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Epigraph

‘It is quite possible that I may be altogether wrong in this idea. My own impression, however, is, that I am right’

Wilkie Collins 
The Woman in White
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The sky filled what was left of her vision, lead-grey and low enough that it seemed within reach if she stretched out a hand. She lay on her back, her breath gurgling in her chest. Every inhale was a penance, every exhale a prayer.

Dear God, let there be a way out of this.

Dear God, let me go.

The ground under her was damp, the cold soaking into her skin. She should get up.

That was not going to be possible, however. She was too hurt to roll over, too damaged to sit up, too weak to fight anymore. She would not get up until someone came to help her.

She coughed and a fine warm spray misted her skin: blood. She blinked the one eye that was still capable of opening, trying to clear her vision. Below her the sea swelled and broke against the cliffs. Far across the waves a boat engine hummed faintly. Above her, birds called – thin, high cries that cut through the darkening air – and the wind sighed through the grass.

She frowned. That wasn’t right. There was no wind: the clouds hung overhead, heavy as granite, and the air was still around her.

Not the wind. Footsteps.

Oh God, get up.

‘I was sure you’d have fallen by the time I got back. The edge is right there. What are you waiting for?’

She flinched as a shadow fell across her.

‘Jesus. The state of you.’ A sniff. ‘No one is coming, by the way, if that’s what you’re hoping for. No one knows you’re here. I just saw the nearest farmer driving off somewhere in his tractor.’ A note of genuine curiosity now. ‘What d’you think is going to happen? Are you still hoping there’s some way out of this? I hate to break it to you, but you can’t run. You probably can’t walk, if it comes to that, but even if you could, there’s nowhere to go.’ The voice got closer, harder. ‘You’re dying. If you stay here, you’ll die slowly, and the birds will peck out your eyes before you’re even gone. Did you never see a sheep after the birds have had their way with it? You wouldn’t want that.’

‘Please,’ she managed.

‘Too late for please. You should have known not to cause trouble. You should have come to terms with what happened in New York instead of trying to interfere. You should never have tried to out-think me. You underestimated me, though, didn’t you? And now you’re sorry.’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, that’s nice. Nice for me, anyway. Not great for you.’

There was silence for a moment. A little snort of amusement. ‘Do you know what I just remembered? They say New York is the next parish from here. That’s funny, isn’t it? Sort of appropriate?’

She made a huge effort to speak slowly and clearly. ‘I’ll give you … whatever you want.’

‘Ah, that’s the trouble.’ The toe of a boot pressed against her side, agonisingly, then slipped under her torso. ‘All I want is for you to die.’

‘You can’t.’ She put a hand up, clutching at fabric, trying to hold on, but three of her fingers were broken and she couldn’t get a grip. ‘Don’t do this.’

‘It’s already done.’ There was no feeling in the voice, no warmth. ‘There’s no way back.’

A heave rolled her over so her face was briefly in the grass. Another shove and she was slipping off the edge, gravity spilling her into the air. As the cliffs slid past, she felt the wind making her hair stand straight up from her head and fluttering her clothes. The fall seemed endless: it seemed she would never stop—
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The first thing Ben Butler did when he woke up was check that he still had his gun. The solid weight of the weapon on his hip was instantly reassuring. He took a deep breath—

that’s something

—blinked at the view in front of him, and frowned.

He had no idea where he was.

A narrow road stretched ahead of him, cutting through pale gold grassland bordered with stone walls. Faded blue mountains filled the wing mirror under a vast sky of white clouds. The ground rose before dropping away sharply to his left where a low grey house stood.

It was coming back to him now: where he was and why.

And who should be there too, he thought, looking at the empty driver’s seat beside him.

Ben got out of the car and stretched. White splashes in the distance were sheep, lying down or picking their way across the grass on delicate black legs, some with light, fragile lambs trotting behind. The air was sweet and tinged with salt and he felt his spirits lift because he was close to the Atlantic. If the car hadn’t been parked where the road sank down, he might have been able to see it. There was no human-made sound at all, only the breeze, the distant beat of the waves, the sheep calling to one another and a bird piping a single note, somewhere in the grass. He checked his watch: one o’clock. They had made good time from Dublin, northwest across the midlands. He had no memory of the last hour – nothing after Foxford – which surprised him. He must have slept and as a rule he didn’t like sleeping in cars. He didn’t like being a passenger at all, but he had lost that battle at the start.

The house was barely visible from the road, tucked in a dip that offered some shelter from the wind on three sides. It was a low building, slant-roofed, small windows, the walls painted the colour of clouds heavy with rain. From this angle it might have been a shed or an outhouse – the sort of building that was easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. A couple of bungalows were little more than rectangles in the distance and otherwise there were no neighbours. He walked up the drive to the house, noticing a charging point mounted on the side wall beside a paved area where a car might be parked. There was no attempt at cultivating any kind of garden. A single tall stone stood on some grass at the back and that was all. The stone looked ancient, neolithic, erected by a human so distant in time and culture that it was impossible to guess why it was there.

As he rounded the corner of the house the breeze stole the breath from his lungs. Here were big windows, floor-to-ceiling expanses of glass that threw the view back at him. The sea, the distant horizon, the cliffs that stretched left and right along this part of the coast, hazy with salt that hung in the air from the surging waves. Himself: an anonymous figure in dark clothing, his hair wild. He cupped his hands around his eyes and peered into the room. A movement at the back made his heart leap into his throat – his reflection in a mirror, he realised, and almost laughed.

With a gloved hand, he found the door handle and tried it, noticing that it was loose.

Not locked.

He paused on the threshold, wary now. There was no way he could hear anything over the waves and the wind, but that meant he was silent too, and he moved like a cat anyway. This wasn’t the first time he’d slid into a house unnoticed, his breathing slow and controlled, his pulse measured. There was no need to rush it. He didn’t want to make any mistakes.

‘You’re dead.’ A shadow in the hallway moved and came forward with a gun that was pointed at his heart.

In less time than it took to blink, Ben took a step back, shoulder to the attacker to present the smallest possible target, his hand lifting to the holster as he’d been trained. He relaxed, surprised into a grin. ‘I could have shot you.’

Liam Farrell dropped his arm, his index finger still pointing like a child playing games. He strolled into the room. ‘Nah. I’d have ducked. I know you were trying to creep up on me. Don’t pretend you weren’t.’

‘I wanted to see how easy it was to break in, if that’s what happened here.’ Ben was peering at the floor. ‘And you left me in the car.’

‘You were asleep.’

‘You wanted to get the first look at the house.’

Farrell raised his eyebrows. ‘Is that what you think? I was trying to get some kind of advantage by coming in here ahead of you? You were tired, that’s all, so I left you. And this is not a competition.’

‘It’s always a competition.’ Ben was distracted, his attention on the floor.

‘Is that your experience?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t mind it.’

‘Easy not to mind if you’re always the winner.’ Farrell’s tone was dry as dust.

‘There is no winner,’ he replied absently. ‘There’s just the truth. If I work it out before someone else, that doesn’t matter.’

‘It matters to them.’

‘I can’t help that. That’s their problem.’

Ben knew his reputation: too clever, too quick, arrogant, a posh boy playing at being a guard.

He also knew none of it was unfair. He was too clever: he found other people’s mental processes moved at a punishingly slow pace and the things they had to say about their thoughts were usually not worth hearing. He was deeply arrogant if you equated arrogance with knowing yourself to be exceptional, but then false modesty felt like a waste of time  to him.

And playing at being a guard? He couldn’t believe he got to live out his dream every day. It never felt like work.

He eyed Farrell, curious about him. He didn’t know him well, and what he did know made him wary. Farrell had a reputation for cutting corners and cutting remarks, and so far he’d confirmed the second part was accurate. He tried and failed to remember anything else about the other guard. Ben didn’t know anyone well; he was generally reserved to the point of being rude, through lack of interest rather than shyness. He didn’t care to know people. He didn’t see the point. He had been in the special crimes unit of the Garda National Bureau of Criminal Investigation for two years now, but he hadn’t bothered to join in with the slagging, the swearing, the mysterious in-jokes that had been running too long to be explained. He expected nothing from anyone and offered whatever he could, and it felt to him like a fair trade.

It wasn’t that he didn’t like people. He had done five years in uniform in Dublin’s north inner city, getting his experience the hard way. He had worked his way through shift after shift, listening, reacting, watching, intervening, late nights, early mornings, human misery on an unimaginable scale, strange and wonderful stories, the sirens loud over his head. He had proved himself. He had stepped between his partners and whatever threatened them. He was known for being nerveless in bad situations, ruthless with anyone who assumed he was weak. If anyone had asked he would have said the job was easy compared with how hard he’d had to fight his family to become a guard in the first place. And what a joy it was to discover he was good at it.

Until you messed that one up.

Ben blinked. It wasn’t the right time to think about that. 

It was possible there was no right time to think about that.

From what he knew of Liam Farrell, he’d had a rough time too, growing up on an estate that was notorious for drug dealing and low-level crime. If the two of them had travelled in opposite directions in their early lives, they had come round to the same place in the end. Maybe that was why they’d been sent to this house together.

Or maybe it was because their boss, Detective Superintendent Hackett, had been only too delighted to get rid of them when the opportunity arose. The detectives in Castlebar should have taken the case but they were dealing with a spate of violent murders in a gang feud and couldn’t spare anyone for what was currently a mystery. If Ben and Farrell found out more, or if a body turned up, they had graciously indicated they would take over the investigation.

So he and Farrell were looking for something that might not be there, that no one wanted them to find. Ben wasn’t all that concerned with career development but there was no denying he needed a win. 

‘What have we got?’

Farrell shrugged. ‘What you can see.’

The forensics officers had been through the place already. There was nothing to stop them from walking through the crime scene, but Ben took care to skirt the large puddle of dried blood in front of the sofa. It had pooled on the floorboards, spreading out from a victim they hadn’t yet found. There was too much blood for him to kid himself this wasn’t a murder. No one could have survived without immediate medical attention, and they were a long way from immediate anything in this little house clinging to a cliff in the middle of nowhere. The room flared with violence, with outrage. Ben imagined it: a knife flashing, gouts of blood pumping out of a wound, panic, rage. Despair, as life ebbed away.

‘Drag marks.’ He pointed at the floor. They led to the door.

‘Easiest way to move a body if you can’t carry it.’

If you were small, Farrell didn’t say. If you were a young woman.

They both thought it.

‘Is there blood anywhere else?’

‘One of the bedrooms.’ Farrell crouched, playing his torch over the floor. ‘Not much of it there. This is where it happened, whatever happened.’

Ben nodded. ‘And the girl? What’s her name? Maura Ellender, the owner said?’

‘She’s been in the hospital in Castlebar for the last two days – since she walked across to the local farmer’s home and scared the life out of him – but according to the doctors she’s not hurt, apart from a few bruises and scrapes. Not even a nosebleed. Her feet were in a bit of a state from walking around barefoot.’

‘That’ll do it,’ Ben agreed. ‘What about her hands?’

‘Not a scratch, which you’d expect at the very least if she was fighting someone.’ Farrell looked down. ‘Forensic services called while you were sleeping. The preliminary DNA results are in and this is definitely not her blood – not that we thought it was. It’ll take a while longer to check it against missing persons.’

‘And she hasn’t said anything.’

‘Not a word. We got her name from the guy who owns this place. Nothing wrong with her apparently, but she’s not talking. I’d stay quiet if I was her. You don’t want to be unharmed and covered in someone else’s blood, do you? Not unless there’s a reliable witness to explain how it happened.’

‘That door handle seems to be loose. Unless you …’

‘It was like that when I got here,’ Farrell said quickly, as if he was afraid of being blamed.

‘Do you think it’s significant?’

‘Someone broke in, you mean?’

‘Potentially.’

‘If this Maura girl had been defending herself against someone who broke in, she’d have injuries.’ Farrell wandered around, edgy. ‘What are the chances she was an innocent bystander?’

‘I don’t know. It’s hard to explain how she was soaked in blood if she wasn’t involved.’ He had seen the pictures: the girl in unforgiving bright light, her nightclothes spread out on a table. Both had seen better days, he had thought, and dismissed her. You could read a lot into a photograph and be wrong about it. Her eyes cast down, a thick arc of lashes hiding her thoughts. The downturned mouth that was strangely beautiful, if sulky. An instant, captured, and the next second she might have looked up and smiled.

Farrell looked around, unimpressed. ‘It’s a strange set-up.’

‘Is it?’

‘Who would want to live here? Fuck all except bog in every direction.’ He was a true Dubliner: anything that happened outside the half-moon of the M50 motorway was automatically dubious.

‘She wasn’t really living here, was she? That’s what the boss said the owner told him.’

Farrell grunted. ‘Staying here, then. I dunno. Just I wouldn’t want to come to the arse end of nowhere for a holiday.’

Another thing they didn’t have in common. Ben thought of long days reading, of silence, of solitude, and suppressed a sigh. ‘Do the lights work?’

Farrell hit the switch with the butt of his torch. Three ceiling lights came on down the length of the long room, cream saucers that shed pools of light over the sitting area, a round table with four chairs pushed in around it and a kitchen island at the end. The furniture was modern, all challenging shapes and interesting textures: a sofa that was rounded like a toy, and a chair that seemed to have ribs made of steel. The floor was pale wood in wide planks and the walls were white. It was a total contrast to the greens and golds and blues of the view.

‘Neat and tidy.’

‘Apart from the obvious.’ Liam Farrell himself was neat and tidy, Ben thought, with his short hair and his face that was all angles and his narrow eyes that missed nothing.

‘I should have a look around.’

‘Help yourself.’ Farrell moved into the kitchen area and opened the fridge. ‘I’m starving.’

‘Don’t eat anything.’

He glowered the length of the room. ‘I wouldn’t.’

Farrell was genuinely hurt, Ben realised, and felt sorry. He hadn’t meant to find a weak point. It seemed to come naturally to him, as if he could hold a person up to the light and see the cracks under their skin. What didn’t come so easily was holding back.

Maybe Farrell would get back to Dublin and complain that Ben was unapproachable, like the last detective who had worked with him. True, he hadn’t made much of an effort with the man, but then he had insisted on sharing ideas that were obviously wrong. Ben had pointed it out, in the end. You’re not being paid by the word. You don’t have to offer an opinion.

Not the most diplomatic of remarks.

(Ben’s mother had dreamed of him going into the diplomatic corps – had even insisted on him taking the civil service exam for Third Sec. He had passed the exam easily and failed the interview without even trying.)

There was something bothering Ben and he paused for a moment, letting it rise to the surface of his mind. ‘Did she clean up before she went for help?’

Farrell looked around, considering it. ‘Someone did. You can smell it.’

A chemical tang of lemon hung in the air. Ben wrinkled his nose. ‘You can smell the blood too.’

He went to explore and found a hallway with two doors. The one on the right proved to be a bedroom. Here were the small windows, making sense now that he saw them on the inside: the view was all to the other side of the property, and the small windows meant there was total privacy in the bedroom. It wasn’t big and had the clean lines of a monk’s cell, but a luxurious one. A single huge skylight was set into the sloping roof over the bed and Ben looked up at the clouds for a moment, his reflection blurred in the glass.

The room was not very tidy. A chair in the corner was piled with women’s clothes: jeans, chunky cardigans and jumpers in drab colours. More hung in the wardrobe. He checked the shoes out of habit, turning them up to look at the soles, noting the wear pattern and size and distinctive features in case it mattered. He was trying to get a sense of Maura Ellender from her surroundings, the shape she left in the world when she wasn’t in it. There was a book by the bed, a novel, the pages curling up. Wilkie Collins. The Woman in White. He hadn’t read it. A name in biro on the inside: Ruth O’Rourke. The handwriting was looped, girly.

Ben frowned.

Hairbrush, moisturiser, an optimistic stick of sunblock, lip balm, and that was it for make-up. Beside it there was a jumble of jewellery that he teased out with the tip of a pen: a silver chain, a pair of plain silver hoops, an understated ring decorated with a tiny crescent of the same metal. The bedclothes were gone, taken away for forensic examination. Ben checked the images they’d been sent by email, skimming through impatiently to the bedroom, matching up the angles so he was standing exactly where the photographer had been before the forensic team altered the crime scene forever.

A dented pillow where someone had been lying.

Splashes and flecks of blood on the white bed linen, droplets that had landed like tiny comets, and a void at the centre where something or someone had been in the way. If you poured blood over a person, you would get that result.

There was a glass by the bed. It was empty, dry; it smelled of nothing.

Beside the bed, on the floor, there was more blood. The flash had turned it bright red but in real life it was a dull brown. What was left on the floor was patchy and smudged, marked with the weave of fabric here and there. Transfer, he thought, rather than the product of bleeding. Someone had been lying on the floor with wet clothes.

Maura Ellender with her saturated nightgown.

He tried to imagine it: someone kneeling over her on the bed. That would do it. A fight that ended with a knife strike from below, hitting the throat or the heart, and gouts of blood pulsing down on her.

And then – what? The victim rolled away? Stumbled out to the living room and died? While the attacker lay down on the floor by the bed for a rest?

He put it to one side for now. The blood told a story. He would work it out.

‘Did they find any ID?’ he called and Farrell came to the doorway.

‘Nothing. No passport. No driver’s licence. No bank cards. No wallet, in fact. No phone. No laptop.’

‘She must have had something.’

‘If she did, it’s not here now.’

The en suite bathroom was next, and didn’t take long: immaculate tiles, black and white fittings, folded dry towels that smelled of detergent. Not just clean: hotel clean. One toothbrush stood in the holder by the sink.

Ben moved on to the second bedroom, this one larger but quicker to look around. He dropped to the floor and peered under the bed, checked drawers, inspected the interior of the wardrobe and the bathroom, and found nothing.

‘Well?’ Farrell had followed him.

‘No sign anyone else was here.’

A grunt that wasn’t exactly disagreement. ‘There are two bowls on the draining board. Two mugs.’

‘Dirty?’

‘No.’

‘Maybe both hers if she didn’t wash up every day.’

‘Or she had a visitor.’ Farrell leaned against the wall. ‘What do you think? Murder?’

‘I think it’s a reasonable assumption.’ Ben frowned. ‘Why are we the only ones making it?’

‘There’s no body.’

‘There’s the sea.’

Farrell nodded. ‘Fair point. They’re out looking along the cliffs and around the shore. And good luck to them.’

‘Bodies wash up more often than you’d think.’

‘Would you not weigh it down before you dumped it?’

‘If you did and you threw it over the cliffs the body wouldn’t go far. We’d definitely find it.’

Farrell pulled a face. ‘Not ideal.’

‘Better to take your chances with the tide,’ Ben agreed.

The other man checked his watch. ‘Are you finished here?’

‘Yeah.’

‘They’re bringing her back to the local station. Any minute now. So we can talk to her, for what it’s worth.’

Ben sighed. ‘At least it’ll be a short conversation if she’s not talking back.’
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Knockawl was the nearest town, a small, pretty place that seemed designed to appeal to tourists who yearned for the Ireland of the past, complete with pastel-painted shops and houses. Ben expected to find the Garda station on the main street but it was tucked away on a back road: a modern, purpose-built structure that lacked charm but did have excellent parking. A Garda in uniform sat at the front desk: a large, plain young woman with a well-scrubbed face.

‘Ye’re the detectives from Dublin, are ye?’ She stared at them with keen interest. ‘I heard ye were coming here. I’m Dee. Dee Neary.’

Farrell introduced them both as Ben looked around at the reception area, waiting for a gap in the pleasantries. Eventually he lost patience.

‘Is she here?’

‘The woman from the house?’ Dee dropped her voice. ‘She is. I didn’t know where to put her because it’s not as if she’s under arrest yet. She knows she’s free to leave. I put her in the interview room to wait.’

‘What did you make of her?’ Farrell asked and Dee leaned across the counter.

‘An odd one. She didn’t say a word to me. Nodded when I asked her if she wanted tea, but that’s all I got out of her.’

‘Ah, we’ll get her chatting.’

‘I’d say you’re good at that all right.’

‘No bother,’ Farrell said easily, with a practised smile.

Ben hung back. He wanted to form his own opinion of Maura Ellender, not hear what other people thought. He found himself yawning, more to relieve tension than because he was tired. Whether she was a killer or a witness, this interview was important. Anticipation tingled in his fingertips.

The interview room was at the end of a corridor. Dee threw open the door with a flourish. ‘Now. Here we are.’

‘Thanks. We’ve got it from here.’ Ben went past her, catching the guard’s expression out of the corner of his eye: open-mouthed disappointment. Another opportunity to make friends, wasted. 

It was a poky room with too-bright lighting and no window. Plain walls painted cream, a tiled floor, a square table with chairs on either side of it. Not much to hold his attention: not much to delay him before he allowed himself to look at the young woman who was sitting bolt upright opposite him. He was vaguely aware of Farrell following him, whistling under his breath, greeting her with the automatic, ‘How’s it going’ that was his usual ‘hello’.

Instead of answering, she gave a small, eloquent shrug, one shoulder lifting and falling as if to say how do you think it’s going?

Ben stared at her.

For the photographs, they had made her spread out her hands, palms down and up. They had leaned over her wrists for close-ups of the bruises that marked them. They had taken pictures of her face, bleached in the bright flash, blank and unreadable and sullen. Then they’d moved on to the soles of her feet, and her delicate ankles, and the slashes on her calves, and her slightly discoloured kneecaps, and a blackening streak of bruising below her left hip.

No sign of sexual assault, the medical report had said, which meant she had given permission for an examination.

Minor head injury, query concussion.

Abrasions. Contusions.

Dehydration.

Psychological evaluations: she couldn’t or perhaps wouldn’t speak. Patient is alert, calm, understands instructions, refuses food. Patient is passive and docile. Patient is silent.

Ben looked at her hands, which were clasped tightly in her lap, and the sweatshirt she was wearing over leggings and socks (borrowed, by the looks of things, from someone much bigger than her), and the straight brown hair that was just long enough to brush her collarbone, and the dark bloom of the bruise on her forehead. And then he looked at her face. It was a shock to realise she was staring at him with wide blue-grey eyes, taking in every detail of his appearance. Meeting her gaze was like touching an electric fence: he felt it vibrate through him. She was washed out, with violet shadows under her eyes. Her lips were tightly pressed together. Impossible to tell how she would look if she was happy, or relaxed, or anything except terrified. Every few seconds a shudder ran through her even though the room was overheated. Feeling rushed through Ben, unprompted and unexpected: protectiveness. Vulnerability brought that out in him and it was unwise, he knew, but he couldn’t seem to quell it. That was part of what had made him want to be a guard, after all. It wasn’t entirely about finding and then locking up bad guys. The urge to ride to the rescue was there too.

‘Are you feeling all right? Well enough to talk to us?’

Her hands tightened around each other, a convulsive movement that made her knuckles flare white, and that was the only reaction he got.

There was an untouched mug of tea in front of her, the top filmy and unappetising. Ben reached across and picked it up.

‘I’ll get rid of this for you.’

He carried the mug to the door where he found Dee Neary hovering, and handed it to her.

‘She didn’t want it?’

‘Evidently not.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Is there anywhere else we can talk to her? This isn’t really suitable.’

‘I said I wasn’t sure about the interview room. I thought it would be all right, though.’

He could have explained that they didn’t want to treat the girl as a suspect yet, and it was an opportunity to gain her trust by taking her side, but he did not.

‘What sort of place do you want?’

‘Somewhere bigger, preferably with a window that opens.’ He hoped Farrell understood what he was doing or at least had enough sense not to interrupt.

‘There’s the meeting room,’ Dee said uncertainly.

‘Perfect. Let’s go.’

He hung back, letting Farrell go ahead so he could walk beside the silent woman. She didn’t reach his shoulder – she couldn’t be more than a couple of inches over five feet, he thought – and her footsteps were soundless in her thick white socks. He was aware of her glancing up at him once or twice, assessing him. Ben was supremely conscious of how she moved and the tight, shallow breaths she was taking – little sips of air. He put one hand behind her, not close enough to make contact with the small of her back, close enough that she was aware of it.

Look how considerate I am. How kind.

It would have been manipulative if he hadn’t wanted, quite fiercely, to touch her.

When they reached the meeting room he held the door open for her and ushered her inside. Farrell was already roaming around, inspecting the place.

‘This is all new, isn’t it? They spent a bit of money here.’ He pulled the vertical blinds back and looked out as he opened the window.

‘What’s the view like?’

‘It’s the bins.’ He stood aside to show Ben. ‘I’d keep the blinds drawn too.’

The girl stood beside the long table, her arms folded tightly. She was chewing her lower lip.

‘Sit down,’ Ben said. He said it gently, even though it was an order. ‘Anywhere will do.’

There were twelve chairs pushed in around the long table and a whiteboard on the yellow-painted wall and not much else to look at. She waited for him to put down his notebook and take his jacket off before she committed to a chair herself, choosing one as far away as she could get from him.

‘As I was about to say, I’m Detective Liam Farrell, and this is Detective Ben Butler,’ Farrell rapped out, businesslike. ‘We’re based in Dublin as part of the special crimes unit, and we’ve been sent here to talk to you about what happened at the house you were staying at. There does seem to have been a violent incident in the house at some stage. We’re assuming whatever occurred took place two days ago, or during the night before, but if you have any information about timings we’d be happy to hear it.’

She stared at him, her expression blank.

‘Let’s start at the beginning. What’s your name?’

Silence.

Ben opened a clean page of his notebook and leaned back in his chair. He propped one ankle on his other knee, relaxed, as if they had all the time in the world to question her. ‘We were told the person staying in the house was called Maura Ellender.’

She gave a quick double-blink of surprise. He had the impression her mind was racing behind the peaky little face that was turned towards him.

‘Ellender is an unusual surname. Where’s that from?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘It is Ellender, isn’t it? That’s what we were told. These things get mangled sometimes.’

She looked down at her hands. Her knuckles were shining white again.

He turned. ‘Who was it who told us the name?’

‘Killian Lowe,’ Farrell said promptly. ‘The owner of the house.’

‘We haven’t met him yet.’ He turned back to the silent woman. ‘Is he nice?’ No reply. ‘How did you happen to end up there?’

Nothing.

Ben tried. ‘We need to know what you know, you see. At the moment we have a crime scene with no body or injured party to tell us what happened. We don’t have any other witnesses yet. We’re relying on you to tell us the story.’

The tiniest twitch of her eyebrows, a movement so minute he almost missed it.

‘Did someone hurt you?’

‘Someone obviously did, Ben. We saw the pictures from the hospital, didn’t we?’ Farrell took out his phone, scrolling. ‘Bruises and that. Nothing too bad, but not nice, is it?’

Ben leaned over to look: pale limbs, delicate joints. When he’d looked at it before she had been somewhere between evidence and a suspect, and he hadn’t even thought about whether she was beautiful or not.

Concentrate.

Farrell held out the phone to her so she could see the picture on the screen.

‘Who did this to you? Come on, talk to us. Tell us what happened.’

One hand went to the hollow at the base of her throat, then fell back to her lap.

‘Are you thirsty?’ Ben’s voice was calm, tender almost. ‘Would you like some water?’

‘I’ll get it.’ Farrell jumped to his feet and banged out through the door with the energy of a child released from a boring class in school. After he left the silence was like a third person in the room. Ben could only hear his watch ticking, his heart beating, her knee jumping uncontrollably under the table. If he could get her to say something – anything – he had the feeling she would tell them everything they needed to know. It was getting the first words out of her that was the challenge.

He laid a hand flat on the table, tapping on the wood, trying to get her attention before Farrell came back. ‘Look, I can help you here, but you have to trust me. You have to talk. Tell me what happened and we’ll work out what to do together.’

Her mouth tightened as if she was holding words back with a physical effort, and she looked down. She was shutting him out. He was losing his chance. She knew every question he was going to ask and she was ready to wait in silence until he gave up.

Almost at random, because it was in his head and because why not, he asked, ‘Who’s Ruth?’

The shock of it made her body jerk. Her head came up again and this time her eyes were huge, her skin paper-white. ‘What do you mean?’

Her voice was soft. A little hoarse. Sweet. He had a thoroughly disproportionate sense of triumph that he’d made her speak.

‘Ruth O’Rourke,’ Ben prompted as Farrell came back carrying a paper cup. ‘Who is she?’

She blinked at him, bewildered. ‘Me.’

Then she buried her face in her hands, and burst into tears.
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‘I’m sorry I upset you.’

‘Not your fault.’ She sniffed. ‘Most people can cope with hearing their own name.’

She was huddled on the chair with her knees drawn up, sipping water. One hand was spread across the top of her head, as if she had a headache. Maybe Ben was reading too much into her pose because of the ache that was building behind his own eyes. He avoided Farrell’s gaze, knowing he was wondering why Ben was apologising. Maybe he needed to stop thinking of Ruth as a victim and start treating her like a suspect, but he couldn’t manage it yet.

‘Most people haven’t been through a significant trauma in the past forty-eight hours.’

She sighed. ‘I’m fine. I have nothing to complain about.’

‘A few bruises,’ Farrell said.

‘Nothing,’ she repeated, emphasising it. ‘But I got a shock, I suppose, when you asked me that. I thought you’d know who I was.’

‘We thought you were Maura Ellender.’

‘Did no one call you Maura?’ Farrell asked. ‘In the hospital, or here?’

She shook her head. ‘But—’ Her brow creased in thought. ‘Does that mean you haven’t spoken to her?’

‘We haven’t traced her yet, no,’ Ben said, as if they had devoted themselves to the search instead of finding out she was missing ten minutes earlier. Farrell had let Dee Neary know. They had needed a name for their victim; it gave them somewhere to start.

‘Well, if you haven’t talked to Maura, that explains a few things.’ She blinked at him, her expression open and guileless. Tears had left her looking young and fresh-faced, which wasn’t helping him to treat her sternly.

‘Does it?’

‘What I’m doing here, for one thing. You need her, not me.’

‘We need to talk to you too,’ Ben said. ‘You’re the one who was in the house.’

‘But so was she. We were there together.’ Ruth pulled at the cuff of her sweatshirt, staring down now. ‘She had the other bedroom.’

Ben glanced at Farrell, both of them thinking about the empty, unoccupied room where the forensic team hadn’t found so much as a fingerprint.

‘Now that we know who you are, is there anyone you’d like us to contact? Your family?’

‘I don’t have one.’ She looked away, suddenly awkward. ‘My parents both died when I was twenty.’

‘Sorry for your loss,’ Farrell said, the phrase an automatic response. ‘How did that happen?’

‘My mum had cancer and we knew it was coming – she was sick for years. My dad died a few months later and that was totally unexpected. It was an aortic aneurysm. They tried to operate but he didn’t make it.’

‘No aunts? Uncles?’

She shook her head. ‘It was just the three of us my whole life. Now I’m on my own.’

‘Housemates? Friends? Colleagues?’ Farrell prompted.

‘I live with Maura and I don’t have a job at the moment.’ She looked up then, timid, gauging their reaction. ‘I don’t have anyone apart from her.’

It wasn’t impossible that she was telling the truth, Ben thought, poker-faced. It was unusual, that was all. People had a hinterland: they had school friends and colleagues and cousins and connections. The first question you asked a stranger in Ireland was where they were from; the second was whether they knew the person you knew from wherever it was. Everyone found a point of commonality sooner or later.

Ruth blinked at him, waiting for the next question, which turned out to be something he really wanted to know.

‘Why didn’t you talk to us before?’

‘I wanted to but I couldn’t. At first I honestly don’t think I was capable of speaking. I felt as if I had the world’s worst hangover and my brain wasn’t working properly.’ She frowned, thinking about it, serious. ‘I don’t drink much but a couple of months ago I had a few too many and I blacked out. When I woke up this time, I felt like that.’

‘But you hadn’t been drinking before this happened.’

‘No.’ She sounded uncertain. ‘When I woke up my head was thumping, I was dizzy and not properly coordinated, and I had the fear like never before. Even after I felt better and I was able to put a sentence together, I was still frightened. It seemed like a good idea to keep saying nothing.’

‘What was making you scared?’

She raised her eyebrows at Farrell. ‘You mean, apart from waking up on the floor in a house that looked more like an abattoir than a cottage? That was enough, no? And I couldn’t find my phone or my wallet, even though I knew I’d left them on my chest of drawers.’

‘Definitely not there now.’ Ben could visualise every single thing that had been there, in detail, like the old parlour game with a tray of random objects. A photographic memory, remarkable to others, normal for him.

‘So I thought someone had broken in.’ She swallowed. ‘I thought they’d hurt Maura and taken anything valuable that they saw. I didn’t know what had happened, while I was asleep or unconscious. I didn’t know – I still don’t – if someone had touched me while I was out of it.’ She swallowed, distressed.

‘There was no sign of that, according to the doctors.’

Blood rushed into her cheeks. ‘So they said. How do you know that? They told you? What about my privacy?’

‘It’s evidence,’ Ben said levelly.

‘Of what?’

‘What happened. Or didn’t happen, in this case.’ He stared back at her, refusing to back down. ‘We need to consider every aspect of the crime scene.’

‘I’m not an aspect of anything,’ she spat, and Ben wondered what it was that had upset her enough to make her lash out. Their knowledge of the examination she had been through? It was standard, medical and forensic, part of the process of collecting evidence, as interesting to him as a cotton swab rolled over a bloodstain. He would have reassured her about it if he’d been able to work out why it bothered her so much.

Farrell leaned in.

‘Let’s just move on, all right? Come on. Both of you.’

She swallowed, focusing on Farrell instead.

‘Well, I didn’t know where my things were. I was a bit dazed. Maybe they fell down the back of the chest of drawers.’

He shook his head. ‘No. We checked.’

She looked upset. ‘Someone took them?’

‘It’s something we’re looking into.’ Farrell folded his arms. ‘We need to confirm your identity, Ruth, but if we don’t have the actual documents we can still check with the relevant agencies. There’ll be an electronic copy of your passport and driver’s licence.’

‘I don’t have a driver’s licence.’

‘Not even a provisional one?’

‘No. I’ve never been able to afford a car so I never learned.’

‘But you do have a passport,’ Farrell checked.

‘Yes, but …’ She bit her lip. ‘I was eighteen when I got it. Don’t judge me for the photograph. It’s not very recognisable, but it’s definitely me.’

She seemed nervous about it. Ben had been more on her side than not, up to that point. Everything she’d said in that soft, careful voice was possible and plausible and her reactions had been logical – even that flash of anger at the invasion of her privacy that was an inevitable part of the investigation had made sense on some level. Now he felt the first sting of suspicion, and welcomed it. Some objectivity would be a good idea. There was something off about what she was saying; it was all a bit too convenient.

Almost as if she sensed his doubt, she started talking, unprompted.

‘Look, I was scared at the house because I knew something terrible must have happened but I didn’t know what it was. I still don’t. I couldn’t answer any of the questions people were asking me. I just wanted to hide until it all went away. But I’ve realised I can’t hide from any of this.’

‘Better not to,’ he agreed.

She flicked a look at him, still wary. ‘Also, I didn’t want to say anything that might mislead you. I can’t tell you what happened because I don’t remember. I don’t remember anything. I mean, I remember my name and why I’m here but not how I got the bruises, or why there was blood in the house. I don’t remember anything you want to know about.’

Farrell settled back in his chair with a sigh, as if it was no more or less than he had expected.

‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ Ben asked.

‘Going to bed three nights ago. I remember brushing my teeth. I read some of my book. Drank some water.’

‘You had a glass by your bed,’ Ben remembered.

‘I always do. I can’t go to sleep without it. I was tired, I know that much, but I don’t remember putting out the light. And then …’

‘Go on.’ He propped his elbows on his knees, leaning forward, intent.

‘Then I woke up and I was on the floor. Face down. The room was light – the sun was coming in. Through the skylight.’ She swallowed. ‘There was a square of brightness on the wall. I knew it was almost noon, because of where the sun was. I couldn’t understand what was happening. I thought I’d fallen out of bed.’

‘Maybe you did.’

Her hand went to the bump on her forehead and she winced. ‘Yes, I thought that. If I landed on my knees and my hip, that would explain a lot.’

‘It wouldn’t explain how you were covered in blood,’ Ben pointed out and she caught her breath.

‘No. That – I couldn’t understand it. It was in my hair.’ She gestured vaguely. ‘Disgusting.’

‘So you passed out. You possibly came to at some point – enough to roll off the bed, but by then you were already saturated in blood, because there was blood transferred to the floor where you were lying. You woke up face down. What happened then?’

‘I got up.’ She frowned. ‘I thought I was locked into my room at first but it was just that I couldn’t get a grip on the door handle. I called, but no one came. Eventually the door came open and I saw the state of the living room.’ She gave a quavering sob and apologised for it, closing her eyes, embarrassed. ‘I’m trying to be rational about it but none of this feels rational. It feels like a nightmare. And I – I’m worried about Maura.’

‘Why are you worried?’

‘Because the obvious person who could have been hurt apart from me is her, so I need to know she’s all right.’ Her eyes went from his face to Farrell’s. They were wide, beseeching. ‘If someone was hurt, which is the only thing that makes sense – except that no one has told me who, or how. I know it wasn’t me and I hope it wasn’t Maura but then who was it? Are they in hospital? Is Maura? The only thing that reassured me, when I called her and she didn’t come, was that her car was gone. I thought maybe she’d left to get help. Is that – was I right?’

‘We haven’t heard from her,’ Ben said. ‘She hasn’t contacted us.’

‘But the blood is hers. It must be.’

‘We don’t know that yet.’

Ruth raised a hand to shield her eyes, her fingers trembling. ‘Oh God.’

‘We don’t have anything of Maura’s to match the DNA.’

‘Well, that’s good news, I suppose. Or not bad news yet.’ She lowered her hand and stared at him earnestly. ‘If you can find Maura, she’ll explain everything. She’s about my age, a bit shorter than me. We have the same colour hair. She’s prettier than me … I don’t know what else to tell you. Her car is a Ford Fiesta and it’s white.’ She closed her eyes, her forehead puckered. ‘2010 D something something. I know it ends 146.’

‘We’ll circulate her description and the details of her car.’ Farrell sounded bored, as if it was all routine and not their top priority. Two days since anyone had seen her or the car … but then if the woman sitting in front of him had killed Maura, sending them off to look for her would be a smart move.

‘Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to hurt either of you?’ Ben expected her to say no, but instead she frowned.

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Because you don’t seem surprised that something violent happened. Shocked, yes, maybe at how it played out. But you’re not surprised.’

‘I—’ she began, and stopped.

‘You’re worried about your friend. You genuinely don’t seem to know where she might be. But you stayed silent for so long because you weren’t sure what you should say to us and what you should keep to yourself. You’ve been trying to work out what we know about the two of you. There’s something you’re holding back and I want to know what it is.’

Ruth’s lower lip started to tremble uncontrollably. ‘I suppose I’ve been waiting for Maura to come to the rescue and explain everything.’

Farrell went after it like a lurcher coursing a hare. ‘What kind of thing do you need to explain?’

‘What we were doing here in the first place?’ She swallowed convulsively. ‘But I don’t want to get in trouble.’

‘Why would you get in trouble?’

‘Because it’s not straightforward.’ She looked straight at  Ben, her eyes wide and – he could have sworn – sincere. ‘Because we lied.’
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There was a short interlude so the two detectives could confer with the local guards about Maura Ellender and her whereabouts. There was a car to find now, as well as a body. That complicated things, Ruth understood. They had been looking for one missing person who was probably dead. Now they had to find two: the person who had been injured and the person who had driven away. It all made sense. She was the least important person and they would leave her alone once she’d told them what she knew.

You don’t really think they’re going to let you go, do you? That mocking voice in her head was pure Maura. Come on, Ruth. Have a little common sense. Someone died in the house and you’re the only lead. Do you honestly think you’re going to be allowed to slip back into the shadows?

It wasn’t a helpful voice, that was the thing. Moreover it didn’t allow for the Garda detectives themselves. Ruth might have been wrong – she had been wrong about people before – but she thought they would be fair. They seemed understanding. Kind, even. And so different – Liam Farrell with his short brown hair, brown eyes, a face that tapered to a narrow chin. He reminded her of an animal – a fox, maybe. Definitely a hunting animal. There was a challenge in his springy step and the way he held her gaze as they came back into the room.

Then the other one, neat in a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He wore small round glasses and had a habit of running his hands through his hair when he was thinking. He seemed distracted, if anything, in contrast with his colleague’s unblinking focus, but he had asked all the right questions. Still, there was a sting of sarcasm in some of what he said, unless she was being oversensitive about it. When he looked at her, she felt as if he could see down to her bones.

Not what Ruth had been anticipating.

‘Tell us how you came to be here,’ Ben Butler said quietly, as if there had been no interruption.

Something streaked down Ruth’s cheek. She wiped the tear away with the back of her hand. ‘This can’t be the best way for you to find Maura.’

‘There are people out looking for Maura now, so don’t worry about that. All that we have to do in this room is listen to you, and we’re not in a hurry.’

That slow, steady voice. It was hypnotic. Ruth felt the tension in her begin to unknot, like a time-lapse video on a nature programme – a leaf unfurling or a butterfly unfolding its wings for the first time.

‘I don’t know where to start.’

‘What about the beginning,’ Farrell said, and stared his colleague down when Butler turned to look at him.

Oh, they don’t like each other. Ruth filed
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