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Chapter One

The cadaver dog, a small black spaniel, was moving across the field towards the island’s edge, its snout pressed close to the ground, its body twisting and flexible as it turned this way and that, following whatever scent it had picked up. It snuffled into the surface vegetation, then cut suddenly left and followed an alternative scent instead. The handler, trailing a few paces behind, did not look up, his attention focused on the animal before him, following its every move with grim determination.

Just beyond them, at the water’s edge, gulls wheeled and circled, twisting in the wind. A heavy-bodied heron picked its way along the shoreline, its head angled towards the water, one beady black eye swivelling towards us. Around its feet, the river water lapped onto the gravel shore, instantly disappearing between the stones, then reappearing further down the beach as it drew away from us again towards the Northern side of the river.

The sky above us was heavy with rain clouds, the wind skittish along the river, running down the valley towards Derry. I shivered and zipped up my Garda overcoat.

An urgent yelping broke the silence. The dog had picked up on a scent it recognized. It raised its head and barked sharply, its ears pricked, its tail erect and wagging furiously. Its head lowered, it sniffed again at the ground, then began barking louder, shifting quickly back and forth as it did.

‘Apparently they train those things using dead pigs,’ Lennie Millar, the man beside me, said.

I looked at him quizzically.

‘It’s the closest thing to decaying human remains; the smells are almost indistinguishable,’ he added.

‘I’ll never look at bacon the same way again,’ I said.

He laughed forcedly.

‘Yo, Lennie! Inspector!’

To our right, a few hundred yards along the field, a small mechanical digger sat silently. Its driver, and the man who had been directing him where to dig, had been sifting through the mound of soil at the edge of the hole they had dug earlier. It was the latter of these men, a forensic archaeologist who’d been introduced to me only as Jonas, who had called to us.

‘We’ve found another one.’

Millar and I moved across to where they worked. As we approached, I could see something white against the darkness of the soil in the six-foot hole that they had dug. It was only when I reached the edge of the site that I realized it was a human skull.

A tiny human skull.




Chapter Two

Islandmore is a geographical limbo: running for about two and a half miles, but less than half a mile wide, the island sits in the middle of the river Foyle, its two lateral shores no more than 200 yards from either Northern Ireland or the Republic. But the island belongs to both and neither; the Irish border, which runs along the riverbed from Derry to Strabane, dissects the island down the middle.

The island had once served as a crossing point for the Derry–Donegal railway. The train had started from Derry City in the North, then travelled along the southern side of the border until, just short of Lifford, it crossed the Foyle via two small bridges, through Islandmore and then on into Strabane.

The problem with such a narrow crossing, however, was that it was exploited by smugglers, either running the railway line across the border with illegal goods and produce or navigating the narrow crossing beneath the bridges in rowing boats.

As a consequence, the bridge on the Northern Irish side, which actually lay to the east of the island, was allowed to fall into disrepair, before it collapsed completely in the 1960s, leaving only a few desultory support pillars jutting impotently out of the river. The bridge onto the island from the Republic, on the western shore, likewise soon fell into disrepair, until the island became separated from both sides and grew wild.

The search team working on the island was part of the Independent Commission for the Location of Victims’ Remains. The victims in question were a specific group, collectively known as the Disappeared, individuals who, during the early days of the Troubles in the North, had been targeted because of some slight, imagined or actual, against the local IRA commanders. Some, it was claimed, had proven too friendly with the police or army; some were suspected of providing information or were considered likely to indulge in loose talk. None were ever granted the dignity of proper obsequies, secretly buried in nameless plots, usually in isolated spots around the border, thus condemning the family to double anguish: the loss of a loved one, coupled with the uncertainty of never knowing for sure what happened to them, or being able to lay them finally to rest in consecrated ground.

The Commission team had been on Islandmore for several days now, looking for the corpse of a local man named Declan Cleary. Instead they had stumbled upon a nineteenth-century cillin; an unofficial burial site for unbaptized babies.

‘Most parishes would have one,’ Millar, the Commission’s lead investigator on the dig, told me, the first day we had walked the site. ‘Often they were found close to churches, but, in fact, an island in the middle of a river would be seen as perfect. The Catholic Church would not allow babies that had died before baptism to be buried in consecrated ground, so families often selected somewhere either close to a church, or on a border or boundary between parishes. Or near a river.’

‘Where is the one here?’ I asked.

‘At the easterly end, on the tip. They always faced east, towards the rising sun. The one here’s at least 150 years old but there are more recent remains in it. It’s not the first time they’ve been found. A more recent one was uncovered in Milltown in Belfast not so long ago, just beyond the wall of the existing cemetery.’

I recalled hearing about it; children, trapped in limbo for eternity according to old Church law, who had simply vanished, as if never even born, their burial spots secret, unmarked. I remembered hearing, with much admiration, that the Bishop of Down and Connor, John Tohill, instructed before his death in 1914 that he was to be buried in the field outside the local cemetery, hoping that in doing so, the blessing bestowed on the land during his funeral would extend beyond his site to the children buried thereabouts.

The discovery had no bearing on the Commission’s work on the island, so they had reinterred the bodies where they were found and contacted the local priest, Father Brennan. He planned, he said, to hold a Service of Blessing on All Souls’ Day, the 2nd of November.

This new skull was different. For a start, it had been recovered on a different part of the island, facing west towards the Republic.

‘It’s not part of the cillin, is it?’ I asked.

Millar lay almost flat on the ground, examining the skull in situ. He looked up at me and shook his head grimly.

‘It’s in the wrong place. But it is a baby, too, by the size of it. Probably disabled. Photograph it, then look for the rest of the remains,’ he added to Jonas.

‘Why disabled?’ I asked.

‘You’ll see.’

Jonas stepped towards the rim of the pit and began taking photographs of the scene. Then, moving closer, he placed a small strip of paper, marked out with measurements, beside the skull and continued to take shots. Finally, satisfied that he had recorded the skull from each angle, he handed the camera up to the driver and gently lifted the skull out of the earth.

He held it up towards the light, grasped in one gloved hand.

‘It’s very young. Another newborn. You can still see the light through the joints where the plates of the skull haven’t fused.’

I suppressed a shudder. The bones of the face on the right-hand side looked to have melted into one another, the upper jaw twisted. The hollows of the eyes were abnormally large, wide spaced and sloping.

‘There are bones missing from the cheek,’ he added.

‘Could an animal have damaged the skull like that?’ I asked.

Jonas shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. There are no jagged edges to the bone structure, like you’d expect, no bite marks. Plus, there was a stone over the remains, to keep animals from getting at it.’

He nodded towards the mound of earth below the digger bucket. A large flat stone lay atop the mound.

‘We’ll work by hand the rest of the way down,’ Jonas said to the driver, who nodded and lifted two spades that were leaning against the digger’s heavy rubber tracks.

Jonas moved across and handed the skull out to me. I pulled on my gloves before taking it. It was almost weightless, little bigger than an orange. I regarded the hollows of the eyes, the curve of the upper jaw, and tried, without success, to imagine how the child might have looked.

Below me, Jonas and the digger were already removing further bones from the earth and laying them on the ground at my feet.

By the time the light began to die later that afternoon most of the skeleton had been recovered. It had been easier than expected; as the dig progressed, they discovered that the child had been wrapped in a cloth, which still contained the bulk of the remains. Remarkably, the pelvic bones lay inside a dirtied but intact nappy.

The child was no more than twenty inches in length. Jonas had spent the latter hours arranging the bones into some semblance of the correct order, while the digger operator, whose name I learned to be Mark, continued to recover the bones from the earth. Even in such a state, bare of all flesh, there was something shockingly vulnerable about the infant now lying on the grey woollen blanket in which it had been wrapped.

Jonas lay flat beside the remains, examining each bone. Only when he had finished cataloguing each in a notebook did he stand up.

‘We might be best to get a post-mortem on this one, Inspector,’ he said. ‘There are signs of fracturing on the sternum and the lower jaw. The hyoid bone is also fractured.’

‘Strangled?’

Jonas shrugged. ‘Or compression over the month and neck. I don’t know for sure. A PM will better reveal any injuries. Plus, we’d want a more thorough examination of the facial injuries, the missing bones and that. They’re not in the ground.’

‘How old are the remains?’

Jonas shrugged. ‘We’ll not know until we examine further.’

‘Might it be a cillin baby?’

Millar shook his head. ‘The blanket seems wrong. Babies would have been wrapped in white sheets or towels before burial.’

‘The nappy’s a disposable,’ Jonas said. ‘That means it dates sometime from the mid-seventies onwards.’

Suddenly, across from us, the spaniel began yelping again. The dog handler whistled sharply to get our attention, then, raising his hand high above him, exaggeratedly pointed to where he stood. Three small red flags dotted one of the two-metre-square areas that the men had marked out with bamboo canes on their first day.

‘We have another spot by the looks of it,’ Millar said. ‘For Cleary.’

‘Will you start digging today?’

He glanced above him where the sky was darkening.

‘It’s a little late to start. We’ll see the family and tell them we’re planning on resuming work in the morning.’




Chapter Three

Declan Cleary had been missing since the 3rd of November 1976, when his girlfriend, Mary Harte, had contacted the RUC in Strabane to report that her partner had gone out to the shop the previous night for cigarettes and had yet to return home.

The officer who had visited Harte noted in his report that she was seven months pregnant at the time and that she and Cleary had been dating for no more than a year. With no other reason to attribute to Cleary’s failure to return home, his conclusion was that the man had taken cold feet and run out. He had assured Mary Harte of this and suggested that her boyfriend would probably return within the next day or two.

When, days later, Mary Harte arrived at the RUC station in tears, demanding to see the same officer, he offered her tea and sympathy, suggested that Cleary had decided that the impending birth of his child was too much to bear. He was unlikely to have done anything rash – he had left no note, had not displayed any of the usual signs of those contemplating suicide. They would keep an eye on his bank accounts but, with little to his name by way of savings and with no other family alive but for his unborn child, she would have to accept that he had simply left.

Rumours soon began to circulate, though, that he had been targeted by the local Provos as an informer who had given information to the police about IRA activities. As a result, in 1999, when the Independent Commission for the Location of Victims’ Remains was founded by the British and Irish governments, Cleary’s name appeared among the ranks of the Disappeared. The Commission’s task was to gather information about the Disappeared, with a view to the recovery of their remains. Their role, in all cases, was not to investigate the killings or establish motives for them, but simply to recover the bodies and provide those left behind with an opportunity to bury their dead. No prosecutions would arise from any evidence recovered; bodies would undergo a post-mortem to establish cause of death, but no forensic analysis would occur, nor would notes be passed to the police in whichever jurisdiction the body was recovered. In almost all instances, the bodies had been abandoned in the Republic.

In mid-May of this year, the Commission had received an anonymous tip-off that Cleary was buried in the local area. It was not until the start of October, when Cleary’s old girlfriend, Mary Harte, and her son were anonymously sent an Ordnance Survey map of the area, with the island marked and Cleary’s name written beneath it, that the team visited the island and began running tests. Whatever they had found, it had convinced them as to the reliability of the tip-offs, for they contacted us the following day and requested support from An Garda. As the only detective inspector in the area, I was duly appointed their liaison.

* * *

Mary Harte answered the door to us when we called at her home in St Jude’s Court in Lifford. She had married some years after Declan Cleary’s disappearance; her husband, Sam Collins, had been a teacher in the local primary school before retiring. Indeed, he had taught my daughter Penny when she was younger. As a consequence, I had always known Mary Harte by her married name and it was with this that I addressed her.

The woman must have been in her late fifties now; her skin was firm and bright, her permed hair still brown.

‘Come in,’ she said, holding open the door.

She led us into her living room where her son, Sean, waited on the sofa. He was in his mid-thirties, born eight weeks after his father had disappeared. He sat forward, on the edge of the sofa, his back erect, his hands resting lightly on his knees, which bobbed up and down. He looked up at us as we came in, as if unsure whether to stand, then seemed to decide against it. His hands twisted around each other.

‘Is there any news?’ Mary Collins asked, standing in front of the fireplace with her hands behind her back, as if to warm them at the fire that smouldered there.

Millar nodded. ‘We’d no luck, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘We’ll start on a new site on the island tomorrow.’

‘I thought you said you were sure you had the right spot for today,’ Sean Cleary muttered, glancing across at Millar, though not quite looking directly at him.

‘We thought we had. We’ve walked the island and the archaeologists have identified a number of probable sites, based on surface analysis, changes in vegetation, that sort of thing. We just have to work through each until we find him.’

‘Changes in vegetation?’ Sean asked.

‘Any digging, of graves or that, would clear the surface vegetation. As it grows back, it will always be at a different level from the vegetation around it. It’s a subtle change; not proof in itself but enough for us to carry out geophysical testing.’

‘What’s that?’ Mrs Collins shifted slightly, as if the backs of her legs were getting scorched. Eventually she moved across to an empty seat in front of the window.

‘Resistivity testing, mainly. And magnetometry. Soil displays resistance to electrical current being passed through it. You’d expect all the soil in any one geographical area to have around the same resistance readings. Where a grave has been dug and the spoil returned back into the hole dug, it never goes back in exactly as it came out – the mixing of top soil and deeper soil changes the overall composition and therefore the resistance reading.’

‘So you still don’t know if Declan is definitely there then?’

‘I can’t say definitely. There is something there. We had a search-dog out again today and he picked up something around one of the sites we’d identified.’

‘You said that yesterday, too,’ Sean interrupted, looking between his mother and Millar, as if looking for her agreement.

‘There have been other issues with the island and the location we’ve picked.’

‘What issues?’

‘We found a child’s body in the site we dug today. That had to be excavated and processed.’

‘Is it another one of the limbo babies?’ Mary Collins asked, her face creased in sympathy.

‘We don’t know. It’s not part of the original cillin, but that doesn’t mean that it wasn’t buried there for much the same reasons. The find was very close to where we believe Declan to be lying. I imagine there may be some scant consolation in knowing that Declan has not been lying alone these past years,’ Millar added.

Mrs Collins smiled sadly, her eyes glistening. I marvelled at her composure, having waited thirty-five years to learn what had happened to her partner, to have come this close.

‘What happens when he’s found?’ Sean said. ‘What will you do then?’ He nodded at me when he spoke.

It was Millar who answered, though. ‘When your father is recovered, we’ll have to send his body for formal identification. That may take some weeks. We’ll also want to conduct a post-mortem to establish cause of death. Then he’ll be returned to you for Requiem Mass and interment.’

‘But what about your lot? Will you be looking for who killed him?’

I looked quickly to Millar before I answered. ‘I’m afraid not, Sean. That’s not how it works.’

Millar nodded. ‘The Commission’s role is to bring about the recovery of the Disappeared. We have no powers to gather evidence or attempt to prosecute those responsible for the death of the body we recover. Nor can anything we uncover be used in court. We will not be passing on any information to Inspector Devlin here. This is a recovery operation only. The legislation is very clear on that.’

‘That’s balls,’ Sean Cleary said suddenly, shifting forward in his seat and standing. ‘So whoever killed my father can just sit back and watch on TV while he’s dug up.’

‘I understand your frustration, Mr Cleary,’ Millar said. ‘But that is the law. If it’s any consolation to you, it was probably one of the people responsible for your father’s death who contacted us in the first place. That that individual felt compelled to tell us where your father rested would suggest that it has weighed on his or her conscience these past years.’

‘Except you were contacted in May and you waited until now to look for him.’

I could sense Millar swallowing back whatever he wanted to say. I imagined that, in his role, he would come across all forms of response to the work he was doing.

‘The information we were given in May was that the body was located near Tra na Cnamha. No one we spoke to recognized the name.’ He stumbled over the pronunciation of the name, pronouncing both the ‘n’ and the ‘m’.

‘It’s pronounced Crawaa. Tra na Cnamha means the Beach of Bones,’ I translated. ‘But I’ve never heard the name being used for Islandmore.’

‘In the eighteenth century, locals called the island Innis na Cnamha. We found it on an old Donegal fishing map in the Linenhall Library in Belfast. It was the name, Isle of Bones, that alerted us to the probability that there might be a cillin on the site,’ he explained, again speaking to Mary Collins.

She nodded. Sean glanced across at her quizzically.

‘We’d only got that name when you told us about the map you were sent. We’ve worked as quickly as we can. And, again, if the same person sent you the map as contacted us, it suggests that he or she is feeling incredibly guilty about what happened. Thirty-five years on.’

‘And that’s the best we can expect? That whoever did it feels a bit guilty? My heart bleeds.’

‘That’s enough, Sean,’ Mary Collins said. ‘These men are doing their best. They’ll bring Declan home. That’s all I want now.’

‘It’s not what I want,’ Sean Cleary said, his voice breaking slightly. He was a big man when he stood, just under six foot, though, I suspected, edging near sixteen stone. Despite being in his mid-thirties, though, his voice and manner were a teenager’s. ‘That’s not justice. It’s not good enough.’

‘It’s all we can do.’

‘Well, it’s not good enough for me,’ he snapped, standing and leaving the room.

Mary Collins stood with that, extending her hand to Millar.

‘I apologize for Sean. You’re doing very good work, Mr Millar,’ she said. ‘You don’t know how important it is. Thank you.’

‘We’ll work as fast as we can,’ Millar assured her.

She nodded, though the increasing glinting in her eyes suggested she could not trust herself to speak further without tears.

‘When will the post-mortem be held on the baby?’ I asked, when we got back into the car. ‘I’ll want to get things moving.’

Millar stared across at me, his seat belt still gripped in his hand.

‘You can’t investigate it, Inspector.’

‘But if the PM shows the child was murdered—’

‘Even if,’ Millar interrupted. ‘The same rules apply as I mentioned to the son in there. Any evidence uncovered in a dig for the Disappeared can’t be used to prosecute a case, nor can it be investigated or forensically tested. Those are the rules.’

‘But the baby isn’t part of the Declan Cleary killing.’

‘That’s not the point. It was uncovered as part of our dig; it can’t be investigated.’

‘Someone killed a baby. The rules need to be bent a little.’

‘No. We rely on people coming to us with information precisely because they know they can do so without fear of prosecution. Considering the proximity of the sites, and the depth the infant was buried at, theoretically there’s the possibility of a connection between the two. If it became known that we were allowing investigations into old killings, our sources would dry up. We’d recover nobody.’

‘But this is different.’

He clicked the seat belt into place. ‘You can’t investigate the baby, Inspector. That’s the law.’




Chapter Four

By the time I got home, Debbie had dinner ready. Following the accident which had injured our daughter, Penny, a year previous, I’d tried to spend more time at home, stopping off at meal times to see the kids. If I was running late, Debs would hold off on dinner until I was home.

As we sat in the living room after dinner, I mentioned the find we had made on the island and Millar’s warning that I could not follow it up.

‘The forensics guy they had with them thinks it was a newborn,’ I concluded.

‘That’s horrible,’ Debbie said. She was sitting on the sofa, watching the news. Penny lay sprawled beside her, her head on Debbie’s lap, while she played a game on her iPod. As Debbie spoke, she ruffled the soft spikes of Penny’s hair. She’d had to shave it several times for surgery and it had only now begun to grow out again. In solidarity with her, Debbie had cut her own hair in a gamine style that accentuated how similar the two of them were. ‘Was it … natural?’

‘We don’t know yet. They thought there were signs of something. The face was badly deformed, so the child might never have had a chance.’

The comment silenced her for a moment, and I suspected I knew what she was thinking. Finally she said, ‘Even if it was natural causes, imagine not being able to bury your child properly, having to hide them on an island. A miscarriage was hard enough to go through, never mind going full term then having to do that.’

Penny propped herself up on her elbows and twisted to look up at Debbie. Despite having had her earphones on, she must have overheard our conversation, for she asked, ‘Did you have a miscarriage?’

Debbie glanced at me before answering and, even then, spoke as softly as possible. Penny was 15 now but Shane was only approaching 10.

‘He’s doing his homework in the kitchen,’ I explained, keeping an eye on the hallway in case he should approach.

‘When we were first married, we had problems having a baby. It took five years before you arrived. In fact, we bought Frank thinking we couldn’t have a baby.’

At the mention of his name, Frank, our Bassett hound, lifted his head slightly off the hearth rug, his heavy wattles of skin drooping beneath his throat. He yawned widely then, satisfied that he was not being directly addressed, lowered his head again to his paws.

‘Once I did get pregnant, but we lost the baby early on. I was about five months gone.’

Penny watched her mother as she spoke.

‘But, then we had you, so that made everything perfect.’

‘If you’d had the first baby, would you have had me then?’

Debs shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

Penny considered the implications of the response. ‘Do you think about the baby you lost?’

Debbie looked at me, surprised by Penny’s interest.

‘Sometimes I wonder what he or she would have been like. You and Shane are so different, that that baby would have been a completely different person, too. But I’ve never regretted that I had you and Shane.’

‘What happened to him?’ The voice came from the doorway. I looked across and realized that Shane had wandered across and was standing watching us.

‘What, love?’

‘What happened to him?’

Debbie considered how best to express herself. ‘He wasn’t well. The doctor told us that he’d be very sick when he was born. God must have decided that he was too good for this world.’

‘So where did he go?’

‘He went back to God before he was born.’

‘He just disappeared?’ Shane said.

‘Kind of,’ I said.

‘What was he called?’

‘We don’t know whether it was a boy or girl, honey,’ Debbie said. ‘It was too early to tell. He or she didn’t have a name.’

The room was quiet. Shane looked from Debbie to me. ‘I need help with my maths,’ he said finally.

‘No problem. Then afterwards, what about a movie night?’ I suggested. Debs smiled, though I could tell the conversation was playing on her mind.

We sat that evening and watched a film and ate popcorn, Debs, Shane, Penny and I, with our phantom child somewhere between us, alive again in our minds for the first time in many years. Debbie had not told the children the whole truth. She had not explained to them that the doctors had told us that our child would suffer severe disability. She did not tell them of the terror that thought had held for us, only married a few years. Nor did she tell them of our resolution to face the future with our child no matter what, and the subsequent heartache that we had felt at his loss. And I had never told Debbie, or anyone else for that matter, that my heartache at his loss had been tempered with a degree of relief.

And that I had felt nothing but shame for the unworthiness of that reaction ever since.

Nor could I easily dismiss the thought of the child on the island, the pleading of the hollow eyes, the fragility of the skull. A child deprived not only of sacred burial but even its name.

I was not the only one who had been thinking on our earlier conversation. I piggybacked Shane up to bed after his supper. After he had said his prayers, I tucked him in and kissed him on the forehead. I was turning out the light when he called me back.

‘The baby that Mummy lost? Do you really believe that he was too good for this world?’

‘I think he was, buddy,’ I said, going across and sitting by him.

‘Does that mean that I’m not as good as him?’

‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘What I meant was that he was too fragile for life. You’re a healthy trout,’ I added, laughing lightly.

He was not to be deflected from his questions, though. ‘Would you have loved him?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘More than me?’

I started and sat again beside him. ‘Of course not,’ I repeated.

‘But you love Penny more than me,’ he said, slyly, watching me from the corner of his eye, even as he pretended to be settling down for sleep.

‘I don’t love Penny more than you. I love you both exactly the same, Shane.’

‘You pay more attention to Penny. Mummy even cut her hair the same.’

I laid my hand on his shoulder, but he did not turn towards me. ‘Shane, we almost lost Penny when she had the accident. It made us realize how important she is to us. And how important you are, too.’

‘I’m glad the baby didn’t come along,’ he said, twisting towards me. ‘Then I’d have had to be third instead of second.’

‘Shane, look at me.’

He turned towards me fully, but his eyes did not meet mine, settling instead on my shoulder.

‘You and Penny? You’re both the same to me. Don’t ever think differently.’

He considered the response and smiled quickly, but I could tell that it did not reflect a deeper acceptance of my argument. Then he turned from me again.




Chapter Five

Though Debbie and I sat and watched TV together, I couldn’t dismiss the island child from my mind. Finally I decided to visit my old boss, ‘Olly’ Costello. He had been a garda in Lifford for almost forty years prior to his retirement. If anyone knew about the island being used for burials, I suspected it would be him.

He had aged considerably since last I had seen him. He had been the superintendent in the area for years, until the death of his wife during a murder case prompted him to retire. Neither of us had ever discussed that the case had thrown up his possible involvement in the murder of a prostitute in the 1970s.

I had visited him sporadically in the months following his retirement, but our conversation tended to be limited to my reporting what was happening in the station, and I gradually realized that, far from making Costello feel still part of the Guards, it served only to frustrate him and remind him that he was no longer a member of the force. In recent years I had visited him infrequently and was, consequently, a little surprised by the change in him.

He had lost much of the weight he used to carry, his trousers hanging baggily on him when he answered the door. He had not shaved for a few days and his grey stubble seemed to annoy him, for he scratched at his cheek often as we spoke.

‘Benedict!’ he said. He leaned forward as if to embrace me, but the movement became muddled and instead we moved briefly closer together and patted one another awkwardly on the shoulder. His breath was stale and smelt of illness.

‘How’re things, sir?’ I said, offering him a bottle of whiskey I had picked up in the off-licence on the way.

‘God bless you, son,’ he said, taking the bottle, then waving me into the house. The hallway was in semi-darkness, the blinds half pulled. Costello’s wife, Emily, had been incredibly house-proud and, in the months following her death, Olly had done his best to keep the place in shape. Over time, however, he seemed to lose interest, particularly when his daughter, Kate, moved to England to work. The carpet in the hallway was faded and threadbare in places. A stack of old newspapers sat beside an old bookcase at the end of the hallway, the shelves of the case buckling under the weight of books.

‘How’re Debbie and the children?’ Costello asked, moving into the kitchen. ‘Drink?’ he added, raising the bottle before I had a chance to reply.

‘No, thanks. They’re fine. Penny’s recovering well.’

Costello nodded. ‘The accident. I forgot. That’s good.’

He lifted a glass from the sink and rinsed it quickly under the tap, before pouring himself two fingers of the drink.

‘You’ll take tea, Benedict,’ he said. Costello is one of the few people I know who insists on calling me by my full name, rather than just Ben. He drained the glass, then set it down and filled the kettle. While he waited for it to boil he set out a cup with a tea bag in it, then poured a second measure of whiskey for himself, which he cradled as we spoke.

‘So, Patterson hasn’t destroyed the place yet?’ he asked leaning against the kitchen counter. Superintendent Patterson had taken over running the district following Costello’s retirement. At the time of his appointment, neither Costello nor I had been wholly convinced about his suitability to the task.

‘He’s not the worst,’ I said. A typical Irish compliment; never quite a positive.

‘And what’s going on there now?’

‘The Commission for the Location of Victims’ Remains are doing a dig for Declan Cleary on Islandmore.’

‘So I believe. Have they found him yet?’

‘Not yet. They did find a cillin on one side of the island. They also uncovered a child’s body on the other side today. There were possible signs of violence on the body.’

‘Is it not part of the cillin?’ Costello asked.

‘It’s on the wrong side of the island, apparently. And there are aspects of the burial that don’t fit the pattern of the cillin burials. I’m told we can’t investigate it anyway, because of the legislation governing the digs for the Disappeared.’

‘I’ve never known something like that to stop you before,’ Costello said, laughing. He added, ‘What about Cleary?’

‘Nothing yet,’ I repeated.

Costello nodded absently as he sipped at his drink. ‘I remember Cleary going missing. The RUC contacted us to be on the lookout for him, but he was already dead at that stage.’

‘How did you know?’

‘It was after the bridge shooting; Jimmy Callan’s boy.’

‘Jimmy Callan?’

‘A bad bastard, Benedict. He was in and out of jail like a yo-yo during the seventies and eighties. He got early release under the Good Friday agreement. Last I heard, he was back in Strabane and was keeping his head down. He’d not have featured on your radar; his time is past. His boy, Dominic, was caught on the river in ’76; the Brits executed him; said he was smuggling guns across to the North. Jimmy complained that the cops found nothing on him, but if the son was anything like the father he was up to no good under there. Cleary went the next day; the rumour on our side at the time was that he was passing information to a cop he was friendly with; someone saw him hanging around the RUC station in Strabane. That was the story, but no one ever really pushed it too much. Those things happened then; it was part and parcel of the way things were, you know?’

‘Do you think that’s what happened to him?’

‘God knows. Those people never explained themselves to anyone. Who gave the information to the Commission?’

‘I don’t know. Someone told them that the body was near Tra na Cnamha.’

‘Not Innis na Cnamha?’ Costello said, his eyes steely.

‘No. Definitely Tra. The guy from the dig said it held them up because there was no record of the area being called that.’

‘There wouldn’t be. The island was called Innis – the Isle of Bones – because they used to bury the wee limbo babies there, way back before even the border existed. Tra is a different thing. There’s only two groups of people who’d use that name: smugglers and net men.’

‘Fishing men?’

‘Aye. The netters would have run their nets across from the island to the shore after the bridge was brought down there. The smugglers used to have to bring the cattle across the river there, for it was the shortest distance into the south away from checkpoints. If any of the cattle lost their footing in the water, though, they’d never get them back up again. The carcasses would wash onto the shoreline of the island, under where the bridge used to be. The stretch of shore would be covered in rotting cattle bones; it fair ruined the water and the fish stayed clear. Even when all the flesh was gone, the bones and shingle would mix, so as you’d not know which was which. The net men used to talk about it; ‘the Beach of Bones’, they called it; Tra na Cnamha.’

He raised the glass to his mouth, then paused. ‘I’d bet you your tip-off came from either a smuggler or a net man from those days. They might be able to help you with that wee baby you found, too. Try John Reddin; he’s in Finnside Nursing Home, on the border. He’ll be able to help you out. Bring him one of these.’

He raised the glass in salute, then drained it.

‘I’ll get you that tea,’ he said, burping softly as the drink went down.

‘John Reddin,’ I said. ‘Which was he; a smuggler or a net man?’

Costello smiled. ‘Both,’ he replied.




Chapter Six

The storms of the weeks previous had abated now, though the first chill of the approaching winter had already sharpened to such an extent that the car windscreen was hoary with frost by the time I left Costello’s. On the way home, many of the lamp posts I passed bore badly weathered posters advertising a Rally on Lifford Bridge on the 2nd of November, in commemoration of the river shooting which Costello had mentioned. I had already heard more of the details of the incident than Costello had told me.

Dominic Callan was caught in a boat on the river, supposedly carrying guns from the Republic over to the North. He had taken a smuggler’s boat and floated downstream, hiding among the rushes along the banks of the Foyle. He’d made it almost as far as the Northern side when he was ambushed by a team of Special Branch officers and soldiers who’d been waiting for him along the shoreline.

Those living in the houses along our side of the river, who had an unrestricted view of the scene, said that the boy wasn’t given a chance. It was claimed, by those close enough to see, that Callan surrendered, raising his hands above his head. Despite this, he was still shot a number of times in the lower half of his body. He was then left in the boat for three hours until, the army claimed, it was safe to approach. All along the shore
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