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Valentina López Vázquez stepped into her back garden, startling the sparrows which had been hopping around on the grass. The birds shot into the air, chirping and regrouping on top of the hedge. They peered down at Valentina as if they were curious about the phone she held in one hand and the pregnancy test in the other.

Good news? Bad news?

Maybe it was all bad.

Valentina’s phone buzzed. She didn’t want to check it, didn’t want to read any more of the filthy messages. But curiosity got the better of her.

She felt sick reading the message, but he was the one who was sick, this creep, detailing what he wanted to do to her.

Valentina glanced around, hoping the tranquil space would calm her. Though small, the square garden was lovely. Half of it was grass, the other half paved, filled with ceramic ornaments, hanging pots and flower boxes.

The summer she moved here with Barry, Valentina had planted lavender. The plant was in full bloom now, and it reminded her of a happier time. She watched bees flit from one purple flower to another.

Her phone buzzed.

Another message from the unknown number.

She looked back towards the house. It was one in a row of terraced two-beds. Unlike her neighbours’ houses – the one on the left with red brick and the one on the right with yellow – the walls of Valentina’s house were plastered smooth and painted white, like a Mediterranean villa. The house glowed in the morning sun, looking bright and modern compared to the other properties.

She was going to miss this place. She’d been so happy here.

Mostly.

It would have been wonderful to raise a family in this lovely Dublin lane, but that was never going to happen.

Soon she’d be gone.

They’d get out of here, put the house on the market the minute the paint was dry. Then begin a new life in Barcelona. Her parents would be glad to have her home. They’d discover Barry was a good man, even if he looked rough.

Valentina tied her long, dark hair in a ponytail. It was ten o’clock. Her shift at the charity shop started at ten thirty, but she was never going to get there in time unless the painter finished soon. 

Through her sunglasses, she looked up at her bedroom window where Aidan Donnelly had been working for half an hour.

The stringy young man they had hired to paint the house was sitting on her bedroom windowsill, stroking his chin, and gazing at Valentina. His lips were parted and there was a dreamy expression on his face.

Goosebumps broke out on Valentina’s arms. A feeling of dread spread across her chest, snaking up to her throat.

Why was he staring at her?

Aidan wore a sleeveless white vest, which showed off his tattoos. A Mayan pyramid was inked on one arm, a humanoid face with three eyes on the other. His black hair was short at the back and sides and longer on top, waxed into an Elvis-style quiff.

There was something murky and unwholesome in his eyes. Valentina didn’t like the way he rubbed his upper lip constantly and how he left droplets of urine on the floor when he used their toilet.

Though Aidan gave Valentina the creeps, she was damned if she was going to be intimidated in her own home.

She kept looking at him as she removed her shades. When he realised she was watching him, he quickly disappeared from sight. Back into her bedroom.

Valentina wondered why he was taking so long there. She imagined him going through her private things. Handling her possessions.

She turned her attention back to the pregnancy test as the result appeared. Two pink strips told her she was pregnant. This was the second test she had taken, as she wanted to be sure before she told Barry.

She looked at her phone. It was tempting to let him know the news now, but later would be better – over a nice dinner. Barbecued chicken and a few glasses of chilled white wine.

She hated that Aidan was in the house, ruining this moment. Bringing up WhatsApp, she tapped out a message to Barry.

I don’t like being alone with this guy.

He might not see it for a while as he had clients all morning. In any case, Valentina hated relying on other people. She’d handle this herself.

She stood up and marched into the kitchen, pausing only to set the pregnancy test down on the kitchen table, before she made her way upstairs, walking loudly on the carpeted steps. Aidan should know that she was coming and that she meant business.

As she approached her bedroom door, there was a loud crash.

She hurried forward, pushing open the door to the bedroom. Aidan was standing over her bedside locker, which lay on its side. Valentina’s socks and panties lay scattered across the floor.

“I’m really sorry,” Aidan said. “It was a complete accident. I’m so clumsy – always knocking things over.”

Heat rushed to her cheeks – fury at the thought of Aidan going through her underwear. He must have been looking through her things, then panicked when he heard her coming. He took a step towards her.

“I’ve got it,” Valentina said, holding up her hand to stop him coming closer. She scooped up her clothes.

Three of the walls were peach colour now. Only one remained to be painted. The smell of paint turned her stomach. “I can finish the painting myself,” she said.

Aidan frowned. “But I’m nearly done.”

“I’ll pay you the full amount anyway.”

“I won't be long.”

“No,” Valentina said. “Thank you, but no. I will finish. I have to go out soon.”

“Okay,” he said. His face was wrinkled with confusion. “I'm sorry. If it was about your clothes—”

“Leave it. I said I will finish.”

Aidan set about getting his things together, while Valentina carried her socks and underwear to the spare bedroom. She dropped them on the bed and waited there. She listened as Aidan brought his stepladder downstairs, the steel clanging with every step. The front door creaked open. Aidan lugged the ladder outside.

Valentina could be firm when she wanted to be. The confrontation hadn’t been any fun, but at least he was leaving now.

Valentina checked through the drawers of the desk that sat in a corner of the spare room. This was where she kept all her stationery. She found an envelope and put the money she owed Aidan inside.

Suddenly she heard a groan from outside. What was Aidan doing?

Valentina walked onto the landing. She paused to listen but heard nothing more. At the top of the stairs, she looked down.

The front door was ajar.

“Aidan? Are you okay?”

Nothing.

No answer.

She jumped when her phone buzzed with a text message. It was the anonymous number again.

Let’s play.

She swallowed, trying to stave off panic as her pulse began to race.

“Aidan?” she called.

She waited but when she heard nothing further, she began to descend the stairs, gripping the banister with one hand and clutching the cross around her neck with the other. The cross was made of smooth mahogany. Her father had given it to her for her tenth birthday and it always reminded her of him. She released it and let it hang next to her other necklace – the one Barry had given her, with a bright yellow sunflower pendant.

“Aidan?” Valentina called when she reached the bottom of the stairs. Her mouth was dry.

Silence pressed in on her, throbbing in her ears as she waited for him to answer.

If she wanted to see outside, she’d have to go closer to the door. She didn’t want to do that, but she didn’t want to turn her back on the door, either.

She lifted her phone and dialled Barry’s number. It went straight to voicemail. She ended the call without leaving a message. Speaking would have meant breaking the silence.

Someone might hear her.

She tapped out a text instead.

Call me ASAP. I’m scared.

Valentina had to force herself to walk over to the door, to pull it open. By then, she could hardly breathe.

Something was very wrong.

She peered outside.

The back doors of Aidan’s van were wide open.

What she saw inside it made her mouth fall open in horror.

“My god,” she whispered, gripping her cross.

She turned to run, but it was too late.
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Detective Sergeant Joe Byrne stepped out of the shop, holding a paper cup in one hand and a grease-stained bag in the other. Rush hour traffic was gone, but Morehampton Road remained busy. Jaguars, BMWs, a couple of Teslas. A lot of buses too. Joe had forgotten how much traffic passed through Donnybrook, heading south to University College Dublin and north to the city centre.

His bag contained two breakfast rolls. Egg, sausage and bacon, on soft round baps. The paper cup was extra-large, full of dark, bitter coffee and only a hint of milk. A chocolate bar was stuffed in his suit pocket.

Joe needed all of it.

He’d been driving through the night, leaving his Kilkenny apartment at 6:45 am, after working the late shift. Too angry to sleep, he had stayed up all night, aimlessly flicking through dozens of TV channels.

He’d driven 130 kilometres, arriving in Dublin after three hours. A crash on the N7 had made the journey a nightmare. A Nissan had careened off the road and veered into a line of trees, grazing every one of them for half a mile before smashing head-on into a brick wall.

Back when he’d been on motorcycle patrol, Joe had worked scenes like that.

Once he had arrived in Donnybrook, Joe had zeroed in on the nearest place he could grab some food, which was the deli counter in this shop.

A few steel tables and chairs were set up outside the door, separated from the footpath by a canvas barrier. No one sat there, no one but Joe. He slumped in the nearest chair and began to demolish his food.

The June air was warm, the sky a brilliant blue.

Donnybrook Cemetery stood on the other side of the road, its metal gates set into a stone archway. The gate was chained up tight, but leafy tree branches reached over the stonework.

Joe’s destination was Donnybrook Garda Station, next to the cemetery. Three storeys tall, the station was a boxy grey building that looked about as much fun as a colonoscopy.

Joe finished the first roll and wiped the ketchup and melted butter off his hands with a napkin. Then he started in on the second roll. At thirty-five, he was aware that it would soon start to take a little more work to keep in shape. Especially if he kept eating like this. So often though, he had to grab food whenever a case allowed. And at those moments, he reached for the nearest thing, whatever it was.

Being a detective was like being a reporter. You went where you were told. Four weeks ago, Joe had learned he was being transferred to Donnybrook. He’d declined. His boss in Kilkenny wasn’t interested in talking about it. As far as he was concerned, Joe worked in Dublin now. 

So here he was. Day one.

Starting on the late shift.

Detectives worked six days on, four days off. Ten-hour shifts. Of the six days on, there were two early starts, two late starts, and two nights. Joe had never got used to the pattern. Today’s late start meant reporting at 10:00 am, finishing at 8:00 pm.

But Joe figured he'd be done with Donnybrook by 10:05 am.

He’d rather quit than work in his old neighbourhood.

Not that he minded leaving Kilkenny. There was nothing for him there but an overpriced apartment and a dying aloe vera plant.

He was willing to go anywhere – except Donnybrook. It was weird that he was being transferred here. The first thing the force did when you left training academy was move you far from home so you wouldn’t be policing your own community. And then you tended to be transferred to a variety of places, none of them very close to home. But Joe had grown up near here, had gone to college down the road. So why had he been sent here?

After the second roll, he polished off the chocolate bar, and drained the dregs of his coffee. He wiped his hands one more time and got to his feet.

His ten-year old Honda Civic was parked around the corner from the shop. Slipping behind the wheel, Joe started the car and eased up the road, past the front of the station, then turned down the narrow road where the entrance to the car park was buried.

It was a sprawling car park with dozens of spaces. He drove right up to the building, parking next to the big steel door, in the only free space at this end of the lot.

He checked himself in the mirror and realised that he’d forgotten to shave. Nothing he could do about that now, which was a shame, because his dark brown stubble was pretty obvious. He combed his blond-brown fringe back with his fingers and wiped a dab of butter from the corner of his mouth.

As soon as he stepped out of his car, a Ford Escort screeched to a stop behind him. Old and grey, the car wheezed like it smoked sixty cigarettes a day. Ignoring it, Joe turned and walked towards the building.

“Hey!”

A man’s voice. Harsh. Indignant. Arrogant, too.

Joe didn’t even look around. He hit his key fob to lock the Honda and kept walking. Behind him a car door opened and closed, the engine still running.

“Are you deaf? That’s my space.”

Joe kept walking as uneven footsteps came up behind him. His muscles tensed.

“I’m talking to you.”

A macho attitude was thankfully rare on the force, but Joe had a feeling that the man behind him was one of those uncommon cases. And Joe was in no mood to play nice. He was tired after the drive and annoyed at getting pushed around. 

Being ordered to Donnybrook had brought emotions bubbling to the surface. Memories, too, of the worst period of his life.

When someone grabbed his shoulder, Joe spun around, his hand already balled into a fist.

Joe froze once he caught sight of the man. Like him, the guy was in his thirties. But he stood a foot shorter than Joe’s six one. He had a round face, thin dark brown hair, and an expression of smug indifference. He wore an ill-fitting suit. But, most noticeably, he was clearly unwell. 

He leaned on a crutch and his skin had a disgusting greyish hue. The man’s mouth twisted into a sneer as he read Joe’s intention.

“You want to take a swing at me? Go ahead.”

Joe took a slow breath. Let it out.

“Forget it,” he said, turning his back.

“You’re still in my spot.”

“And I still don’t care,” Joe said.

As he walked away, he felt a twinge of guilt – the guy really didn’t look well. But Joe hated bullies, even sick ones.

He reached the station’s back door at the same time as a woman in a dark suit. Shoulder-length brown hair, hastily applied makeup. She paused in the doorway, cradling a bunch of manilla folders under one arm, and squinted at Joe. Her eyes had the probing gaze of a new plainclothes officer. Late twenties and stressed-looking – Joe figured her for a detective garda, which put her one rank below him. 

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Where can I find the Inspector?”

“You must be our new sergeant.”

Joe gave her a grudging nod. He didn’t bother telling her that he wasn’t going to stay.

“Detective Garda Anne-Marie Cunningham. Pleased to meet you, sir.”

They shook hands.

“The Inspector?” he prompted.

“If you’ll follow me.”

Cunningham led Joe into a long corridor that reeked of lemon disinfectant. The walls were covered in pale yellow paint.

He followed Cunningham up a flight of stairs. At the top, she keyed in a code to get through a locked door. She led him down another identical corridor and stopped in front of a door at the building’s back corner. She said, “This is Detective Inspector O’Carroll’s office.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

She turned and set off back down the steps. Joe rapped on the door with his knuckles.

“Come in.”

Detective Inspector David O’Carroll sat at his desk drinking a cup of tea. It was a few years since they’d seen each other, but O’Carroll hadn’t changed. A few touches of grey appeared in his carrot-coloured hair, but the forty-something-year-old still had the wiry fitness of a man who cycled ten miles a day. He jumped up from his chair and came around the desk.

Joe said, “Sir.”

“Don’t call me that, for god’s sake.”

They shook hands. Joe smiled, feeling a little of his tension dissipate. The two men had been stationed together for several years. O’Carroll had always been a good friend to Joe.

It looked like he still suffered from OCD. His room was tidy to the point of being sterile. The desk was bare except for a computer and his beverage.

“Good to see you, David.”

“You too, Joe.” He took a step back and looked Joe over. “I have to say, I was expecting worse.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “I heard about the hospital. They said you went pure mad and nearly killed yourself.”

Joe flushed.

“Who the fuck said that?”

O’Carroll’s expression hardened. Informality was one thing, insubordination another. He pointed to a swivel chair, and said, “Sit down, Joe.”
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Wall to Wall Fitness was located on a corner just off Abbey Street, in Dublin’s north inner city. It was a small studio with two rooms, plus a kitchen. The building’s ground floor, below it, was occupied by an Indian restaurant, where Barry Wall often grabbed lunch.

Wall was working in the studio’s front room, training a young actress named Holly Martini. She was fine-featured and petite, and Wall felt like a giant when near her. He stood six foot two and weighed 230 lbs, all of it muscle.

Right now, they were sitting on the floor, facing each other, their legs stretched out in front of them. Holly was finishing her cool-down, a series of light stretches to end the session.

The room had a persistent smell of curry from the restaurant below, but there wasn’t much Wall could do about that. The weather was so hot that he needed to leave the windows open. 

Wall’s only employee was training Holly’s co-star in the other room. The Americans were in town to film a new TV show. Luckily for Wall, their hotel was a short distance away, so they were training with him.

“Good,” he said when Holly completed the last stretch. She struggled to her feet.

“That was the toughest workout of my life,” Holly said in her L.A. drawl. “I don’t think I could do another squat if you’d paid me.”

Wall walked her to the door, where she grabbed her light hoodie, and slipped it on over her Lululemon outfit. She moved with her usual grace, even when exhausted. Perhaps that came from being on camera all the time, having every movement scrutinised.

“That’s what I’m here for,” he said. “See you again on Wednesday.”

Holly hesitated.

“I was thinking,” she said. “Would you like to get a drink some time? I mean, I’d love to pick your brain about my diet, because I’m having a hard time believing my nutritionist’s advice right now.”

Wall smiled. She was a very attractive woman. Most men would have jumped at the chance to have a drink with her.

“I’m not wearing it this minute,” he said, holding up his hand, “but I have a ring that belongs on this finger.”

Holly blushed.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Of course you have a wife. I’m dumb.”

“Don’t worry about it. Wednesday at eleven, okay?”

“Sure thing. Bye.”

Wall shook his head as he watched her walk briskly out of the room. If he was single, he would have said yes in an instant – but Valentina was everything he’d ever wanted. He decided to check his phone before the next client arrived.

He ducked into the kitchen and grabbed his phone. There was a missed a call from Valentina. Some text messages too. He looked at the first one.

I don’t like being alone with this guy.

Wall always said his wife was a drama queen. All the same, his eyes narrowed as he read the second message.

Call me ASAP. I’m scared.

Probably nothing, Wall thought.

He phoned her back. The call went straight to voicemail.

It was eleven o’clock. Valentina was meant to be working today. She had given up her job at the bank once they decided to move to Spain. To occupy her time until the move, she volunteered three times a week at Oxfam. Wall phoned the shop and spoke to the woman who ran the place.

“Is Valentina there?”

“No. She didn’t turn up today. I wondered what happened. Is everything—”

Wall ended the call.

No, he thought, with a sinking feeling. Everything is not alright.

Valentina never turned her phone off, never let the battery run down. Never turned up late for anything. This just wasn’t like her.

Wall scrambled downstairs and out onto the street. He sprinted to the car park where he left his Hyundai.

Got behind the wheel. Got moving.

Called Valentina again.

Still no answer.

He drove across the city and out to the suburbs. By the time he reached the lane where he and Valentina lived, his heart was pounding so loud it scared him. 

From the lane, all you could see was a stone wall with a row of high wooden gates. Few people realised what nice little houses hid behind them. Unlike most of the neighbours, Wall and Valentina usually left their gate open, as it was now. Aidan Donnelly’s van was gone, as Wall would have expected.

He parked, hurried to the door and let himself in. He called out Valentina’s name.

Nothing.

No reply.

His voice echoed around the house. As he stood in the hall, he got an uneasy feeling. He wasn’t sure why until he noticed that their wedding photo on the wall was upside-down. Wall stared at it. Why would Valentina do such a thing?

Unless it wasn’t Valentina who’d done it.

Entering the kitchen, he saw the bowl of fruit on the island in the middle of the kitchen was upside-down. He corrected it, put the apples and bananas back inside.

He walked around the ground floor, wondering what else was wrong. In the sitting room, the clock on the mantelpiece was upside-down.

In the dining room, the decorative Spanish plates on the wall had been hung upside down.

Wall was about to head upstairs when he happened to look out the window to the back garden. 

A cluster of little pink-white objects stuck up out of the grass like mushrooms. Wall slid open the patio door and stepped outside. At the edge of the grass, he hunkered down so he could get a closer look.

Fingers.

They can’t be real, he thought.

Then he noticed Valentina’s wedding ring on one of those fingers.
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“Sit down,” Detective Inspector O’Carroll repeated.

Joe threw himself on a wobbly swivel chair in front of the desk. It creaked under him. O’Carroll sat down too, wiping an imaginary grain of dust off the desk with the back of his hand.

Sunlight streamed into the office through a window looking out onto the car park.

Joe hadn’t meant to raise his voice, but he hated it when people talked about his private life.

O’Carroll said, “People are concerned about you, Joe. Whether you’re fit to work.”

“No one’s concerned. I don’t know where you got that from.”

“I hear you live in the pubs down in Kilkenny.”

Joe winced. He had overdone it before his trip to hospital, but a brutal case of pancreatitis had stopped him drinking.

“Not anymore,” Joe said.

“Now that you’re here — part of my team — I want to know you’re in decent shape.”

“I’m fine—”

“Good.”

“But I’m not working here.”

O’Carroll knew why. Joe had made the mistake of confiding in him years ago, when they’d been posted together. Back then, they’d shared their struggles with each other. O’Carroll had told Joe of his doubts about being a gay officer in such a conservative institution. Joe had told O’Carroll about the woman who had ruined his life. O’Carroll knew all about Lisa O’Malley, knew she lived in Donnybrook.

And he’d still summoned Joe here.

Joe couldn’t help suspecting that O’Carroll had done it deliberately. Was it some misplaced attempt to help him?

O’Carroll said, “Let’s be clear. You’re here to do a job.”

“Let me be clear. You can let me stay in Kilkenny or you can fire me.”

“You’re stubborn enough to throw away your career?”

“I guess I am,” Joe said. “Anyway, I heard you have a detective sergeant here. As far as I know, Donnybrook has only ever needed one.”

O’Carroll leaned forward.

“You’re right about that, but the thing is, our sergeant, Kevin Boyle, is in poor health.”

Joe thought of the loudmouth in the car park. He said, “The guy on crutches? What’s wrong with him?”

O’Carroll shook his head. “Kevin has had a litany of health problems this year, from pneumonia to a broken foot. I suspect there’s some underlying condition, but it hasn’t been diagnosed yet. He’s missed a lot of time, and I need someone to pick up the slack. Forget about that quitting stuff. Wait till something happens, and you get sucked into a case. I remember that look on your face.”

“What look?”

“When you’re trying to solve a crime.”

“Do you even have crimes around here?”

Donnybrook was an affluent area. Joe imagined it was one of the easier postings you could get.

“We have enough.” O’Carroll got to his feet. “Let me show you the station. I know, I know. You’re not going to work here. I’ll give you a tour anyway. We can have tea and a biscuit afterwards.”

“Okay, but I’m not changing my mind.”

O’Carroll kept the tour brief. Joe followed him upstairs and saw the incident room. They returned to O’Carroll’s floor where there were a hundred tiny offices, then went downstairs again to the communications room, the public office at the front, the long corridor from the public office to the other side of the building. Everywhere they went, O’Carroll introduced Joe to his colleagues.

Joe saw the interview rooms, and the holding cells. All of them were empty. They were the source of the disinfectant smell Joe had detected when he arrived.

They passed the door that led out to the car park. And in the corner of the building, beside the exit, was the District Detective Unit. If Joe accepted the transfer to Donnybrook, this would become his new base.

It was a tight series of three rooms, connected by open doorways. Every inch of the place was stuffed with files and folders.

As he had elsewhere in the station, O’Carroll made the introductions. But here, there were familiar faces. First, Anne-Marie Cunningham, the detective garda who’d shown Joe the way to O’Carroll’s office.

Then there was Detective Sergeant Kevin Boyle, the sick man. He managed to look smug despite his health issues, whatever they were. Joe shook hands with him for O’Carroll’s sake.

“Home sweet home,” O’Carroll said, looking around the room.

Boyle put on his suit jacket. Cunningham did the same.

O’Carroll said, “Where are you two going?”

Joe had forgotten how curious David O’Carroll was. He was one of those people who wanted to know everything that was going on.

“We’re due in court,” Cunningham said.

O’Carroll nodded. “Of course. Go ahead.”

After the two of them left, O’Carroll took Joe back to his office. They spent a while catching up, having not really spoken since O’Carroll’s wedding. Joe hadn’t attended, since he didn’t think he could stand the sight of two people getting married. That would only make him feel more alone.

Joe was about to push O’Carroll for his decision – fire Joe or let him continue in Kilkenny – when a call came through from the station sergeant. Two uniforms had responded to a call-out to a nearby house. A young woman was missing from her home and there were signs of violence.

O’Carroll turned to Joe. “I have no one else to handle it,” he said.

Joe was eager to get back to Kilkenny, but he couldn’t ignore a missing person report.

“I’ll deal with this,” he said. “And then I’m leaving.”

O’Carroll made no comment. Joe wrote down the address of the crime scene and headed for the car park.
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Barry Wall stood in his sitting room while he waited for the emergency services. A squad car was the first to arrive. Two officers who looked like children presented themselves on the doorstep. One of them was chewing gum. Wall pointed them to the garden. They went and looked. Then the guy stopped chewing gum and got on his radio. 

An ambulance arrived soon after, followed by a second squad car. This time, no one was chewing gum.

Wall stood in the middle of his sitting room while half a dozen men and women stomped around his home. More arrived every few minutes, but no one seemed to be looking for Valentina. He rubbed his bare arms. Goosebumps had broken out on his pale skin. The clock on the mantelpiece was still upside down. Wall stared at it and wondered what the hell had happened in his home.

The third officer to arrive, who looked even younger than his colleagues, kept asking the same inane questions. Wall finally interrupted.

“Just find my wife, will you?”

“I understand you’re upset, Mr. Wall. We’re doing everything we can.”

“No, you’re wasting time talking to me. I’ve told you everything I know.”

“I understand it might not seem important, but I’d really like to go through a few more questions with you.”

Ignoring him, Wall walked over to the front window as a white van pulled up. Technical Bureau was written on the side. Forensics. 

At once, the Technical Bureau officers started setting up a cordon, blocking off most of the driveway and forcing everyone to walk on the strip of grass next to the driveway to get to the house. 

A Honda pulled up on the street outside. The driver parked behind the Technical Bureau van and made his way up the driveway. Blue shirt, red tie. Mid-thirties, same as Wall. Scruffy-looking. Unshaven. Wall didn’t like the look of him. He hoped he wouldn’t have to rely on this man to find Valentina.

The man exchanged a few words with an officer at the front door, then made his way up to Wall.

“Detective Sergeant Joe Byrne,” he said. They shook hands.

“Are you going to ask me the same stupid questions as the last guy?”

“No, I’m going to find your wife.” His eyes were pale blue, very clear. “Can you tell me what happened?”

Wall went through it again. Valentina’s texts. The missed call. Arriving home to find her missing, except for—

He couldn’t say the word, so instead he pointed towards the garden.

“May I?” Byrne said.

Wall nodded and followed the detective through the dining room and out the back door. A photographer was already there, snapping away on a Nikon. Byrne hunkered down, examining Valentina’s severed fingers, each of them planted in the grass like a lollipop.

Wall’s stomach heaved, and saliva flooded his mouth. He turned away and got sick into a pot of lavender.

“Come on,” Byrne said, and led him indoors, as if Wall might not be able to find his own way. The detective got a glass from the cupboard and filled it with water from the tap.

“It’s my house,” Wall said. “I’m able to get a glass of water.”

“I know,” Byrne said.

Wall rinsed his mouth out and set the glass down on the counter. He caught Byrne looking around the kitchen, his eyes passing lingering on every surface.

“Are they definitely your wife’s fingers?”

“Yes,” Wall growled. “Now can you find Aidan Donnelly?”

“The painter. How much do you know about him?”

“Not enough, clearly. I didn’t think he was dangerous.”

“Where did you find him?”

“My brother works in real estate. He knows a lot of decorators, so I told him I needed someone.”

“Any idea why Aiden Donnelly would want to hurt your wife?”

“I don’t know. He’s a man.”

“You’re a man. I’m a man.”

Wall glared at the detective. “Some men...”

He couldn’t finish.

“Anyway,” Byrne said, “we’re trying to locate his vehicle.”

“I should never have left her alone with a stranger.”

Just then an officer from the Technical Bureau came down the stairs. She held a clear plastic evidence bag containing blood-spattered garden shears.

“They were in the bedroom,” she said.

Wall felt dizzy. Someone had used those shears on Valentina, on the hands that he’d kissed that very morning.

Byrne said, “This strike me as cruel.”

“Of course it’s cruel,” Wall said. “It’s insane.”

“I mean, it looks personal.”

“What are you getting at?”

“Aside from Donnelly,” Byrne said, in a cool tone, “do you know anyone who’d want to hurt your wife?”

“No one. Everyone loved Valentina. No one who knew her would do such thing.”

Byrne said nothing.

Wall knew he didn’t believe him.
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Valentina López Vázquez and Barry Wall’s house had a narrow strip of grass out front. Joe and Wall stood there, not talking. The personal trainer was a big guy, heavily muscled and there was something forceful about the way he moved his body. But Joe was pretty sure Wall hadn’t attacked his wife. He had an alibi, a training session with some Z-list actress. They were outside because Joe didn’t want him muddying the crime scene.

Wall’s brother, Ken, lived in the Wicklow mountains, an hour’s drive south, but he had an office in Dublin city centre. Joe had asked Wall to have his brother come and collect him. Wall grumbled but did it. Now he kept rubbing his short, brown hair as he waited for Ken to arrive.

The house was swarming with uniforms and forensics people. On Joe’s current posting, he’d seen a lot of traffic accidents, minor burglaries, things like that. But he hadn’t dealt with serious violent crime for a while. He’d forgotten how busy this kind of crime scene was.

He had the sinking feeling that he might be dealing with a murder.

Joe heard the roar of an engine.

“That’s him,” Wall said.

Joe followed him out the gate. They walked around the cluster of emergency vehicles to a gleaming red Jaguar at the side of the lane. Ken stepped out of the car in a crisp suit and a cloud of cologne. He had a much smaller frame than his brother, but he wasn’t a stick figure. It was just that everyone looked small next to Barry Wall. Ken was maybe forty, with a shiny bald head, and heavy brows over his grey eyes.

Ken said, “Tell me it’s not true. Is Valentina really missing?”

Wall said, “She’s...”

His voice broke.

Joe had uniforms out canvassing the neighbourhood, but it was a Monday morning, and he wasn’t optimistic. The back garden was sheltered by trees and bushes so no one would have been able to see the fingers being planted in the grass.

They were looking for a sick individual. Joe wasn’t a psychologist, but cutting off a woman’s fingers with garden shears struck him as remarkably malevolent. He didn’t expect a ransom demand. Instead, he figured that the attacker had taken her somewhere quiet so he could enjoy more time with her.

The thought made Joe mad.

At the same time, he felt a surge of adrenaline. O’Carroll had been right. Joe was on a case again and he wasn’t thinking of quitting. He was focused on finding Valentina López Vázquez as soon as possible. And catching the sick bastard responsible.

Barry Wall had no doubt about who that was.

“Any news on Aidan Donnelly?” he kept asking. “Have you found Aidan Donnelly?”

According to him, the painter had been in the house alone with Valentina that morning. Valentina’s text messages suggested she was afraid of him.

“Why López Vázquez?” Joe said, pausing next to Ken Wall’s Jaguar.

“What?”

“Your wife didn’t take your family name when you got married. I’m just wondering why.”

Ken scowled.

“You’re asking my brother about names? Why don’t you focus on what’s relevant?”

“We don’t know what’s relevant yet.”

“Pride,” Wall said. “She was proud of the family name and didn’t want to give it up.”

Joe nodded. Some men didn’t like proud women. Statistically speaking, they were probably after a man.

Joe took Ken’s number and promised to update the brothers when he could. They were reluctant to leave, so Joe left them at the Jaguar and told the uniform at the entrance to the house not to let them back in.

He wasn’t a damn babysitter.

Joe walked through the house, pausing only to gaze at a photo of Valentina that hung on the wall. She had long, dark brown hair, matching brown eyes and a friendly, open smile. Hard to imagine someone wanting to hurt her the way they had. He continued to the back garden and watched as forensics pulled the fingers out of the grass and placed each digit in an evidence bag.

Hold on, Valentina.

He walked through the house one more time, soaking it all up, and taking stock of where things stood. The neighbourhood was still being canvassed, Donnelly’s van was still being located, CCTV footage was being sought, and the forensics team was still working the house. There was nothing more he could do there.

He decided to head back to the station. O’Carroll would want to hear how his first day was going.
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Detective Inspector David O’Carroll was sitting at his desk, eating a packet of crisps when Joe knocked on his door. He ditched the half-eaten packet in his bin while Joe brought him up to speed on the disappearance.

The windows looking out onto the car park were open as wide as they’d go. It was mid-afternoon and the sun blazed down.

“Let’s set up an incident room,” O’Carroll said.

Joe had expected him to say that. The incident room was the command centre of an investigation, used when a case demanded a team effort. Serious crimes, basically. It was a huge machine. Roles might be assigned to twenty or thirty officers, depending on the investigation.

O’Carroll picked up the phone and spoke briefly to someone on the other end of the line. His boss, Joe figured.

O’Carroll ended the call and said, “I know this is a lot to throw at you on your first day, but I’d like you to be SIO. I’ve just cleared it with Superintendent Kavanagh. That okay with you?”

The Senior Investigating Officer was the person in charge. Joe had taken the specialist training, but this would be his first time actually acting as SIO.

“Sure,” Joe said.

“If you can’t hack it, I’ll take over.”

“I’ll hack it.”

O’Carroll called a meeting while Joe headed upstairs.

The incident room occupied almost the whole top floor of the station. A long conference table ran down the length of the room, surrounded by about twenty chairs. There was a white board at the top of the room. Joe made his way there. Beside the white board, a window looked out onto the old cemetery next to the station. The left side of the room looked out onto Morehampton Road. 

Joe was still gathering his thoughts when the room began to fill up. He waited until everyone available was there, including O’Carroll.

Anne-Marie Cunningham was back from court. Joe assigned her the role of Incident Room Coordinator.

Kevin Boyle was still out, and Joe was glad of that.

O’Carroll stood beside Joe and helped him assign the rest of the roles to people whose names he didn’t even know yet. The family liaison officer, the CCTV team, the exhibits officer, interviewers, the inquiries team, the house-to-house team, crime scene examiners. Some of these people were out in the field, doing their job already – such as the crime scene examiners.

Joe opened a book of tasks – which amounted to an elaborate, numbered to-do list – and doled them out.

By the time he had sent everyone away to complete their tasks, afternoon was turning into evening.

He hadn’t had lunch yet and desperately needed to refuel while he had a few minutes to spare.

He grabbed his jacket and set off walking down the road towards the nearest Tesco, thinking he’d grab a sandwich. It was a beautiful evening, but Joe found it hard to put Valentina López Vázquez out of his mind, as he walked.

She’d been missing for hours now, and they still had nothing.

The supermarket was busy. Joe found a grab-and-go food section inside the door. He selected a chicken wrap from the fridge, then continued down the aisle, grabbing a banana in the fruit section, and looking for the coffee. He found the aisle and chose the strongest coffee they had.

When he turned to head to the counter, he saw a woman halfway down the aisle. Her back was to him, and she was reaching for biscuits from the top shelf. Nothing eye-catching about her clothes – she wore blue jean and a green T-shirt. But there was something about the way she carried herself that grabbed Joe’s attention. Something about the way her hair fell.

He took a step in her direction. Then another. His mouth became dry.

The woman gave up trying to reach the biscuits, and turned around. Joe felt a jolt when their eyes met.

It was her.

Lisa O’Malley.

Joe stared at her. She stared back. He wondered if he’d changed. She had, but not in a bad way. Her sparkling eyes were still the same – the colour halfway between grey and pale blue. Curly, toffee-coloured hair, parted in the middle. Green loops hung from her ears.

Joe had Googled her over the years. Pathetic, but he hadn’t been able to help himself. Even when he tried dating other women, he looked Lisa up every few weeks. Sometimes he was rewarded with a new picture on social media or an update on her website. 

She took a step towards him.

He took a step towards her.

Two metres separated them.

“Hello, Joe.”

The sound of her voice brought the past rushing back.

Joe couldn’t speak. Waves of nervous energy pulsed through him. He just stared at Lisa, feeling like he was in a dream. He had fantasised about what he’d say if they ever met again. Now that she was standing in front of him, his mind was blank.

“What are you doing here?” Lisa said.

Joe cleared his throat.

“I was transferred to Donnybrook. This is my first day. You still live here?”

“For my sins,” she said. She nodded to the top shelf. “Can you help me reach the biscuits? I’m not tall enough.”

He didn’t.

A teenage boy appeared at the end of the aisle, his arms festooned with avocados. He came towards them.

“Mum, do you want the ripe ones or the ripen-at-home ones?”

He stopped when he saw them.

Mum.

Joe was aware that she’d had a kid. He stared at the boy with a kind of appalled fascination. He was a big lad with gentle eyes and messy hair just like his mother’s.

Did Lisa have a boyfriend, a husband? Joe tried to read her face but it gave nothing away. The boy looked from Lisa to Joe, and back again, confused.

Lisa said, “Joe—”

His phone rang.

He answered it and listened.

The search team had found Aidan Donnelly’s van.
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Lisa O’Malley walked quickly, only glancing back to make sure that Christopher was still following her. The road was busy, cars streaming past. Exhaust fumes choked her nostrils.

Home was an elegant red-brick that lay a ten-minute walk from the supermarket. Today, she made the journey in seven minutes.

As much as a freelance web developer had normal days, this had been one. In the morning, Lisa had called out to a small law firm. After lunch, she’d consulted with the owner of a dry cleaning shop. Everyone wanted a decent website.

She’d done some work on her laptop between appointments, and over lunch. Everything had been so normal.

Until now... After so many years, Joe was back.

If she’d heard he was working in Donnybrook, she would have been able to steel herself. To get prepared for the inevitable encounter, and it was inevitable given how small the suburb was, and how close she lived to the station.

But no. Suddenly he was just there, standing in the supermarket aisle. Still filled with rage, a decade and a half later.

Joe hadn’t changed much. He’d grown into his looks. Those piercing blue eyes were now set in a leaner, harder face. She’d felt something stir inside, when she looked at his sandy hair, the strong physique. A memory of their time together. Lisa didn’t like the sadness she now saw in his eyes. 

Once home, she made a stir fry while Christopher showered. She was glad to be alone with her thoughts for a while. She dreaded having to answer more questions. After Joe rushed out of the shop without his purchases, Christopher had asked who he was.

Lisa had said, “Someone I haven’t seen in a long time.”

It had been the best she could come up with, when she was still numb with shock. She’d hurried to the counter to pay before he could ask anything else.

Christopher appeared in the doorway. Her teenage son hadn’t even been born the last time she saw Joe. It had been so long.

“What’s burning, Mum?”

“What? Nothing.”

Then Lisa realised that this wasn’t quite true. The chicken and peppers in the frying pan were somewhere between burnt and cremated.

She took the pan off the heat at the same time as the smoke alarm began to scream. Christopher opened the door to the garden. Then he went into the hallway and waved his hand under the alarm, trying to make it stop. Finally, it did, and Christopher came back into the kitchen.

“I don’t think we can eat that,” he said, peering at the frying pan.

He was right. Lisa tipped the food into the bin and ditched the pan in the sink.

“Fine. Let’s have a pizza.”

“We didn’t get any.”

“Really?”

“I told you we didn’t finish working through the shopping list.”

“Are you sure we don’t have a pizza?”

She went to the fridge and looked but Christopher was right. He was always right when it came to food.

Christopher said, “We can order something.”

“We just went shopping. We must have something.”

“Yeah, well.” He shrugged.

“Let’s have French toast.”

“For dinner? Okay. Fine with me.”

It was Christopher’s favourite breakfast and was easy to make. Usually they didn’t have it for dinner though. She got eggs out of the fridge.

Watching her crack them into a bowl, Christopher said, “That guy...”

“What guy?”

“In the shop, Mum.”

“What about him?”

“Mum. Is he – was he – I mean, were you and him, like, together in the past?”

Lisa whisked the eggs furiously.

“Why do you ask that?”

“Because you’re acting weird.”

“I had a long day.”

“I’ve never seen you act so weird.”

“Joe is just someone I used to know. It’s been a long time. That’s all. It was a surprise.”

She took a clean pan out of the press. Heated up a little oil and waited. Christopher watched silently for a minute.

“Is he...” Christopher swallowed. “Is he my dad?”

Lisa thought desperately. Her son had become more preoccupied with his absent father as the years went by. Especially this year. She put the whisk down. Thought for a second. Said nothing. Thought again.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Christopher said.

He walked out of the kitchen, slamming the door behind him.
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Joe parked the Honda on a quiet road a mile from Barry Wall and Valentina López Vázquez’s house. In front of him, the van they’d found was bookended by two squad cars. Four uniforms stood guard, their faces grim. A football field lay on one side of the road, a wall on the other.

Joe’s legs felt light as he stepped out of the car. It was the adrenaline coursing through him.

He tried to keep his focus on Aidan Donnelly, but running into Lisa O’Malley had hit him hard. He took a breath and reminded himself that a woman’s life depended on him.

Overhead the sky was still a brilliant blue. The early evening air was still warm. Joe heard music booming from the distance. The smell of barbecued chicken and burgers.

As he walked over to the van, one of the uniforms nodded a greeting.

Joe said, “You open it up yet?”

“No, sir. We waited, like you said.”

“Good.”

“We’re not sure it’s the van you want.”

He pointed to the empty space where the licence plate should have been. Removed to slow down identification. Joe wondered why the vehicle had been left out in the open. The road was quiet, but it was still a public place. Cars passed by. Donnelly must have known the van would be found sometime.

Joe walked all the way around it. There was no one in driver’s seat or the passenger seat. He slipped on a pair of gloves and tried the driver’s door. It opened. He stepped up and glanced around but there wasn’t much to see. A tabloid newspaper and a half-empty bottle of fizzy orange sat on the passenger seat, together with a tattered paperback called Extra-terrestrial DNA and Humanity’s Destiny: Exposing the New World Order’s Plan.

He stepped down and walked around to the back, steeling himself. It was possible he was about to find a corpse. He pulled out his 9mm Sig Sauer and pointed the gun at the van.

“Okay. Open it up.”

One of the uniforms pulled open the door while the other three stood watching.

The painting gear in the van caught Joe’s attention first: brushes and tins of paint, rollers, roller trays and turpentine. The van was full of them.

Then he saw a figure lying across the van, at the far end.

He stepped up into the van.

No. Don’t be dead, Valentina.

But it was a man. He looked to be in his twenties, thin, stubbly, wearing a white vest, and showing tattoos. The man matched the description of Aidan Donnelly. He seemed to be asleep, with his head resting on a pink jumper.

The van’s licence plates lay beside him.

“Mr. Donnelly?” Joe said. He kept the Sig trained on the figure. “Are you Aidan Donnelly?”

Nothing.

Joe leaned forward and kicked the man’s arm. He shifted, then sat up quickly.

“What’s going on? Where am I?”

“You better tell me where Valentina is.”

He squinted as if he didn’t understand. “What?”

Joe looked around the van but there was definitely no one else there.

“Where’s Valentina?”

“Where am I?”

“Get up,” Joe snapped.

Donnelly got to his feet. Unsteady, he staggered towards Joe, who grabbed him to stop him falling. Up close, Joe could smell the gin on his breath.

A flash of turquoise lace poked out of the pocket of Donnelly’s jeans. Using a pen, Joe slowly pulled the lace out. Donnelly didn’t move. It was a pair of ladies’ panties.

Joe was shaking with rage.

“I’m going to find her,” he said. “And I’m going to make you pay.”
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