
Brian McGilloway 

 

 

 

Brian McGilloway is the bestselling author of eight crime 

novels, five featuring Garda Inspector Benedict Devlin and 

three in the DS Lucy Black series. In addition to being 

shortlisted for a CWA Dagger and the Theakston’s Old Peculiar 

Crime Novel of the Year, he is a past recipient of the Ulster 

University McCrea Literary Award and, in 2014, won the BBC 

Tony Doyle Award for his screenplay, Little Emperors. Brian’s 

ninth novel, Bad Blood, again featuring DS Lucy Black, will be 

released in May 2017. He currently teaches English in Strabane, 

where he lives with his wife and four children. 

Little Girl Lost 

The New York Times and UK No 1 bestselling Little Girl Lost deals with 

the case of a child found, wandering in a blizzard in her nightclothes, 

unable to speak. Her clothes are marked with blood, but it is not her 

own. As DS Lucy Black of the Public Protection Unit investigates, she 

finds the child’s case relates back not only to incidents from the darkest 

days in the country’s history but also leads her to devastating revelations 

about her own childhood. 

 

Brian on writing Little Girl Lost 

By 2010 I had written four Inspector Devlin novels in four years and was keen for a change. 

I’d always wanted to write a novel set in Northern Ireland but has resisted due to the 

fluctuating political and security situation which meant that any book set there would be 

outdated by the time of publication because things were so fluid. In addition, I’d always 

wanted to set a novel in Prehen woods, an ancient woodland near where I grew up. 
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Then, in 2010, three major events happened. Firstly, my wife and I had a baby daughter 

after three sons. I found, for the first time, that I wanted to write in a female voice, to create 

a strong, compassionate female character, for my daughter. And in doing so, I wanted to 

deal with my own fears and concerns about how fathers can fail their daughters. Secondly, 

in the winter of that year, we had an unusually heavy snowfall which left many rural areas 

isolated for almost three weeks. During this time, two different stories appeared in the 

news about children being found, at night, wandering in their bed clothes in the snow, in 

different parts of Northern Ireland. In one case, I listened to an interview with the doctor 

who’d treated one of the children who said that, for the first forty minutes after the girl was 

brought indoors, she didn’t speak. Then, after 40 minutes, she started to scream. The doctor 

explained that this was because of ‘postponed pain’ – the body had been so cold, it had not 

been able to register pain until it became acclimatised again to normal conditions. Then the 

pain was felt all the more acutely. 

It struck me as a perfect metaphor for Northern Ireland. 30 years of killings and violence had 

frozen us to pain. The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 needed significant compromise, but 

initially, no one seemed to mind. It was only when we got used to normalcy that people 

started registering the pain of their compromises – in disputes about language, flags, 

parades and so on. Then the pain was felt more acutely. Likewise, Lucy must face up to her 

own family’s postponed pain too – events that happened in the past, the consequences of 

which are only now being felt. Each of the events – the attack on her childhood home, the 

tarring and feathering, the use and abuse of children in a political dirty war – are based on 

events which happened in the city while I was growing up. 

The other significant influence on the story was fairy tales. Woodlands are liminal in nature 

– a boundary between things. The book’s name came from the William Blake poem about a 

child going into a wood and changing (through adolescence). It struck me that woodlands 

lend themselves to fairy tales – the unknown from which things emerge changed. And I 

wanted to apply that to the child in the book who emerges from the woods having 

witnessed something about which she cannot speak. A psychologist friend of mine had once 

remarked that often in therapy, fairy tales are used to help identify types of trauma children 

have suffered. Children who have suffered emotional neglect will relate more to one 

particular tail, those who have suffered physical neglect another and so on.  In this case, I 

wanted to have someone read stories to this lost child in hospital each night and, 

unwittingly, for one of those stories to trigger a reaction. I knew that, for that to happen, 

the detective would have to be female and single. And so Lucy Black was born. 
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Reading Group questions for Little Girl Lost 

 There have been many books using ‘girl’ in the title recently and enjoying great 

success in so doing. In this instance, the title came from the Blake poem and 

reflected the fact that the lost girls of the story are all children. Even Lucy’s trauma is 

from her childhood and she is frozen in a relationship with her father than hasn’t 

been able to mature until she finds out the truth of her parents’ break-up. Did you 

feel the title suited the book? Do you find ‘girl’ in a title to be off putting? 

 There are five lost girls in the story in total – each with their own associated fairy 

tale. Did that work for you? 

 Which fairy tale most resonates with you as an adult and why? 

 I worried initially about writing in a female voice, albeit in a third person narrative. 

Did you find Lucy’s voice to be convincing? 

 I enjoy writing the scenes between Lucy and her mother, not least because they are, 

in their own ways, so alike and that grows increasingly obvious as the series 

progresses. Did you find their relationship convincing?  

 In the first draft, there was an entire second narrative in the novel from the 

perspective of Kate McLaughlin, with chapters alternating between Kate’s 

perspective and Lucy’s. It eventually brought the novel to a halt and it was only in 

cutting that whole narrative (about 30,000 words) that the novel became freed up 

for me to complete. Would you have preferred multiple perspectives or do you 

prefer the story being told from Lucy’s viewpoint only. 

 Did the fact the novel was set in Northern Ireland add to or detract from the 

enjoyment of it? Or did it not matter either way? 

 I found the ending difficult to write but wanted to reflect the fact that not all cases 

end happily.  What were your views on the ending? 

 

 

 


