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CHAPTER ONE

 


Riona Heeney
combed her fingers through her damp hair and appraised her naked
body in the bedroom's cheval mirror. She still had the slim hips of
a teenager, though it was the best part of a decade since she had
turned twenty. She ran her hands up across her flat stomach and cupped her breasts. Firm and with large
brown aureole. She raised an arm and flexed her biceps like a
body-builder.

Damn! She was cursed with the same fleshy
upper arms her mother had — a family trait, both her sisters had
arms like navvies. Hours of repetitive exercise with dumbbells at
the local gym had firmed them not one bit.

Riona shrugged; thankful she had taken her
bridesmaid’s advice and ordered a wedding gown with full-length
sleeves. The final fitting was tomorrow morning and she couldn’t
wait to try on her dress. She would have appeared hideous in the
wedding photographs if she had insisted on going with the armless
number she had originally chosen.

Her cell phone rang. It was Richard, her
fiancé.

“I might be ten minutes late,” he
explained. “A lorry has over-turned on the M50 and only one lane
is open.”

Richard lived in Dalkey on Dublin’s
southside. He had taken the ring road to avoid the worst of
Dublin’s rush hour gridlock. Sod’s law, she told herself.

Riona dabbed perfume onto a nipple. It
sprang to attention. “Watch your speed,” she cautioned. “There’s no
sense risking your neck for the sake of a rehearsal.”

“Pass on my apologies to everyone.
Tell them I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Riona put on a sultry voice. “I’ve just
stepped out of the shower.”

“You wearing anything?”

“Only a smile”

Richard groaned. “Don’t do this to me.”

Riona moistened a fingertip with perfume and
touched it to her pudenda. A delicious shiver ran through her body.
“Want to know what I’m doing now?”

“Yes. Oh God, yes.”

“Better not, best you keep both hands
on the wheel. Bye, lover.”

She set the cell phone down on the dressing
table and started dressing hurriedly. If Richard was going to be
delayed, then she should make an effort to be there on time.
Saturday week it would be her prerogative to be a few minutes late,
but tonight she would be spot on.

Despite her
rush she took time to draw the drapes in the apartment’s living
room. Normally the view from her third-floor apartment in
Malahide’s marina was too magnificent to hide. Across the rows of
sandbanks to the green of Lambay Island, with Howth peninsular, the
rocky hill the Vikings named, to the southeast. A vista that did
not come cheap. But on a stormy winter’s night when the rain beat
mercilessly on the glass and twelve-foot waves exploded against the
concrete abutments of the railway viaduct which bridged the
estuary, one she could forego.

She pulled on a waxed jacket, checked that
she had her car keys and closed the door after her.

The small
church was a few miles south of Malahide, just off the main Dublin
road. Built in the twelfth century, it was a handsome building set
in splendid isolation in the narrow belt of open countryside which
separated Dublin from the town of Malahide.

As Riona hurried to her car, her head buzzed
with wedding details she had to finalise over the weekend. There
were the caterers to contact with final numbers, the florist, and
the photographer. Some of her friends were arranging a ‘surprise’
hen party on Sunday evening. God, she hoped the weather would pick
up before next weekend.

She opened her car door and got in.

Suddenly a hand was clamped over her mouth,
pulling her head hard against the headrest. Something sharp was
pressed to her throat.

“Do as you’re told, bitch, and you’ll
be okay. Muck me about and I’ll kill you.”

The fingers of his leather glove smelt of
oil. Riona caught a glimpse of him in her rear view mirror. He was
wearing a black nylon jacket and a black ski mask. She felt no fear
— this wasn’t for real — just one of her friends playing an
elaborate trick on her.

“Start the car and drive through the
village.”

Riona turned the key in the ignition and the
finely engineered BMW engine purred into life. Her hand found the
horn wand. She pressed.

Nothing happened.

She pressed again.

The knife pierced the skin of her neck.
“Bitch! I’m not fucking stupid.”

Riona should
have guessed as much. Anybody capable of disabling the car alarm
and opening the door lock had to be crafty enough to disconnect the
horn.

“Drive, like I told you.”

The car moved off. The sodden streets of the
complex were empty. The marina was not a gated-community — anybody
could stroll in and walk down to the dock — but tonight was no time
for sightseeing.

They drove under the entrance arch and
through green lights at the Diamond, the crossroads at the heart of
Malahide. Within minutes of leaving the marina they were passing
through farmland.

He released his hand. Her bruised lips
started to swell.

“What do you want?”

“You’ll know soon enough.”

“I have money, if that’s what you’re
after? There’s five hundred pounds cash in my handbag. If that’s
not enough, I can let you have my pin card.”

“Slow down and get ready to turn
left.”

For an instant she considered flooring the
accelerator and ramming the car into a tree, but it was too risky
without her seat belt fastened. Her foot eased off the accelerator
pedal

“Here.”

Riona did as
she was told. She drove along an overgrown lane leading to an
abandoned farmhouse. The brambles tearing at her car’s paintwork
reminded her of fingernails scratching on a school
blackboard.

They pulled up in front of the house, the
car’s headlights illuminating a dismal yard. The ground in front of
the house was carpeted in a thick layer of weeds. All the windows
had long since been broken, autumn leaves still gathered in what
was left of the gutter. An ancient tractor, turned orange with
oxidisation, was perched on four concrete blocks.

“Get out,” the man ordered, opening
the car’s rear door.

“I m not moving.”

“Wanna bet?” He grabbed her by her
hair and snapped her head backwards. Then kept on pulling. Her
scalp felt as though it was being ripped from her skull as she was
dragged through the gap between the front seats.

She screamed.

He punched her in the mouth.

Her courage deserted her. “Please don’t hurt
me. I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t hurt me again.”

He tightened his grip on her hair and
dragged her from the car. She was trailed across the ground like a
sack of potatoes.

 


 


Five cars were parked outside the church
when Richard finally arrived. One of them belonged to Paul, his
best man. He didn’t see Riona’s, so assumed she had come with Mary,
her bridesmaid.

He ran a
comb through his hair, fastened the top
button of his shirt and straightened his tie. A church wedding was
Riona’s wish and he didn’t want to let her down, though if it had
been up to him they would have simply moved in together. Other than
for weddings and funerals, Richard hadn’t been inside a church
since he was a kid. Riona took her faith seriously.

He sprinted the few yards through the rain
to the door of the church.

O’Brien was standing in the nave in front of
the altar. Dressed in civvies, the rector looked much younger than
the last time Richard had met him, less intimidating than when he
wore clerical garb. Mary and Paul were sitting in the front pew,
next to Richard’s parents and Riona’s mother. Her father had died
of prostate cancer three years previously.

“Sorry to keep you all waiting,”
Richard said. “Riona pass on my message okay?’

O’Brien made a point of checking his watch
before saying, “We’re still waiting for her to join us.”

“She should have been here by
now.”

Paul stood up and grinned. “When did you
ever know Riona to be on time?”

“I’ll give her a call and gee her up,”
Richard said, taking his cell phone from his jacket
pocket.

He pressed a pre-programmed number and
waited. Everyone in the silent old church could hear the call
connecting. They also heard it ring out.

Richard killed the connection. “Perhaps she
doesn’t have her phone with her. She wouldn’t feel right about
bringing it inside a church.”

“I hope nothing has happened to her.”
O’Brien voiced the concern that had begun to creep over all of
them.

“I could take a drive into Malahide,”
Richard suggested. “She’s probably had a flat tyre and is waiting
on the rain to stop. Is there something you can be going on with in
the meanwhile?”

“Don’t worry about us,” O’Brien said.
“Go find your bride.”

 


 


The first
thing Detective Sergeant Sean Horan did when he came on duty was to
make a cup of instant coffee. He carried it across to his desk,
used an envelope as a coaster, and settled down in front of a
typewriter to make a start on a backlog of report writing. His
shift commenced at eleven and went through to nine the next
morning. For those ten hours he would be the sole detective on duty
at Malahide Garda station.

The detectives took it in turn to cover
nights, a week at a time, and by right Sean’s stint was not for
another fortnight, but the scheduled detective had been giving
evidence in a murder trial at the Four Courts all week and the
roster had had to be reworked.

Not that Sean minded. He would willingly
have worked nights all year round He was a sail-boarding nut and
working nights meant that his days were free for the waves.
Malahide strand was okay, Portmarnock’s better, but the real action
was found on the Atlantic beaches of his native Donegal. There was
something special about wave hopping before a wind that had blown
in all the way from New York.

The door of
the office opened and a uniform Garda stuck his head in.

“There
are some people at the front desk you
should speak to,” he said. Uniforms never told plainclothes what to
do; they merely made suggestions.

“What about?”

“Missing person.”

Sean picked up his coffee mug and a pad of
blank report forms.

“Another teenager?”

“No. Some woman, lives in the marina.
Didn’t show up for her wedding rehearsal.”

Sean put the
pad back down on his desk. “Cold feet, huh. Can’t say I blame her.”
His wife, Marie, a sports photographer for The Irish Times, had walked
out on him in July and moved in with a journalist who worked on the
same paper. It still rankled, but he and his dog, an overweight
black Labrador called Elvis, were coming round to thinking that
maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing.

The young officer held his ground.

“So who’s missing her?” Sean
asked.

“Girl’s fiancé, her mother, and
O’Brien, the Reverend O’Brien.”

Mention of
the Church of Ireland rector brought a groan from Sean. The young
rector, Charles O’Brien, was a constant thorn in the side of the
Malahide gardai. He spent a lot of time with the local kids, had
set up a youth club and summer camp, and understood their problems
better than most. O’Brien blamed the inaction of the gardai for
contributing to the growing drug problem in the town, but didn’t
appreciate that until the Dail changed Ireland’s laws, there was
little proactive policing that could be done.

“Show them
through to the interview room,” Sean said.

 


 


Patsy Norris was taking the back road home.
He had had a skinful at a hotel bar in Sutton and didn’t want a
Garda patrol pulling him over. Another drink-driving conviction and
the next time he sat behind the wheel of a car would be as a
pensioner.

Suddenly the next corner loomed large in his
windscreen.

Where the hell had that come from?

He was doing less than fifty, but gave the
brakes a touch. Concentrating on keeping to a steady line, he
guided his twelve-year-old Toyota round the sweeping bend.

Straightening up, he yawned and rubbed his
eyes, then wiped the condensation from the inside of the windscreen
and peered into the distance for oncoming cars.

His headlights shone on a woman walking by
the side of the road.

Patsy recalled a crack that his drinking pal
of the evening had told. Something about pedestrians being banned
from the roads after closing time so the drunks could all drive
home safely.

She took a step sideways on to the grass
verge and turned to face the oncoming lights.

Patsy stood on the brakes, banging his
forehead on the steering wheel. He sobered in a flash.

The young woman, her face and chest
bloodied, stood mesmerised in his vehicle’s headlights like a
startled rabbit. The wind whipped her hair around her head. She was
barefoot and her legs were grazed and muddy.

Patsy unlocked the passenger door before
clambering out to assist her. He slipped off his jacket and wrapped
it around her shivering shoulders, then gently guided her to the
front seat of his car.

Patsy didn’t say a word.

He didn’t need to ask what had happened to
her.

 


 


Sean left
the Malahide station house a little after two am for the drive to
Beaumont hospital. The hospital had rung the station to report that
a female rape victim had been admitted through their Accident and
Emergency department. Her description matched the one which Sean
had circulated a couple of hours earlier. He had released the
model, make, colour and licence number of her car at the same
time.

He hadn’t expected a response so soon. In
all honesty, he told himself, he had not expected a response at
all. After going through the motions with the girl’s mother, her
fiancé and O’Brien, he had told them all to go home and wait, for
them not to worry. She would show up soon enough, a little
sheepish, maybe a little hungover.

The sodden Malahide streets were quiet, the
pubs all closed and the take-away restaurants shuttered. Strings of
Christmas lights hanging across the street were being tossed about
in the wind. Those born and raised there still referred to Malahide
as a village, but to Sean’s way of thinking it had stopped being
that about twenty years before when the developers had turned their
attentions north of the city after Dublin’s southward urban sprawl
had been curtailed by the Wicklow mountains.

In the space
of a few years Malahide had been transformed from a sleepy, rather
genteel, seaside village to yet another dormitory town for Dublin.
There were two stages to the metamorphosis. The building of the
marina complex and a couple of vast, characterless housing
developments, then the extension of the DART, Dublin Area Rapid
Transport, to convey the new residents, many of them public service
workers, to their jobs in the city. Some shady politicking over
planning authorisation and the proximity of the airport helped seal
Malahide’s fate.

Growth had brought money to the town; the
Celtic Tiger economic boom of the early years of the new millennium
brought more. Lured by generous tax concessions and an educated
workforce, former emigrants had returned in their droves and
spearheaded a revival in Ireland’s fortunes. They opened
businesses, built factories, created thousands of new jobs,
principally in IT-related industries. Their success was soon picked
up on by foreign investors and the pace of the boom increased.

Property
values in Malahide spiralled. A house bought for five thousand
pounds thirty years now fetched a hundred times that. Traditional
village life had been swamped by the tidal wave of
progress.

However, as
night follows day, Malahide’s recently discovered prosperity
brought problems in its wake. A deep rift started to emerge between
the original residents and the ‘blow ins’: Old Malahide and New.
Only the previous week an ugly scene had developed when an
eighty-five-year-old villager had been knocked down and injured by
a car driven by a ‘blow in’. The car driver wasn’t at fault — the
elderly woman had stepped out in front of his car — but the people
who rushed to her aid, mostly local traders, hadn’t seen it like
that. The Gardai were forced to arrest the driver for his own
protection.

A thinly
veiled enmity wasn’t the only difficulty stalking Malahide. Things
had started to sour when boom turned to bust. There were too young
people with no job and no prospects. Too many teenagers with time
on their hands and, with both parents struggling to meet mortgage
payments, little parental guidance. Drug dealers had moved in and
were making a killing. The use of hard drugs had risen 300 percent
in the last five years. The problem escalated during the summer
months with the influx of foreign students attending Dublin
language schools. Inevitably, Old Malahide blamed the ‘blow ins’
for the plague of housebreaking that had descended on their
village. The recession had fuelled crime against property. The
have-nots seeking revenge on the haves.

Sean’s house
had been ransacked on two occasions. He rented, on Upper Strand
Road overlooking the estuary, what an Armani-suited estate agent
had described as a quaint fisherman’s cottage, if having an outside
toilet could be described as quaint. His wife had wanted them to
buy a house and start a family, but property in Malahide was no
longer within the reach of a policeman’s pocket, property crash or
not. Before he and Marie had got engaged, he had warned her that
nobody joined the Garda Siochana for the money. For the first four
years of their marriage Marie seemed to have accepted the financial
realities of being a Garda’s wife, but then things started to sour
between them. She had been overlooked for a promotion at work and
it left her feeling bitter. Sean bore the brunt of her contempt and
wrath. Eventually, in an attempt to placate her, he agreed to apply
for a transfer, someplace where house prices were more reasonable.
In June he had been told that his request had been turned
down.

Was it the last straw? He didn’t know for
sure; they had stopped communicating long before that.

He automatically slowed as he drove past the
church where Riona Heeney had failed to show. If the girl in
Beaumont turned out to be her, he could expect a complaint from
O’Brien to his superintendent for him not having moved quickly
enough. Sean didn’t know what he could have done differently.

Coolock was the start of Dublin proper. The
smell of hot oil reached him as he drove past the Tayto crisp
factory.

There were more cars now, even at this time
in the morning.

Through Artane and on to the Beaumont Road.
He signalled a right turn and swept through the entrance gates of
North Dublin’s largest hospital.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Friday night, Saturday morning was the
busiest time of the week for Beaumont’s Accident and Emergency
department. Even more so this close to Christmas.

The doctor who treated the victim wasn’t
available to speak to Sean, a young nurse informed him.

“Is she fit to be
questioned?”

The nurse
looked uncertain.
“You
should really wait until you’ve cleared
it with the doctor. The patient was badly traumatised.”

“Is she conscious?”

“Yes. But she’s sedated. I can’t
---”

“The doctor had the hospital call me.
It’s important she’s interviewed as soon as possible after the
attack.”

“I guess it’s okay. She’s in one of
the observation rooms. I’ll take you through.”

The nurse walked briskly past a row of
curtained cubicles, through a set of swing doors and along a
corridor. Sean knew where they were headed — he had been there
often enough: four rooms to the rear of A&E, in which patients
being admitted were held until a bed in one of the main wards
became available. Quieter than the treatment or resuscitation
rooms, immediate family were often allowed access, to be at the
bedside of their loved ones.

Outside the third door, the nurse stopped
and turned to look at him. “Any sign of distress or anxiety to the
patient and I’ll have to ask you to leave. Understood?”

“Absolutely. It won’t be the first
time I’ve interviewed a rape victim.”

“Maybe not,
but it’s the first time this woman’s been attacked.”

The nurse
opened the door and led Sean in. The room was dark except for a
reading light above the bed. The shade had been pushed into the
wall to reduce the harshness of the
light.

The woman was lying flat on the bed with a
single pillow supporting her head. She was wearing a hospital gown
and a single sheet was covering her to her waist. Sensors attached
to her chest relayed her vital signs to a monitor at the far side
of the bed.

A second
female sat in an armchair with its back to the
door. Dark-haired, she was holding the victim’s hand and talking
to her in a gentle, reassuring manner.

Sean moved closer to the bed. The victim’s
face was mottled shades of black and blue, her lips swollen, her
nose strapped. Battered as her face was, Sean could see it was
still a beautiful one.

A two-inch
gash to her forehead had been closed with paper sutures. A saline
drip was attached to the back of her left hand. Her upper arms bore
signs of a having been gripped with a great deal of violence. Sean
also noticed several oval-shaped lacerations, which he took to be
bite-marks. One eye was swollen shut, the other pink with the tiny
hemorrhages, which can indicate attempted asphyxiation. Dark
contusions on her throat confirmed it.

The woman in the chair rose and turned to
face him.

“Who
are you?” she whispered curtly.

Sean reached for his warrant card and held
it up for inspection. Detective Sergeant Sean Horan. “Are you a
relative?”

“Let’s talk
outside.” The woman turned back to the bed. She took hold of the
victim’s hand again. “Riona, I have to leave you for a few minutes.
The nurse will stay with you. I’ll be right outside the door. No
one will get past me.”

The patient’s head nodded almost
imperceptibly.

The woman guided Sean out of the room,
closing the door tight after them.

“Tara Dwyer. I work with the Women in
Crisis Centre,” she said.

Dwyer was a full six inches shorter than
Sean, light-hipped and compact. He guessed she was around thirty.
Her shiny brown hair was medium length and swept back from a
squarish face. Her eyes were a couple shades lighter than her hair.
She wore denim jeans and a cotton top.

“What are you doing here?” he
asked.

“Doctor Bruce called me
in.”

“He had no right to do
that.”

“She had every right. Once
everything medically possible was done to help Riona, it was
imperative she received proper counselling. Doctor Bruce asked me
to stay with her.”

“Riona Heeney?”

“Yes. She has been raped and severely
beaten. Brutal as her attack was, she is intelligent enough to
realise that it’s not the end of her ordeal. I’m here to help her
through it; to ensure the sense of dehumanisation she’s
experiencing is not exacerbated by well-intentioned but
ill-informed amateurs.”

Sean made placatory signals with his hands.
“Slow down. I’m one of the good guys.”

“Weren’t there any good female
detectives?”

“Not until
the morning. It shouldn’t wait that long. The sooner Riona makes a
statement, the better. It’s in her own interest to help catch
whoever did this.”

Anger flared in Dwyer’s eyes. “How dare
you?”

“Huh?”

“You haven’t
even spoken to her.
How can you possibly know what her best
interests are?”

Sean bristled. This was all he needed. Some
damned feminist on a power trip. She probably never let the sun go
down without having first emasculated some poor sod.

He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t you want the
rapist caught?”

“Of course I do, in due course. Right
now I’m more concerned about Riona’s psychological requirements.
She needs love and understanding, needs to feel secure and cared
for. I’ve been in contact with her mother; she should he here any
moment.”

“I’d prefer to speak to Riona before
then.”

“No way.”

“You’re on thin ice here. I could
charge you with obstructing an inquiry.”

“Go ahead
and try it. No Inspector would dream of taking it to the
DPP.”

She was right. Sean tried another approach.
“A police surgeon will have to examine Miss Heeney.”

“Only if and when she files a
complaint.”

Right again.
Sean was unnerved by the belligerence in Dwyer’s gaze. What the
hell did she think he was going to do? Apply thumbscrews until
Heeney admitted that it was all her fault — that she had only got what she
deserved.

“We’re wasting time.”

“I’m amazed
Doctor Bruce authorised this,” Dwyer said, then tapped the side of
her head with understanding appearing in her eyes. “Aren’t I’m the
fool? You hadn’t spoken to Bruce.”

Sean admitted that he hadn’t.

“So go take
a running jump. There’s no way you’re
talking to Riona Heeney until she’s good and ready.”

“When will that be?”

“Maybe sometime tomorrow. We’ll
see.”

“I’ll be back.”

“Don’t bother. Have them send a Ban
Garda.”

 


 


“Doctor Bruce is still too tied up to speak
to me,” Sean explained to the staff nurse in charge of Triage.

The nurse, dressed in bloodstained theatre
greens, shrugged.

“Three teenage victims of a
hit-and-run. Multiple injuries,” she said in a matter of fact
manner.

“I was hoping you could tell me about
Riona Heeney?”

“Sorry. You’ll have to ---”

“I know. Talk to Doctor Bruce.” Sean
rolled his eyes and gave her his most helpless look.

The nurse tugged on her lower lip with an
eye-tooth. She glanced quickly around her and waved him into the
small Triage office. “You didn’t hear any of this from me,” she
said softly, pushing the door shut.

“Fair enough.”

“Some guy in his early forties brought
Heeney in. He was stinking of booze but seemed sober enough. He
claimed he came on her by the side of the road and drove her
straight here.”

“This Good Samaritan have a
name?”

She shook her head. “He wouldn’t give one,
but it was obvious he had nothing to do with it.”

“You
can’t be sure of that.”

“Believe me, I am. I recognise his
type. He might be overly fond of a drop of drink and says a lot
more than his prayers, but he’s not the sort to rip the nipple from
a woman’s breast with his teeth.”

Sean hesitated for a moment. “Did he say
anything that might be of use?”

The nurse
glanced through the office window to the reception area. There were
more than a dozen walking wounded waiting to be attended to. A
drunk was singing ‘The Boys from County Armagh’ to an
unappreciative audience. “I’ll repeat what he told me. I
won’t give you any medical
details.”

“I’m listening.”

The nurse sucked in a deep breath.
“Apparently in his car on the way here, Heeney took it into her
head that she wasn’t going to make it. She pleaded with him to
listen to her, to memorise every detail she told him. She gave him
her name, her address, that she worked in public relations for the
Cannock Corporation. Her attacker — she didn’t see his face and the
voice wasn’t familiar — had hidden in the back of her car. He
forced her at knifepoint to drive to some deserted farmhouse on the
Malahide to Portmarnock road. Not the coast road, some back road or
other.”

“I know it.’

“She submitted to all His demands,
allowed him to strip her. Laid down on the ground and didn’t put up
a fight, but it only seemed to anger him. She thought he got a
bigger kick out of beating her than he did from raping
her.”

“Rape is all about power.”

“So they say.”

“If she didn’t resist her attacker,
there will be no tissue traces under her fingernails,” Sean
commented, more to himself than to the nurse.

“No semen traces either. He wore a
prophylactic.”

Some women,
Sean knew from past experience, didn’t resist their rapists,
reasoning that if a man was having difficulties subduing his
victim, he wouldn’t let go long enough to fit a condom. “Heeney was
certain about that?”

The nurse
nodded. “Her attacker made a point of saying how he didn’t want to
risk catching a disease from a dirty
whore like her.”

“That leaves only the saliva from the
bite-marks for the Technical Bureau boys to work on.”

She shook her head. “All the bites excised
her skin. The wounds would have been given an antiseptic wash.”

“Not my night,” Sean
sighed.

His short-wave radio crackled into life.
“Excuse me,” he said, and answered his call sign.

A Garda patrol car had found Heeney’s car.
It was in the car park at Malahide’s railway station.

“Have to go,” Sean said. “Thanks for
all your help.”

The nurse smiled grimly. “Just put the
bastard away.”

As Sean was
leaving the A&E department by a side door, he caught a fleeting
glimpse of a distressed Mrs Heeney arriving. She was accompanied by
O’Brien. There was no sign of Riona Heeney’s fiancé.

 


Tony McGuirk had learnt all about alarm
systems during the training course he had attended at the FAS
centre in Baldoyle.

The
state-sponsored agency, which assisted the long-term unemployed
find work, ran courses in computer maintenance, system analysis,
graphic design, even cell phone repair. All devised to service the
new demands the Tiger economy was placing on the labour pool.
Anyone unemployed for a full year was eligible to attend. He had
swallowed his pride and chosen Burglar Alarm Installation. A growth industry all over Ireland, he had
been assured. No problem finding a job then.

What a joke that had been.

Forty CVs
sent out, without being invited to attend a single interview. Six
months of training down the drain. Six months of graft for twenty
euro a week more than he would have received on the dole. Having to
listen to the instructors prattle on about what a wonderful
opportunity he was being given, expecting him to he grateful.
Didn’t they realise how much money it took to go to work, even if
it was only a poxy course?

A sight more
than twenty euro a week.

There was the travel, the extra clothes he
needed, the packed lunches, the loss of seasonal work on the
double. Plenty of the North County Dublin produce-growers were
happy to take on casual workers for the planting and picking
seasons.

The alarm fitted at number twenty-eight was
almost certainly a standard package. Circuit breakers on all the
downstairs doors and windows, more of the same on the upstairs
windows and a couple of panic buttons. One near the front door and
another in the master bedroom. An alarm box mounted high on an
outside wall was the only visual deterrent. There would be a
control panel someplace, usually under the stairs, code- or
key-operated.

He checked his watch. It would be dark for a
few more hours. The quarter moon was hidden behind low cloud.
Little chance of being seen.

With the blade of a penknife he started to
remove the rubber seal around a French window at the rear of the
house. He hadn’t planned on paying twenty-eight a visit so soon,
but that Heeney bitch had upset him. She could have been a rag doll
for all the response he had provoked. Where was the fun in
that?

Besides, two in the one night would make the
Gardai sit up and pay attention. Might even make the headlines.

He took great care not to jerk the door as
another length of the seal came away. The double-glazed panel was
soon free. He tilted it back and lifted it cleanly out of the
frame.

Now the tricky bit. If the bitch had forked
out that few bob extra to the alarm company, movement sensors could
have been included in her package.

But who paid any attention these days to an
alarm ringing? Especially if it was silenced within seconds. The
storm had been triggering alarms all over Malahide.

He stepped through the empty frame into the
house.

No alarm. He allowed himself a smile. Too
easy.

The rear room contained an oriental
glass-topped dining table and six chairs. Folding the blade down,
he slipped his penknife back into his pocket. From his hip pocket
he took an envelope bearing Breen’s name and address and propped it
against the silver candelabra.

Saving the price of a stamp.

If the owner of the house kept to her usual
schedule, she would not return for an hour or more. That allowed
him plenty of time to make himself at home.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Sean Horan
drove straight to the railway station, a stone’s throw from the
centre of town. A police car with a uniformed Garda officer at the
wheel was parked behind the red BMW. He opened the car door and
climbed out when Sean drew up alongside.

“I was told
to stay here and make sure nobody goes near it,” he said.
“Forensics will be here first thing in the morning.” He handed Sean
a powerful flashlight.

There were a
dozen cars in the car park. The town had a serious shortage of
parking spaces, and a lot of drivers took advantage of
the free parking at the station.

“I want names and addresses of all the
vehicle owners,” Sean said.

The BMW was
undamaged, the key still in the ignition. Sean shone the flashlight
on the ground around the car. It was clean asphalt − no footprints.
He touched the bonnet. It was cold. There was nothing inside the
car other than a few cassette tapes, a dry cleaning stub, and a
pair of ladies evening gloves. With less than 6,000 miles on the
odometer, the interior still had that new car smell. Sean caught a
lingering trace of perfume. He removed the keys.

Then he popped the boot lid. It was as
immaculate as the day the car had been shipped from Bavaria.

“How’s the girl?” the Garda
asked.

Sean closed the boot. “She’ll live. Has
anyone talked to the station personnel?”

“Yeah.
There’s just
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