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PART ONE: SHATTERED NIGHT


[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Morning After

The fiddle lay in three pieces on the stone floor of Tralee village hall, its neck snapped clean at the heel, the body cracked along the seam where the spruce top had been joined to the maple ribs a century before. Whoever had swung it had done so with considerable force, and whoever had received it — Old James Miller, the night watchman, now lying on his side with his grey cap still on his head and a thin line of blood tracing the curve of his left ear — had neither seen it coming nor had the opportunity to complain about it since.

Sergeant Arthur Bethany crouched over the old man and pressed two fingers to his neck. The pulse was there — steady, even, a little slow perhaps, but present and unambiguous. He straightened to his full height, which was considerable, and looked around the hall. The morning light came through the tall west-facing windows at a low angle, picking out the dust on the boards and the scattered papers near the lectern and the overturned chair beside the door to the store cupboard. That door stood half open now, and from where Bethany stood he could see the bare wooden shelves within, and the iron hook on the wall from which something had recently been removed. The ghost of the thing was visible as a clean rectangle on the dusty shelf, and a bracket below it held nothing.

Constable Siobhan Wexford stood in the doorway of the hall itself, her notebook open, her pencil ready, watching him work. She had been in the village exactly three weeks. She was twenty-four years old and she had the kind of face that people looked at twice — not because she was pretty, though she was, but because there was something alert and immediate about her expression that made you feel you had said something interesting before you had opened your mouth.

"He's breathing," Bethany said, not looking at her.

"I can see that from here."

"Can you call MacFadyen?"

"I've already sent young Brendan Harte. He'll be at the surgery now."

Bethany looked at her then. She was watching him with a calm attention that he recognised from himself — the quality of someone who was taking everything in and would tell you what she thought when she was ready, not before.

"The store cupboard," he said.

"Clean shelf. Something rectangular and flat, roughly eighteen inches by twelve, from the dust line. Something smaller and narrower beside it — maybe six inches wide, thirty long." She paused. "A case of some kind."

Bethany walked to the cupboard door and pushed it fully open. He crouched and examined the shelf. The dust record was exact: two objects removed, one large, one long and narrow. The larger one had left a faint impression of a corner bracket — it had sat on small feet of some kind, which had left four small circles in the grey film.

"Sheet music," he said. "The large one. It was in a display case. The bracket marks are consistent with glass-fronted box."

"And the narrow one?"

"A violin case." He stood. "Though they left the violin."

Siobhan looked at the broken instrument on the floor. "They used it as a weapon and dropped it."

"Or panicked when the watchman came in."

"Or both."

Bethany walked back to James Miller and crouched again. The old man's breathing had settled into a regular rhythm now, and the colour in his face was better than it had been when Bethany first arrived. The wound above the ear was superficial — a graze, really, the kind that bled dramatically but signified little. He would have a headache for a week and a story for considerably longer.

"Who reported it?" Bethany asked.

"Bridie Folan. She comes to open up at seven for the women's committee. Found him on the floor, left the door open and ran to the station."

"Did she touch anything?"

"She says not. I believe her. She looked like she'd been struck herself."

The door of the hall opened and Dr. Stephen MacFadyen came in, his bag in one hand and his coat not quite buttoned, the third button misaligned with its hole in a way that suggested he had dressed quickly. He was a man of sixty or so, trim, with careful eyes and a manner that had once been confident and was now careful in a different way — the way of a man watching himself.

"How long has he been down?" MacFadyen asked, crouching over Miller with practiced efficiency.

"Unknown," Bethany said. "He started the watch at midnight. Bridie Folan found him at seven past seven."

"Wound is superficial," MacFadyen said, his fingers moving with delicate precision over the old man's skull. "No depression. Pupils —" he drew a small torch from his bag, clicked it on, tilted Miller's lids open — "responding. He'll come round." He sat back on his heels. "Someone hit him with considerable force. The instrument?"

"The violin," Siobhan said.

MacFadyen looked at the pieces on the floor and said nothing for a moment. Then: "Get him to my surgery. Carefully."

"I'll organise a car," Siobhan said.

She was already moving to the door. Bethany watched her go and then turned back to MacFadyen.

"What time do you estimate?"

"Sometime between two and five. The blood has dried to a brown at the edges. Consistent with several hours." MacFadyen picked up his bag and stood. His coat was still mis-buttoned. Bethany noticed but did not say so.

"Are you well, Doctor?"

MacFadyen's eyes met his for a moment — a flash of something that might have been gratitude or might have been resentment — and then he looked away. "Perfectly. I'll have a proper report for you this afternoon."

He left. Bethany stood in the middle of the hall and looked at the broken fiddle for a long time.

Then he put on his hat and went to find Rory O'Flanagan.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: Rory Takes His Leave


[image: ]


Rory was at the table when Bethany knocked, which was seven minutes past eight, and the breakfast things were still out — the brown bread and the pot of tea and Rosey's cup with its blue rim that had been in the house since before Rory could remember. Rosey was at the sink. She turned when Bethany ducked through the door-frame.

"He'll not fit in this house one day," she said.

"I fit well enough," Bethany said pleasantly.

"You've to turn sideways in the hall." But she was already putting a third cup on the table. "Sit down, Arthur. There's tea."

"There's been a break-in at the village hall," Bethany said, sitting in the chair that Rory had once occupied when he was constable and that still felt, to both of them, like it should belong to someone else. "James Miller is at MacFadyen's. He'll be all right."

Rory set down his cup. "What was taken?"

"A display case — I believe it was the Fitzgerald family violin exhibit. The one the committee put up at Christmas. And the case it was kept in. The violin itself was used on James Miller and left broken on the floor."

The table went quiet. Rosey came and sat. Dean's bedroom door at the top of the stairs was still closed — he and Shiona slept late on Wednesdays. The house had the particular morning stillness of a household that had recently arranged itself into new shapes.

"The Fitzgerald violin," Rory said.

"You know it?"

"Everyone knows it. It was made in eighteen forty by a luthier in Cork whose name I've forgotten. It's been in the family since. Young Ciarán Fitzgerald showed it at the Killarney festival two years running. His mother put it in the committee hall for the spring exhibition because they've no room in their cottage since the grandmother moved in." Rory folded his hands on the table. "What else was in the case?"

"That's what I'm trying to establish. There was a second object on the shelf — smaller, narrower. I believe it was a second violin case, but I'm not certain."

"Then you need to talk to Janet Connelly. She's the committee secretary and she'll have an inventory." Rory paused. "Though she'll tell you everything that's in the hall and half of what's in the other houses in the village before she gets to the point."

"I'm aware of Mrs. Connelly's methods," Bethany said, with a smile that suggested he had already made her acquaintance.

Rosey poured him tea without asking how he took it and was surprised, when he reached for the cup, that she had got it right — strong, a small drop of milk, no sugar.

"I came because I wanted you to know directly," Bethany said, addressing Rory. "You know this village far better than I do. And I know you're leaving for Dublin in two days."

Rory looked at Rosey. Rosey looked at the table.

"The trip," she said quietly.

"It stands," Rory said firmly. "We made that decision in January and we're not changing it for a stolen violin. Arthur is well capable." He looked at Bethany. "You're well capable."

"I appreciate that," Bethany said. "Though I'll admit I'm not entirely sure what I'm looking at yet. A local theft is one thing. But if the Fitzgerald violin is what people say it is — if it's genuinely valuable—"

"It's valuable beyond what most people here would understand," Rory said. "It's a nineteenth century Irish instrument in near perfect condition. Or was."

"Was," Bethany agreed.

A silence settled. From upstairs came the faint sound of movement — a floorboard, then Shiona's voice saying something in a low tone, then Dean's answer, too quiet to hear. Rosey's eyes went to the ceiling briefly and then came back to the table.

"We leave Friday morning," Rory said. "The train from Tralee to Dublin, then the hotel Rosey has booked. Dean is in charge of the business." He met Bethany's eyes. "Constable Wexford is able?"

"More than able," Bethany said, with a conviction that seemed to come from somewhere specific.

"Good." Rory reached for the bread. "Now. Sit there and tell me everything you saw in that hall and I'll tell you what I think it means before I go."
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