the opportunity to subdue her but not before I’d been shot. In normal circumstances, getting a Scott Medal would be the pinnacle of my career. But during that case I’d also buried evidence. When I’d brought it to light, William had reburied it, saving my career. We’d managed to convince ourselves that nothing more would ever come of it, and if I keep my mouth shut, nothing more will.

‘And?’ I swallow hard.

‘Congratulations,’ he answers drily.

Shit. ‘I can’t accept it,’ I whisper, as a man in the band at the top of the room tunes his fiddle and someone else starts beating a bodhran.

‘What else can you do?’ William stares keenly at me.

‘I can tell them that the story was true, that I buried evidence, that I lied to you about it, that—’

‘And then what? Lose your job? Give up this glamorous career?’ It’s a joke but I can’t smile. ‘Cards on the table, you’re a great detective, Lucy. My best, if I’m honest. You do valuable work, and I firmly believe you can do more good in the force than out of it.’

‘Ah, so that’s why you saved me, I wondered.’

The look he gives me is unfathomable. After a moment, he says, ‘I know it’s a mess, this whole medal thing, but just suck it up and move on.’

It sounds so easy but how can I live with the congratulations and everyone thinking I’m an example to be followed? That Bone Fire case threw up a lot for me. I think I even collaborated with a gangland criminal but, again, there will never be any proof of that.

The music strikes up, musician after musician joining in. Within a minute the whole place is rocking.

William stands and I follow him out. He walks me back to the car park before hailing a taxi for himself. ‘Get your team together by tomorrow,’ he says, as he gets in. ‘You’re all expected in Dublin in two days’ time.’

Despite everything, I feel a flutter of excitement to be heading back to my old stomping ground. I’ll prove myself there. I’ll find those children, bring them home and give their families closure. And I’ll reclaim my reputation in the station I’d been banished from thirteen years earlier.
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My mother is not so enthusiastic. She rarely shows how worried she is for me so to have her sit opposite me at the kitchen table, her brow knitted into a frown, is so unusual that I stop eating my dinner to look at her.

‘Will that awful man be there?’ she asks. ‘The one who called you a thief in front of the whole office when they carted Rob in?’

Rob is dead now, but at the time he was my husband, and very aptly named because he robbed all our neighbours and friends of their savings. He’d nearly brought the whole country to its knees when he’d tried to steal from his stockbroker employer. I’d been investigating the fraud case at the time and had never suspected my handsome, funny, charming husband. His criminality had ruined my friendships, mostly with Debbie, my bestie and next-door neighbour, and also destroyed my very promising career. I’d been a DI in those days. Heading back to the city feels like I’ve come full circle. ‘He’s retired, but if anyone else says anything, I’ll be ready for them,’ I say. ‘I know I’m a way better guard than I was before.’

‘Only because you’ve been shot and in car crashes and seen people die.’ She blinks rapidly, swallowing hard, ‘We all need you here, Lucy. Don’t go getting in over your head in Dublin.’

When I’d been working there, she hadn’t worried, I suppose she hadn’t seen then what the job did to people, but now she is hyper-aware of all the danger that comes with it. I wish I’d protected my family from it but unfortunately when an ex-con with a grudge had broken into my house some years back, then held her and my son at knifepoint, I couldn’t whitewash it any more. ‘It’s an old case, Mam,’ I tell her. ‘I’ll be tracking down two missing children. You remember them?’

She nods, eyes filling. Everyone remembers them.

‘And one we know is still alive so it’s a case with maybe a good outcome. I have to do it.’

And that’s another reason I haven’t let the case go. There were no bodies so there was always going to be hope. ‘Anything happen here?’ I change the subject as I polish off the last of my plateful before scrounging for ice cream.

The answer is so long coming that I turn back to stare at her. ‘Well?’

‘Hmm.’ She screws up her face in a pantomime of concentration. Then she shakes her head and, her tone bright, announces, ‘No. No. Nothing at all.’

She’s lying.

Of course it would be tactless to say that so I just ask casually, ‘Are you sure? You sound . . . weird.’

‘Oh, that’s lovely.’

I say nothing because silence works on people, they tend to over-explain. To give my mother her due, her expression is bland, but two spots of colour flare on her cheeks.

I pull the ice cream from the freezer and spoon it into my mouth from the tub. She hates this yet she doesn’t pull me up for it. ‘I know you’re lying,’ I say eventually. ‘What happened? Is it Luc? Did something happen with Cherry that he told you not to tell me?’

‘No.’ She flushes again. ‘For God’s sake, if you must know everything that happened, I got up and had my breakfast. Do you want to know what I had?’

‘If it’s important.’

‘I was late getting up because you woke me again last night with one of your drowning dreams and then, well, let’s see. Lorna came over and we went to the . . .’

She’s expecting me to tell her to stop but I don’t because I know somewhere in her rambling explanation will be whatever happened. She’ll downplay it because she knows that she should tell me and the guilt will kill her.

‘. . . book club and there’s quite the membership there now and we ran into Sylvia O’Shea and she said that Eddie was doing well for himself now. And when we went into Supervalu, there Eddie was, and he said he was free for coffee if ever you wanted and I said that you were very busy and wouldn’t want and then . . .’

On and on she goes for another five minutes, burying the fact that Eddie O’Shea asked me for coffee. This is the woman who’s always trying to encourage me to meet men, yet poor old Eddie is not what she wants for me. ‘I wouldn’t be interested in Eddie, Mam.’

It takes a moment for my comment to land and even then her reaction is off. ‘That’s not – well, yes . . . he’s got himself back on track now but, I agree, he wouldn’t be a great bet.’

Eddie is an old school mate of mine, and even as a child, he was a little different. His upbringing was chaotic but the death of both his parents when he was young affected him a lot. He’d had a couple of breakdowns or maybe he might have had them anyway, but on our last case, he found himself a suspect when his DNA was all over a crime scene. It was the first time I’d come properly face to face with him in years, and I’d been overcome with shame at how we’d treated him as a boy. I was only a child, I suppose, but children are a cruel species. I’d promised to make time for him once the case was over and so far I haven’t. I’ll meet up with him the next time I get home, I promise myself.

But right now, I have a suitcase to pack.

I’m halfway down the hall to my bedroom when I realise that my mother will be on her own when I go. Luc only comes back on weekends to see his daughter, and I’ll be lucky if I get down to Achill during the investigation.

I pop my head back into the kitchen. She’s still sitting at the table, staring into space, looking vaguely upset. ‘Will you be all right?’ I ask. ‘When I’m gone, will you be all right?’

‘I’ll welcome the peace,’ she teases. Then, softer, ‘I’ll be all right once you stay safe.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘And if it gets too much for you, being up there with all those awful men who didn’t stick by you when Rob was convicted, then come home. You’ve nothing more to prove.’

A lump in my throat. I blink back tears. I think I know her, but she knows me too. ‘Thanks, Mam.’

She spoils it by saying, ‘And I hope you’ll buy some new clothes for going up there. Those trousers do nothing for you.’

‘It’s not a fashion parade.’

I stalk off.




Iseult

She recognises well the voice at the other end of the phone. It’s DS Lucy Golden, the detective who was on Evie’s case fourteen years ago, calling to tell her that there has been a breakthrough. Stephen Larkin is still alive: he’d been identified by a member of the force. DNA had proved it.

Iseult has to sit down. This is unexpected. ‘That’s wonderful,’ she says, hoping she sounds suitably happy and not envious, as she really feels. What wouldn’t she give to have her little girl with her?

‘We hope that maybe we’ll locate Evie too.’ Lucy has a gentle way of talking that Iseult likes. For the last fourteen years, Lucy has rung her every July to say she’s not giving up. Iseult likes that about her, the attention Lucy gives her, the way she doesn’t forget her little girl. But Lucy is a mother too. Iseult knows from the papers that she has a son and she’d bet anything that Lucy has been a brilliant mother. She seems to be the kind of person who’d be brilliant at everything. Iseult has never had another child because it was easier not to. Plus John, the husband she’d adored once, is gone.

‘I’ll keep you informed,’ Lucy is saying. ‘And I’ll be over to you the day after tomorrow if it suits, just to re-interview you.’

‘There’s nothing new,’ Iseult says.

‘This investigation is new,’ Lucy tells her, in a soft voice. ‘Maybe this time we’ll get some answers. We’re already following new leads.’

‘All right,’ Iseult agrees. ‘Thank you.’

‘This is good news.’ Lucy pushes the point home. ‘I’ll see you soon.’ She hangs up.

Iseult rushes to the bathroom and vomits into the toilet.




5

The news breaks the day we arrive in Dublin. It’s one of those spring afternoons when the sky is blue and the sun is warm but it comes with a breeze that will chill by tea time. I’m driving Kev and Susan up, both of them choosing to come with me rather than in the testosterone-fuelled atmosphere of Larry’s car.

Though we started from Achill at the same time, Larry’s car is out of sight on the road.

‘In breaking news, the gardaí have announced a new lead in the fourteen-year-old case of missing child Stephen Larkin. As a result the investigation has been reopened.’

‘It was never bloody closed,’ I snap at the radio.

‘And while the gardaí are not revealing any details the parents of Stephen Larkin and Evie Bright have been informed. Background to the case is well known. Fourteen years ago, on a hot July day in Dublin 4, Stephen Larkin, aged six, was taken from his garden. Six weeks later, another child, Evie Bright, was taken from outside her home in the Stoneybatter area of Dublin. And then, two weeks after that, there was an attempted abduction by a woman of a third child, five-year-old David Tracy. He escaped by biting his assailant. However, Stephen Larkin and Evie Bright have never been located. Their disappearances remain unsolved. We will hear from those associated with the case in the next hour.’

For now, we’re keeping from the public Stephen’s involvement in a robbery.

‘Kylie was dead impressed that I was going to be working on this,’ Kev says, of his weight-lifter girlfriend as the news moves on to other matters and I lower the volume. ‘Like, I did tell her I can’t give her updates or anything. And d’ye know what? She actually lived on the same road as Evie Bright at the time she was taken. Her little sister even went to one of the mother’s crèches when she was younger.’

Evie’s parents, Iseult and John Bright, run crèches across Dublin. They’ve two in Mayo now. I came across one in Westport a few years back and had called in to wish them luck with it. Neither of them had been there so I’d handed over a card and got a nice letter back from Iseult. I’m in awe of them, how they keep going despite the awful tragedy. They have kept a low enough profile almost as if it’s too painful to remember their missing daughter. Stephen Larkin’s parents are the opposite. His mother is in the media every year on the eve of his disappearance, begging for information. She talks about her family’s struggles as they try to process their unresolved grief. She has never told the media, though, that her eldest son, who was the last to see Stephen before he was taken, seems unable to get over it and has twice been hospitalised for trying to take his own life. Her youngest son barely remembers Stephen, which must hurt too. I’ll get to talk to her and her husband tomorrow when I interview them once more about the day Stephen disappeared. The eldest son’s statement always bothered me. It’ll be good to have a chance to talk to him as an adult.

‘Did Kylie or her sister know Evie Bright?’ Susan asks, from the back seat.

‘Nah. Kylie was about fourteen when Evie was taken but she remembers the day pretty clearly, how everyone was looking for her. She says her ma was terrified for ages that one of them would be taken. They weren’t allowed to play on the streets or be out after six for, like, about a year. Tell you one thing, though. Kylie’s ma wasn’t a big fan of Iseult Bright. Said she heard she’d hit a child once. She took Kylie’s sister out then. The husband was nicer, she said.’

‘We never traced that child,’ I say. ‘And besides that, no one else said a bad word about Iseult?’

Kev shrugs. ‘They hardly would. Sure hadn’t the woman just lost her daughter.’

He has a point. People do tend to hold back on their opinions if someone has had a major tragedy. ‘Was Kylie’s mother interviewed at the time?’

‘I guess.’

Iseult Bright hadn’t struck me as someone who would hit a child when I’d interviewed her
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