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I dedicate this book to my dad, William Ward, 23/10/1939 to 9/9/2025. Loved unconditionally and missed dearly.

My dad taught me how to find joy in words, instilled in me the love of reading, and from his love of writing his own poetry I inherited the gift of writing.

Thank you, Daddy.
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PROLOGUE
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THE PAST



Hate. For as long as I could remember, she’d had that look in her dark eyes. Hate. It was just the way she was born, I suppose.

I took my time walking around the house. How had she ruled with such control for so long? Her insults, humiliation, depravity. The one thing I knew was that I’d been waiting for this moment.

I took the bathrobe belt from around her neck and threaded it through my fingers, mesmerised by her bloodshot eyes wide open in death. That lifeless stare made me shiver. She was dead, wasn’t she? I felt my warm blood run cold. The satisfaction was being extinguished too quickly. I watched her breasts. No sign of them rising and falling. She was still. Like a lump of stone. Good.

I toured the room one last time, careful not to stand on any of her dirty clothes. The stench was overwhelming and making me gag.

‘Dirty bitch,’ I muttered as I swung the door shut behind me. I felt no remorse for what I had done. She deserved it for making too many lives a misery.

I didn’t dare look into the other room. What I had done in there had been a mistake. I could not undo it.

With my rucksack on my back, my boots on my feet and her bathrobe belt in my pocket, it was time for the call.

[image: ]


‘Nine nine nine, what is your emergency?’

‘I killed them.’

A sharp intake of breath.

A pause.

‘What’s your name, please?’

‘My name doesn’t matter. I need someone to come and take their bodies. I can’t bear looking at them any longer.’

‘I need your name and your address and I will send out first responders. Do you need the paramedics?’

‘Not unless they can raise the dead. Just take them away.’

‘Are you injured?’

‘How could I be injured? I was in total control.’

Another intake of breath. ‘Address, please?’

The caller disconnected.

When the first responders, including the Gardaí, eventually arrived, they found the bodies but not the caller.

They never found the caller. Not until it happened again.
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‘Why did you bring me here, evil woman? This is not my house. I want to go home.’

Lottie Parker put her hands over her ears and hoped her mother would tire herself out soon. The tirade had been ongoing for a half-hour and she was on the verge of putting herself in a nursing home for some respite, never mind her mother.

Rose was slow-marching around her own kitchen without recognising a thing. Nothing was familiar to her. It was heartbreaking to watch and Lottie was unable to placate her. She hadn’t even Boyd for support. Their break-up played on her mind constantly like a vinyl record going round and round, screeching, with no one to lift the needle. Grating on her nerves. Affecting her ability to sleep.

She’d been staying with her mother for a few nights. Chloe had left in August for Templemore Garda training college. Sean had secured a place in University College Galway and was currently staying outside the city with Grace and Bryan, Boyd’s sister and new brother-in-law. She needed to find a solution for her son, but she didn’t have the funds for student accommodation. She hadn’t wanted to ask Grace and Bryan to take him in because Grace had kicked Lottie out of their home right before the wedding. But Boyd had intervened again, interfered. She had to agree to the arrangement because it meant Sean was sorted, at least for the first term.

‘Okay, Mother, let’s go to mine. It’ll be good for you to have a change.’

‘A change from what? You have me trapped in this house belonging to God knows who, and now you want to bring me somewhere else. Who are you anyhow?’

Lottie groaned and went to pack a bag for her mother.
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‘That is so gross, Mam.’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Caroline Healy continued drying the dishes as she took them out of the dishwasher, knowing right well what her daughter meant. Perhaps a bouncy castle was a step too far for Freya.

‘Mam!’ The girl rolled her eyes in the annoying way that intimated her mother was stupid. ‘I’m about to be twelve, not two. My friends will laugh at me.’

‘They won’t. Your friend Lily had one last year.’

‘Are you for real?’ Freya stood, hands on hips, a mirror image of how Caroline stood when she herself was annoyed. ‘For your information, I am not getting up on it.’

‘Don’t worry. Dad and I will have great fun on it after a few glasses of wine.’

Freya’s mouth opened wide in horror. ‘You wouldn’t dare.’

‘Oh, I would. We would,’ Caroline said, knowing her husband, Cameron, wouldn’t be caught dead on a bouncy castle. ‘I’m not letting one hundred and fifty euros go to waste.’

Freya’s face was puce with anger. She was like her father that way. Allowing little things to irk her. Not that the bouncy castle was little. It took up most of the back garden lawn.

‘Why don’t you start inflating the balloons?’ Caroline suggested. ‘Dad will help when he gets home.’

‘I don’t know why you couldn’t have got me a balloon arch. All my friends had them for their birthdays.’

‘Do you know how much that costs?’

‘No, but I wouldn’t have to pay for it.’

Caroline took a deep breath, drying her hands as the doorbell rang. ‘Answer the door, pet.’

‘Mam, it’s too early! My friends can’t be here already.’ Freya looked down at her tracksuit bottoms and pyjama top. ‘I’m not even properly dressed.’

‘They won’t be here for ages. You have plenty of time to dress. Go answer the door.’

Caroline followed her daughter from the kitchen out along the hall, fingers crossed. She flicked her long fair hair over one shoulder. She’d heard it made you look sexier. Her white T-shirt had damp patches across her chest from the dishes, but at least her jeans were clean and helped give her bum and legs some sort of shape.

Freya opened the door. Turned round. A smile filled her face with happiness. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you.’

‘Where do you want this?’ The man’s arms were loaded with an arch of gold and white balloons.

‘The garden!’ Freya clapped her hands with glee. ‘This is awesome.’

Caroline hoped her husband wouldn’t ask her how much it had cost. She couldn’t be dealing with his interrogation. She was aware she spent more than he earned, but you only live once – or YOLO, as Freya put it.

The man was staring at her open-mouthed. She wondered if her damp T-shirt was now see-through.

‘Is that okay with you, Mrs Healy?’ he asked. ‘Will I bring them through the house or what?’

She grabbed a rain jacket from the cupboard under the stairs and slipped her bare feet into trainers. She stepped outside flashing her brightest smile, the one from Turkey that Cam had objected to but she’d had it done anyhow. ‘I’ll show you round to the back garden. Freya, you can fix your hair and put on your party clothes.’

‘Don’t make a show of me,’ Freya muttered before flouncing up the stairs like the diva child she still was.

To the bewildered man at the door, Caroline said, ‘Okay, follow me.’
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Cameron Healy parked his jeep, idling the engine, admiring his house. The red-brick two-storey with its feature window framing the atrium inside had cost a small fortune, though less than architect Thomas Clarke had quoted. Cameron was glad he’d hired someone else, and he’d been clever in how he’d approached the whole thing. Yet he’d still ended up drowning in debt.

Soon a horde of twelve-year-olds would be running amok around the place, pawing the glass, trampling on his neatly mowed lawn. He looked at the laden sky. The weather forecast wasn’t great. He silently hoped for the promised deluge so they’d have to remain inside. The glass could be cleaned and the lawn would survive.

He’d agreed to having the party at the house, even though Freya had initially wanted to go bowling followed by a trip to the cinema. Caroline was adamant that a party was an ideal way to show off the house to Freya’s friends and their parents. His pride had ruled his head, but he was regretting now that it wasn’t bowling and cinema.

He shivered as he locked his ink-black Range Rover Discovery. Pity Freya hadn’t been born in the summer, he thought. October was too miserable.

At the front door, he noticed a smudge on the brass knocker. He used his sleeve to rub it. Caroline was slipping. Maybe she was making a point, hoping he’d let her have a cleaner. No way was that going to happen with his current debt. Then he wondered if perhaps there had been an early visitor.

His eye went to the Ring camera on the wall beside the door. He’d check the footage later to see who had called. Then he remembered that he’d switched it off remotely earlier in the day because of his important meeting – on a Sunday morning too, for God’s sake. The whoosh of notification messages would’ve been a distraction.

Inside, there was silence. Blessed silence.

He wandered into the kitchen, noticing it was a bit darker than usual. Before he flicked on the light, he caught sight of the monstrosity outside in the garden.

No! She couldn’t have. Could she?

‘Caroline? Caroline!’

He ran out the back door to find his wife conversing with a stranger who was smoking a cigarette. When the man spied his approach, he threw the cigarette onto the grass – Cameron’s precious grass – and stomped it out with the toe of his boot. The pristine lawn was now covered with a fucking bouncy castle and an obnoxious arrangement of glitzy balloons. And a cigarette butt.

‘Good God almighty,’ Cameron swore under his breath. ‘What’s all this?’ He tried to keep his voice half normal but found it impossible to mask his anger.

The man stepped back. ‘I was just leaving.’

‘And who are you?’

‘I delivered the balloons. I’ll be off now, Caroline.’

‘Thanks. Freya loves them.’

As the man scuttled away, Cameron reached out and grabbed his wife’s arm. He jerked her towards him, then swung her around to face the inflated monstrosity. ‘He called you by your name. You seem very familiar with him.’

‘He was just delivering the balloons.’

‘I don’t care about balloons. What’s the meaning of that eyesore?’

‘I thought it would be fun for Freya and her friends. Keep them occupied.’

‘Jesus, Caroline, a bouncy castle? For fuck’s sake. It ruins the aesthetic of the garden, not to talk about the damage it’s doing to my lawn.’

‘Your lawn?’ She tried to wrangle out of his grip, but he held fast. ‘Come on, lighten up. It’s only for a few hours. We can have a bounce on it too. It’ll be fun.’

‘Are you losing your mind? I’ve had a stressful client meeting. I rushed home so that I could be here to welcome our guests, and this is how I’m greeted.’

‘Strictly speaking, they’re Freya’s guests, not ours.’

‘But what will their parents think of this?’ He pointed at the lurid blow-up castle that wasn’t a castle. Some sort of unicorn, if he was correct. The noise of the motor was giving him a headache.

‘Can’t you chill out?’ She disengaged her arm and made to go back into the house.

He grabbed her again. ‘Don’t you dare walk away from me.’

‘I need to check on Freya. She asked me to help with her clothes.’

He let her go. ‘And take off those trainers at the door before you drag muck in all over the floor.’

Once she’d gone, he unknotted his tie and wrapped it tightly around his hand until the blood stopped. Then he unwound it and bundled it up into his pocket.

Rage bubbled like a pot of boiling water neglected on a stove, and he wondered how he could contain it for the rest of the day. It was all Caroline’s fault, he thought.

His daughter ran out of the house towards him, and he plastered a smile on his face.

Were those tears in her eyes?
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Lily Clarke hated parties. She felt so self-conscious and usually avoided them like the plague. But Freya was her best friend, so she had to go. The annoying thing was that her mam and dad insisted on going too. God! Embarrassing. She’d talked to a few of the girls who’d been invited, and their parents were going as well. Apparently there was talk of wine for the adults. Lily knew it was Freya’s dad just wanting to show off his new house. She’d been over there a lot, so she knew hers was nicer.

‘You have to wear a dress,’ her mother, Sadie, said.

Lily rolled her eyes behind Sadie’s back. ‘I don’t wear dresses. These are my good leggings.’ She did a twirl, delighted with her new short haircut, which she’d had done that morning at a local salon that opened seven days a week.

‘Dad will be angry when he sees that we’ve destroyed your long hair. What was I thinking letting you have it cut?’

‘Stop worrying, Mam. My hair goes to a children’s cancer charity. It’ll make a difference to some sick child who’s having chemo. You agreed.’

‘I did, but now I’m not so sure.’ Her mother gave her an unexpected hug. ‘Too late now. Don’t take a rise out of your dad when he sees you.’

Lily dislodged herself from her mother’s arms. Sadie rarely did hugs or cuddles and she felt awkward in her embrace. Despite all that, her mother was super protective. Duh.

‘Please tell me you talked him out of going to the party. He’ll ruin it.’

‘Shh. He’s in his den.’

Lily laughed. ‘A den is a kids’ tree house. Why can’t he call it a home office like normal people?’ But she knew her dad wasn’t like other people. Then she thought about Freya’s dad. Cameron was a creepy sort of weird. Not normal weird like her own dad.

She glanced down at her black leggings and long black T-shirt with an image of Taylor Swift emblazoned on it. Her clothing might spark an angry response from her dad, and how would he feel about her haircut? She was glad her mother had called a halt at her getting a purple streak. She grinned to herself. That might have sent him over the edge. Totally.

‘What have you to smile about?’

She hadn’t heard him enter the kitchen. She swung around, her bravado dissolving in an instant.

‘Jesus Christ, Lily, what have you done to your hair?’

Welcome to another day at the Clarke loony house, she thought.

‘Sadie! How could you let her do this?’ He took two strides forward and gripped Lily’s shoulder.

‘Dad!’ she shouted. ‘Stop.’

Why wasn’t her mam saying something? Lily could never understand her mother’s meekness in volatile situations. She was well able to raise her voice whenever Lily misbehaved.

‘It’s okay,’ Sadie said. ‘It’s time we were leaving for the party. Get your coat.’

‘Right,’ Lily said, the word dripping with defiance.

Thomas dropped his hand. ‘You’re not going anywhere dressed like that. What are you presenting as this week? Some sort of goth?’

‘I’m presenting as me,’ she said over her shoulder, ‘and Taylor is not a goth. Duh.’ She scooted out of the kitchen before he could reply.
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Thomas Clarke turned to his wife, ‘You can’t let her go out like that. We’ll be a laughing stock.’

‘I don’t think anyone cares what we do or don’t do. Or what we look like.’

‘I care what people think. And you should too. Lily can’t rule the roost here. She takes advantage of you.’

‘And you don’t?’

‘What have I told you about answering me back, Sadie? I can’t stand it.’

‘You let her answer you back.’

‘She’s a child.’

‘I know what she is, but honestly, Thomas, at times I don’t know what or who you are.’

‘I’m the man who built my business from the ground up. I got you this house. I pay the bills so that you can cook nice meals and have wine nights in with your friends.’

‘What friends? I don’t have any bloody friends except for Caroline. You have your friends over doing God knows what in your “den”.’

She even did air quotes, and he felt his blood pressure rise, flushing the capillaries on his cheeks. Jesus, he was only forty and she made him feel like an old man. He curled his hand into a fist and stuffed it into his trouser pocket. It was so fucking hard having to control himself all the time.

‘Make sure you wear something that covers you up,’ he said.
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Thomas had turned on his heel after instructing Sadie what to wear. He left her standing there in the middle of their shining, sterile kitchen, in their spotless, architecturally magnificent house. The one thing that wasn’t perfect for him was their daughter. She knew Thomas loved Lily, but he couldn’t control her. She was her own person. Strong and resolute. That brought a smile to Sadie’s face. It was approaching her time to be like her daughter. But maybe not yet. She needed to plan. Like Caroline did. To get her ducks in a row, so to speak.

For now, she had to put on her party face. Catching a glimpse of herself in the hall mirror, she smiled, swishing her long dark hair and pouting her lips. A caress of crimson would do the job. She fluttered her eyelashes. They were so long and lush, she never had to apply mascara. Sadie Clarke knew she was beautiful, and she could be a flirt when she wanted to be. It was one of the things that fuelled her husband’s rage. Maybe a little flirtation with awful Cameron Healy later might be the catalyst provoking Thomas into dropping his mask in public. Lily’s haircut was just the start of the rebellion.

Sadie smiled sadly at her reflection. She no longer wanted to go to the party. She suddenly felt her world was about to implode.
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It sounded like a banshee had taken root in the rafters, such was the noise of the wind howling through the roof of Farranstown House. The windowpanes shook in their frames and threatened to smash into smithereens. Lottie hoped the wind wouldn’t wake her mother. It had taken Rose hours to settle, and trying to get her to sleep was such an ordeal.

Louis, Lottie’s four-year-old grandson, was snuggled against her back, his little arm around hers as she lay on her side. Her daughter Katie, Louis’ mam, had been out last night. Again. And in a storm. There was no reining the girl in. At twenty-four years old, you’d think she’d have more sense. But no, Katie had drifted off the rails once her sister had headed for Garda training college. That had been the proverbial straw that broke Lottie’s relationship with Boyd. Chloe had privately discussed her dream to become a guard with him, and he had helped her while keeping Lottie in the dark. How could she forgive that? Still, she was lonely. She missed him.

Her phone buzzed on the bedside cabinet. She reached for it, glancing at the time before answering in a whisper.

‘Kirby? What are you doing ringing me at this hour of the morning?’ It was 8.30. ‘It’s my day off.’

‘Sorry, boss, I know, but we need you to come in. Something terrible has happened.’

‘Can’t you handle it? I’m bringing my grandson to the swimming pool today.’

‘I honestly think you’ll have to cancel those plans.’

‘Tell me what’s going on.’

She listened intently. When she hung up, she shuddered. It felt like a demon spirit had slipped under her skin.
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Sergio had football training after school and Boyd had forgotten to wash his son’s kit over the weekend. That was why early on Monday morning he was leaning over the dryer, watching the green and white go round and round. He’d ignored the many calls and texts on his phone. There was no way he could face work today. No matter what was going on there. He was taking time out for himself. Time out for his son.

His heart was a little bit broken, but he stood by everything he’d said to Lottie. She did not have her priorities right. That was the way she was wired. He was unable to slot into her world on her terms, so he’d walked. And it hurt. Deeply.

The machine beeped three times. Short and sharp. Cutting through his head like a bloody knife. As he unloaded the boy’s shorts and shirt, he was at a loss about how to move forward. There was no way he could continue in this stupefied state. He needed to get a grip of his feelings, his life.

Shaking out the creases, he decided that once Sergio had them on, they would be grand. He supposed his life was one long crease that refused to iron out.
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Lottie envied Kirby his moment of calm as he smoked his cigar standing by the unmarked Garda car. He was wrapped up in a tan-coloured padded parka smelling of curry, the hood rimmed with fake fur that masked his face. Only the trail of smoke carried skywards by the swirling wind indicated that a human was in there somewhere.

‘Have you been inside the house yet?’ she asked.

‘Good morning, boss, it’s yourself. Sorry for ruining your day off.’ He quenched his cigar. ‘Yes, I’ve been inside, and before you ask, I suited up. But the paramedics, first responders, the whole shebang were in the house before that, so the scene has been disturbed as you’d expect.’

‘Who reported the… incident?’

‘Some sort of delivery guy. Three dead. My head is fried, but by God it’s a heartbreaking sight.’

Lottie shushed him with a finger to her lips. ‘Don’t tell me anything else. I want to form my own first impressions.’

She hadn’t noticed Detective Sam McKeown joining them, and when he spoke, she jumped.

‘Knock yourself out, boss. It’s not good inside.’

‘What part of “don’t tell me anything” do you not understand?’

‘Sorry, I didn’t think you were talking to me.’

She shrugged off his feeble apology, signed the log and grabbed the forensics gear. Once she was suited up, she inhaled a deep breath, fixed the mask in place and pulled the hood up over her wild hair.

There was crime-scene tape at the gate, and a blue tarpaulin tent concealed the front door. SOCOs were on their way, and the state pathologist had been informed. So far, correct procedure was being followed. She hoped that attention to detail continued inside the house, though she had to accept it was already a contaminated site.

Before she stepped inside, she struggled to keep her emotions in check. She had to be professional in the face of whatever horror lay behind the open front door. Three dead, Kirby had said. Shit.

Silence, except for the hum of an electrical appliance somewhere in the house, likely a fridge, and a clock ticking.

Then, a smell.

Something sweet tinged with the odour of the onset of decomposition. That surprised her, then again, the house was warm. She could feel heat underfoot. As she thought about the deterioration of a body, she could actually taste it on her tongue. Time was of the essence.

In the sitting room, a man was half sitting, half lying on a couch. Open-necked white shirt and navy chinos. The shirt, sleeves rolled up, stained with blood. A single slash wound was evident on one wrist and a knife was by his side on the couch in a pool of blood that had soaked into the upholstery. No sign of any visible defence wounds. No upheaval that could point to a disturbance. What was she dealing with here?

Upstairs told another story. A deadly, disturbing story.

In the first bedroom, she found the fully clothed body of a woman laid out on a king-sized bed. High-necked white blouse, brown flared trousers and flat shoes. No obvious signs of trauma.

She stood on the threshold, careful not to enter the room fully until SOCOs had done their work. The bedcovers were a bit ruffled around the body, most likely caused by the paramedics. But the woman’s hair, though slightly ruffled, looked to be fanned out. As if it had been arranged? She’d have to check with first responders, though she was sure they would not have done that.

She noticed a pillow on the floor. Had the woman been smothered? Not for her to speculate. She was well aware that there could be unseen wounds. The pathologist would confirm cause of death.

The door of the next bedroom was ajar. She put out a gloved finger, shoving it in further. She could see without stepping inside.

A child.

‘Jesus,’ she gasped, and felt her throat constrict. She smothered a cry.

The girl couldn’t be more than twelve or thirteen years old. Angelic in death. Hands crossed on her chest, bare feet crossed at the ankles. Also, it seemed, arranged after death. She was dressed in a pink party dress with an intricate crocheted lace collar.

Something about the dress perturbed Lottie. Was it because it was old-fashioned? Perhaps. Or maybe she was distressed because this was a dead child. Gone too soon, echoed in her brain.

Making her way back down the stairs, all she could think of were Kirby’s words about his head being fried. She couldn’t afford for hers to be the same. She had to concentrate. Absorb everything and evaluate it in a professional manner.

The bottom line. A family had been obliterated.

Was it an open-and-shut case of familicide? That in itself was a horrific crime – a double murder and suicide. But could it be something even more sinister? She felt a cold shiver of foreboding trickle down her spine and settle in the small of her back.

Evil had visited this house, lurked within the walls, oozed up with the heat from the floors, and it chilled her.
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In the kitchen, she was met with the detritus of a party strewn around on every surface. While the rest of the house was clean and ordered, here was where the last vestiges of a normal life remained.

Glasses. A few empty wine bottles. Discarded soft drink bottles. Plates containing pizza crusts and shrivelled cocktail sausages. Sandwiches with crusts curling at the edges. Jugs of juice. A post-party kitchen. Disarray. Unlike the meticulous arrangement of the bodies upstairs, which she assumed were mother and daughter. It was likely the man in the sitting room was the husband and father.

Jane Dore, the state pathologist, would establish the order in which the deaths had occurred, so Lottie could not rush to conclusions yet. That didn’t stop her feeling that the man in the sitting room was the last to die. The others by his hand? With a cursory glance she could not see a note. Still, the evidence would lead the investigation.

She gazed out the window towards the back garden, and her heart careened down her chest. A deflated bouncy castle took up most of the lawn, and an arch of balloons looked ready to take flight from its moorings. This had definitely been a party for a child. For the little girl upstairs. A celebration that had turned dark.

Lottie hadn’t noticed any cards or gifts, but she hadn’t been in all the rooms. She decided to leave it to SOCOs. She’d seen enough.

‘It’s so heartbreaking. That little girl… truly shocking,’ she said to Kirby once she had divested herself of the protective clothing. Beads of sweat rolled down her back, though the weather was damp and cold. ‘You need to interview the first responders. I want to know what everything was like when they arrived. Find out what they touched or disturbed. You know the drill. First, though, tell me your views on what could have happened in there.’

‘Familicide is my number-one thought.’

‘Yes, it looks that way. A man takes out his family, and his narcissism is usually compounded by him explaining that he had no choice or some such bullshit. They usually leave a note, but the thing is, I couldn’t see one.’

‘It might be found later,’ Kirby offered.

‘Possibly.’ Lottie shook out a shiver from between her shoulder blades. ‘It’s just… I’m not convinced. There’s no overkill. No angry passion. It’s a bit too contained.’

‘What do you mean?’

She sighed. ‘Not sure. Let’s keep an open mind. Do our job. There’s evidence of a kids’ party in the kitchen and the back garden. Find out who was here and when they left, and if anything significant occurred. And we need buccal swabs for DNA analysis from whoever was here yesterday and this morning. Have relatives been informed?’

‘McKeown’s looking into that. So far he’s had no luck.’

‘Establish where the couple worked. Talk to the neighbours. That should give us some information. We need to do this right. We owe it to that poor mother and daughter. To the husband too, because we have to presume innocence until the evidence tells us otherwise.’

A white-sided technical van pulled up outside the cordon. The driver was directed towards the driveway. SOCOs had arrived. She needed the state pathologist on site soon too. Only then would she know the order in which the deaths had occurred. That would be her starting point.
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Detective Sam McKeown was quickly losing his patience by the time Lottie rocked up beside him. A man was remonstrating with the surly, shaven-headed detective.

‘I only came to pick up the bouncy castle,’ he was saying. ‘Can I go now?’

McKeown stood to one side as Lottie approached.

‘Boss, this is Christy Kearney,’ he said sharply, unable to keep his annoyance under wraps. ‘He reported the crime.’

She nodded at the anxious man. He was fair-haired, tall and slim, wearing workman’s trousers with bulging pockets and a black donkey jacket. From his creviced face, it was hard to tell his age. He could be fifty years old give or take a few years either side.

‘Mr Kearney, this must be disturbing for you, and you’ve probably already told my colleague everything, but I want you to talk me through it again from the minute you arrived on the scene. That your van over there?’

‘Yes, and I need to get going. I suppose I can’t take the equipment with me?’

‘Correct. Nor your van.’

‘Wait a minute. I need it for work.’

‘It’s on the property of a crime scene. It has to be processed. Once that’s completed, it will be released.’

‘I haven’t done anything wrong. God, I should have reversed out and said nothing. This is what I get for being a Good Samaritan.’

‘And I appreciate it. But I have to follow procedures. So, Mr Kearney, talk to me.’

‘Right. I deliver bouncy castles and the one here is due on the other side of the county by two o’clock today. I really need to…’ He paused as Lottie gave him one of her glares. ‘Sorry. I know. It’s awful.’

‘Did you pull up where your van is now parked?’

‘Yeah. I rang the doorbell. No answer.’

‘Was the door locked?’

‘I have no idea. Didn’t check – no need, or so I thought. I was making my way round to the back when I looked in that window there.’ He pointed towards the sitting room. ‘Being nosy like.’

‘Go on.’

He rubbed his hands anxiously, and she noted tiny beads of sweat lining his brow. His lips were cracked and dry.

‘I saw him in there. On the couch. The knife and the blood. Nearly shit myself. You see things like this on the telly but you never expect it to happen in real life, do you?’

It happened a lot to Lottie, but she didn’t inform him of that. ‘Were the blinds up?’

‘Yes.’

‘Any lights on?’

‘I didn’t notice.’

She hadn’t either. ‘What did you do then?’

‘I phoned 999. Told them there was a dead man in the house. Gave them the address and waited until the guards and ambulance arrived.’

‘Did you know the dead man?’

‘No, never met him. I assumed he was Caroline’s husband.’

‘Caroline?’

‘Mrs Healy. She told me to call her Caroline when I was here yesterday morning to set everything up. God, it feels like a lifetime ago now.’

‘I understand. So, there was a party planned, is that right?’

‘Yeah, for her daughter, she told me. Can’t remember the girl’s name. Something Irish, or foreign maybe. Not a Mary or an Anne, anyhow.’ He was babbling. Shock did that to you.

‘Did you notice anything unusual yesterday morning?’

‘Not a thing. Caroline offered me a coffee, but I had another delivery lined up so I showed her how everything worked and left her to it.’

‘And this morning. Did anything unusual stand out for you?’

‘Except for the body in there, no, nothing else.’

‘Thanks, Christy. Give your details to Detective McKeown. He’ll take your clothing and provide you with replacements.’

‘My clothes? Why?’ He looked everywhere but at her.

‘In case of cross-contamination, trace transference. Forensics will have to check.’

‘I told you I simply looked in the window.’

‘Then you shouldn’t have anything to worry about. When it suits, you’ll have to make a formal statement and provide fingerprints and a DNA swab for elimination purposes. The forensic team will deal with your van as quickly as possible and have it returned to you.’

‘Okay, I suppose. My car’s at home if I can get a lift there.’

She left McKeown to deal with him and glanced all around her at the increasing activity. Still no sign of the pathologist.

It bothered Lottie that there was no sense of chaos or disorder in the house. With a family murder she’d expect blood and mayhem, but this scene presented as systematic. Methodical, even. Could a man do that to his family then calmly sit down and slit his wrists?

‘A neighbour down the road filled me in.’ Kirby hurried over to her, checking his notebook. ‘The little girl was called Freya and it was her twelfth birthday party. The mother is Caroline and her husband is Cameron Healy. Neighbour couldn’t go to the party because she was in Limerick for the weekend, so she sent a voucher for Freya. She arrived home this morning. She said Caroline’s best friend is a woman called Sadie Clarke. I have the address. Will I go talk to her?’

‘I’ll do it. Stay here and notify me the second Jane Dore arrives. I need the time and order of deaths so that we can get the investigation moving.’ She made to walk away but stalled. ‘Where’s Boyd this morning?’

Kirby blushed. Which wasn’t that unusual, as he was ruddy-complexioned. ‘Erm, I have no idea.’

‘Liar,’ she quipped.

‘Honestly, I don’t know. I rang him but got no answer.’

‘Call him again. Tell him I said he’s needed here.’
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Lottie quelled the seething anger as she drove. Where the hell was Boyd? He knew she was due to be off today and he should have been on duty. Their fractured personal relationship should not impact their work. Priorities. He’d flung the word at her during arguments often enough. So where were his priorities when it came to the job? She’d have to talk with him. Later. Sometime.

After meeting with Superintendent Farrell, who appointed her as SIO on the case, it was over an hour later when she pulled up at Sadie Clarke’s house. She calculated that it was about a five-minute drive from the crime scene at Russell Avenue. From the outside, the house was similar in style to the Healys’. Too big for the space it occupied. A tight, narrow lawn screamed afterthought. If it was her place, she’d pave the whole damn lot. The garage to one side at the rear also seemed to be an afterthought.

Inhaling deeply, she girded herself for the interview that would follow. At least the rain had fecked off.

The door was opened by a stunningly beautiful woman. Her long black hair was slicked back in a ponytail, a few stray tendrils framing her oval face and sultry brown eyes. Her skin shimmered in the soft October sunlight streaming in from behind Lottie.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ Lottie said. ‘Sadie Clarke?’

‘Yes. Who’s asking?’ Pristinely plucked eyebrows puckered in a forehead otherwise devoid of lines.

A quick flick of ID. ‘Detective Inspector Lottie Parker. I need a word. All right if I come in?’

Sadie’s jaw dropped, suspended by an invisible thread. ‘What’s wrong? Is it Thomas?’

‘Thomas?’

‘My husband.’

‘No, it’s nothing to do with him. I need some information about your friends.’

‘What friends?’ she said stiffly.

Touchy, Lottie thought. ‘I’m here about the Healys.’

‘Oh. Excuse my manners. You gave me a shock. I thought something had happened to Thomas. Come in. And if you don’t mind leaving your shoes…’ Sadie’s eyes narrowed downwards. ‘Leave your boots inside the door. The floors were varnished last week and Thomas will have a fit if there’s even one mark on them.’

‘Sure.’ Lottie leaned a hand on the wall and kicked off her boots. No holes in her socks. Good.

As she followed Sadie down the wide hallway, she noted that the house was immaculately clean. They entered what was probably a guest sitting room, with little appearance of having been lived in. The good front room, she concluded. The minimalist chrome-legged furniture was possibly more upmarket than what she’d seen in the Healy house.

‘Beautiful space,’ she murmured, unconvinced.

‘Shame we hardly use it. Thomas wanted somewhere without clutter so that we could entertain, but he has his den, so it’s a waste.’

‘Nice to have it all the same.’

‘Please sit. Would you like a drink? Coffee? I can call Lily down to make it if you want to get on with your reason for calling.’

Lottie would have loved a shot of coffee but was afraid she’d spill it on the white-upholstered armchair she found herself sinking into.

‘No, I’m fine, thanks. Lily’s your daughter? Is she off school?’

‘Yes, she was overtired last night after Freya’s party, so I didn’t wake her this morning. She’s in her room.’ Sadie sat back on the other armchair, legs crossed at the ankles. Her jeans were probably designer, as was her red cotton shirt. Lottie felt like a poor cousin, dressed in her Primark clothing. Sadie continued, ‘What’s this about the Healys? Caroline is my best friend. Only true friend, if you want to know.’

She was talking too much, providing too much detail. She must be nervous about what had brought Lottie to her door.

‘I need a few details,’ Lottie said. ‘You were at their party?’

‘Yes. Lily is Freya’s best friend. It was a bit of a disaster, if I’m being honest.’

‘How so?’

‘Do you have children, Inspector?’

‘I do.’ She wasn’t about to tell this gorgeous woman that she was also a grandmother.

‘You know what they’re like at twelve. Think they’re eighteen. Freya had put on make-up – blusher, mascara the lot. Cam threw a glorified hissy fit.’

‘You’re talking about Cameron Healy?’

‘Yes. You should have a chat with Caroline. I could see she was fuming, though she likes to keep up appearances in public. Cam does too; this was the first time I’d seen him lose control.’

‘How did that play out?’

‘He grabbed Freya by the arm and sent her back upstairs. When she returned, the make-up was gone and it was obvious she’d been crying.’

‘Did Caroline intervene?’

‘No. She was quiet, but like I said, I could tell she was angry.’

‘Anything else of note happen?’

‘Not really.’ Sadie sighed. ‘There was tension in the air between Caroline and Cam, but that’s not unusual. He keeps a tight rein on his family. Freya enjoyed herself afterwards, though. Did I mention she’s best friends with my daughter?’

‘You did. Were there many at the party?’

‘They were coming and going. Maybe ten kids in total. It started at four and ended at six. We stayed on for a few drinks and left around eight.’

‘Anyone else stay?’

‘No. I think they were glad to get their tired kids home.’

‘Did ye drink much?’

‘Thomas had a few glasses of wine. I was designated driver, according to him. Caroline had her usual Diet Coke and maybe a sneaky glass of wine or two. She rarely drinks any more. I believe Cam won’t allow her to. He’s a grade-A asshole, if you ask me.’

‘Cameron and your husband – Thomas, is it? Are they friends?’

‘God, no. They tolerate each other. I haven’t much time for Cam either.’

‘Why is that?’ Lottie was happy to let the woman have a rant. There might be a nugget of insight there if it turned out that Cameron Healy did in fact kill his family and then himself.

‘Well, the way he treated his daughter yesterday, for one. You know, I never asked why you’re here enquiring about them. Has he done something?’

‘Cameron? Why would you think that?’

‘Obviously because you’re a detective and looking for information. And he’s a prick. What’s happened?’ Sadie sat rigid, waiting.

Lottie would have liked to get more information before revealing that the Healy family were dead. Now, though, she couldn’t put it off.

‘I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you, but there’s been a murder.’

Sadie jumped up, mouth open, before flopping back down again with her hand to her mouth. ‘He killed her, didn’t he? The bastard.’

‘We have no evidence to suggest what he did or didn’t do this early in⁠—’

‘Oh my God! What about Freya? Who’s minding her? She can come stay with us. I’ll look after her.’ Sadie’s words slipped into each other.

Lottie could see the hysteria in the other woman’s gleaming brown eyes, and she knew she’d have to be careful with how she related the heartbreaking truth. Then again, the best way was to be upfront and honest.

‘Sadie, you need to brace yourself. Caroline, Cameron and Freya are all dead.’

The woman leapt to her feet again and fled the room, a strangled cry following in her wake. When she eventually returned, she was wiping her mouth with a face cloth.

‘He killed them, the bastard.’ She slumped back onto the chair.

‘We don’t know what happened yet. I need you to fill in some background information for me. I know you’re shocked, but time is vital in this sort of investigation.’

‘Okay… but I can’t get my head around this. Are you saying Cam killed himself? But I know him. Or I knew him as well as anyone could, because he hid behind a perfect veneer. He was such a narcissist, I would have thought he’d want to revel in his infamy.’

‘What makes you come to that conclusion?’

‘He was a control freak. He bossed Caroline around. I told you he rarely let her drink alcohol. And he didn’t like her wearing cosmetics, not even perfume. To the world, he presented as the guy who had it all. Perfect wife and daughter. Mr Good Guy. In reality, he was almost broke and his marriage was a fucking sham.’

Lottie stored this information in her head. ‘Can you give me any evidence of his mental state?’

‘Do you not believe me?’

‘I need hard facts.’

Sadie snorted. ‘He killed them, didn’t he? Is that not enough for you? God!’

‘We can take a break, Sadie. Will I make you some tea?’

‘I don’t want tea!’ She paused, breathless, as if remembering who she was talking to. ‘I’m sorry, it’s such a shock.’ She unwrapped her hair and tied it up again. ‘Check Caroline’s phone. He made her give up her job. But when he was at work, he rang her ten times a day to see what she was doing. Please, check his phone. And his computer. I bet you he was into porn. His sort always is.’

‘We will be checking everything, don’t worry.’ Lottie wondered if Sadie was being melodramatic from shock or if there was some truth in her words. ‘Who was there when you left? Eight o’clock, you said?’

‘About that time. I drove us home. Oh God!’

‘What?’

‘Freya wanted Lily to sleep over, but I wouldn’t allow it. Oh my God, if she’d stayed, she’d be dead now.’

‘Were you and your family the last to leave?’

‘Yes. All the other kids were gone by six fifteen. We ate the remains of the pizza. That was it.’

‘Did anything else happen at the party? Besides the make-up incident.’

‘No, it was fine. Cam was in a mood, but he put on a show. And poor Caroline had that put-on smile you use when your heart is breaking inside. You know the one?’

‘I think I do.’

‘Did you talk to Alice? Alice Quigley, Caroline’s mother.’

‘We will,’ Lottie said, filing away the name.

‘God, this is so terrible. What will I tell Lily?’

‘Maybe sit her down and tell her the little we know. And that we’re looking into it. Just be there for her.’ Lottie paused. She pitied Sadie having to tell her daughter the awful news. ‘I have to go now, but here’s my card. If you think of anything else, please call me.’

‘Should I go over there? Sorry, what am I saying? I don’t know what to do.’

‘Go comfort your daughter. She will need you.’

‘Thanks, Inspector. You’re a good woman.’
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Alone, Sadie felt in a fugue state. She didn’t know what to think or what to do with herself. She stood for a long time leaning her back against the inside of the front door, looking up her magnificent staircase towards her daughter’s bedroom, her mind a torrent of horrific thoughts. How could he? It had happened too soon. It had to be Cameron. Now the guards would know everything. It would all come out. The stupid bastard. And she wasn’t without blame herself. It was a glorified mess.

A ball of anguish settled in her stomach as she made her way up the stairs to rouse her daughter. Perhaps she should have wakened her earlier and brought her to school. But Lily had been so tired after the party and Sadie had let her sleep. She’d crept past her door earlier and headed to the kitchen to make herself a cup of strong coffee, now forgotten about.

She stopped outside Lily’s door with its paper warning sign surrounded by pink unicorns, a throwback to the innocent girl who was now fast growing up. Too fast. The short hair was the start of it, and Sadie wondered how she would cope with the teenage years. No matter what happened, she vowed to protect her daughter.

She pushed open the door. ‘Lily?’

The curtains blacked out the room. She pressed the light switch and waited for her eyes to adjust. The bed was a jumble of pillows and duvet. The window was slightly open, and a cool autumn breeze filtered through.

‘Lily? Are you in the bathroom?’

She moved to the en suite door, her heart in her mouth. What if something had happened to her daughter, like what had happened to Freya and Caroline? She opened the door. The bathroom was a mess, but it was empty.

Racing out of the bedroom, Sadie flew back down the stairs. She looked everywhere, her heart beating double time, her breath coming in gasps, tears streaming down her face. Her precious daughter. Where was she?

Standing in her kitchen with its stark Miele appliances, the table set for breakfast with colourful Villeroy & Boch crockery, Sadie Clarke hyperventilated, fearing the worst.

Then she remembered. Oh God, the shock had made her forget. She got her breathing under control.

She needed to be clear-headed for what she had to do next.
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Kirby brought Garda Martina Brennan along with him to inform Caroline Healy’s mother of her daughter’s death and that of her granddaughter and son-in-law.

Mrs Alice Quigley, a very tall, bony woman in her late fifties to early sixties, jumped up from a flower bed and pulled off gardening gloves to greet them. He wondered what sort of gardening anyone could be doing in such bad weather. Her hair was bunched up under a headscarf.

Martina couldn’t help herself. ‘Oh, I love your scarf. Hermès?’

‘A dupe,’ Alice said. ‘Dunnes Stores had them last year. Nothing wrong, I hope?’ She eyed Martina’s Garda uniform before resting her dark brown eyes on Kirby.

How was he to go about telling her that her daughter and granddaughter were dead? He introduced himself. ‘Could we go inside, Mrs Quigley?’

‘The name is Alice, and you’re scaring me now. What’s going on?’

Martina stepped forward. ‘We have something we want to, eh… discuss with you. I think we should go inside and put the kettle on.’

Kirby could see that Alice was about to object, her mouth moving but no words finding their way out. Finally she allowed Martina to lead her towards the house.

‘Back door,’ she said. ‘I hardly ever use the front. Darn thing sticks.’

As they walked around the side of the prefab-style bungalow, Kirby noticed how neat the garden was, even with it being October. The leaves from the bordering trees were swept up in neat piles. The flower bed that Alice had been working on at the front was replicated at the back of the house. His girlfriend, Amy, would know the names of the flowers. He hadn’t a clue about gardening. Hardy annuals, he assumed, and hoped Caroline’s mother was of a similar nature. He dreaded the words he was about to impart.

Inside, the compact kitchen was so untidy that Kirby almost felt at home. It looked the way he’d neglected his house before he’d met Amy. Laundry was scattered on the backs of chairs. The floor hadn’t been swept recently, let alone mopped. There was an acidic smell, something like cat’s piss.

Alice removed her scarf, revealing flyaway bobbed hair. She filled the kettle and searched for clean mugs on the cluttered countertop and in the overflowing cupboards. She ran water from the tap over three mugs she found in the sink and put them on the table, dripping wet. She sat while the water was boiling.

‘Go ahead now, Detective, what is it you want to say to me?’

‘It’s bad news, I’m afraid,’ Kirby said, grimacing at what he was about to reveal. ‘It’s your daughter.’

‘Caroline? What about her? I was over there yesterday.’

‘I’m so sorry, but she’s dead.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I told you, I saw her yesterday. It was Freya’s birthday party. Can’t believe my granddaughter is a twelve-year-old. The years go by in a flash. Have you any children yourself?’

‘Alice,’ Kirby said quietly but firmly. ‘There’s no easy way to say this, but it’s the truth. They’re all dead. Caroline, Cameron and… I’m so sorry, Freya too.’

He’d expected the woman to scream and fall in a heap of sorrow, but Alice Quigley stared at him stoically. Then she grabbed her phone and began stabbing at the screen with trembling fingers. ‘I don’t believe you. I’m calling Caroline right now. You should be ashamed of yourself, terrifying me like this.’

Putting out his hand to stop her, he caught sight of Martina slowly shaking her head. He understood and allowed Alice to call her daughter’s phone. He watched and waited as she listened to the unanswered tone.

‘I’ll try the landline,’ she said. ‘Cam has it for when he works from home. Who on earth uses a landline nowadays? Caroline probably left her phone upstairs or something. She’s such a scatterbrain.’ As the realisation dawned that none of the phones were about to be answered, her face lost all animation and colour. ‘Tell me the truth.’

‘It is the truth, Alice. I’m so sorry for your loss,’ Kirby said, and though he didn’t like it, he realised he had to be blunt. ‘They’re all dead.’

‘What happened?’ Her shoulders sagged, her voice tremulous.

‘We aren’t sure yet. We won’t know Caroline’s, or Freya’s, cause of death until the post-mortem is held.’ He didn’t want to say that they might have been smothered, maybe even strangled. It was too grim. ‘Cameron was found in the sitting room. He’d sustained a knife wound. This is an awful shock for you, but can you answer a few questions for us now?’

‘No, no. I can’t answer anything.’ She jumped up and whipped a waxed jacket from a hook on the back of the door. ‘I’m going over there. I need to see this for myself.’

Martina stood and gently took Alice’s arm, leading her back to the chair. ‘You won’t get near the house. It’s cordoned off. Would you drink something stronger than tea? Have you got brandy?’

‘I’ll have a cup of tea.’

As Martina busied herself with boiling the kettle again and opening cupboards looking for tea bags, Kirby knew he had a tight window of opportunity to ask his questions.

‘Can you talk to me about the party?’ he said.

‘What about it?’

‘Did anything unusual stand out for you?’

‘Not a thing. It was a party for a little girl, for God’s sake. Bouncy castle, balloons, cake, pizza. And the sun even came out for a while before the wind and rain returned. Freya was happy and all her friends were there.’

‘Everything went smoothly, then?’

‘Of course it did.’

‘How were Caroline and Cameron getting on?’

Her eyes slid into a slant of suspicion. ‘What do you mean by that?’

Kirby wasn’t going to be fazed. ‘Were they in good spirits? Any rows or bad feelings between them?’

Alice stalled, sniffing and wiping tears from her eyes. ‘I can’t believe they’re gone. My family. They were all I had in the world. My husband died when Caroline was seven.’ She took a tissue from her sleeve and blew her nose. ‘Cameron was being a bit of a shit, if I’m totally honest with you.’

Martina put a teapot on a plate on the table as she couldn’t find a coaster, and placed a carton of milk beside the sugar bowl. She filled the three mugs with tea and Alice poured milk and spooned sugar into her own.

‘What way was he being a shit?’ Kirby asked once the woman had finished stirring her tea. She put the damp spoon back into the sugar bowl.

‘It was nothing much. He threw a tantrum because Freya… Oh my God. They can’t be dead.’

‘What was the tantrum over?’

‘Her make-up. I kind of agreed with him. She’s too young for all that muck on her face. Caroline was angry with him, I could see it festering behind her eyes, but she merely told him to stop and not another thing. She’s always been compliant.’

‘Compliant?’ Martina asked.

‘You know what I mean. She goes along with whatever he wants. I often thought it was for a quiet life. You know? Agree with everything and hope for the best.’

‘They had a troubled marriage, then?’ Kirby butted in, unable to help himself and knowing he probably should let Martina take the lead. She was calmer.

‘I honestly don’t know,’ Alice said. She sipped her tea, grimacing at the taste before continuing. ‘They were happy. Freya was happy. They had a lovely new house, which I don’t know how they afforded. It’s too big, if you ask me, though the garden is small. Not one flower bed. Sure that’s not a garden. Cam had a good job too. An accountant.’

‘I heard he might be in debt.’

‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ Alice said haughtily, as if she’d have liked to know but had been kept in the dark.

‘Did Caroline work outside the home?’

‘She used to, but when she had Freya, she never went back. She loved being a mother.’

Kirby wondered if his Amy would ever work again full time. She’d been injured during an investigation and it affected her mobility. Now she looked after Boyd’s son, Sergio, after school, and she was pregnant. That scared him a little. Would he be any good as a family man? He hoped so. He was a long time divorced, and that seemed like a lifetime ago now, so much had happened since then.

Sensing the silence, he brought himself back to the cramped kitchen and the tragedy that had been foisted on Alice.

‘So, nothing happened other than the altercation over the make-up?’

‘It wasn’t an altercation. He told Freya to take it off. Caroline told him to stop and he glared at her, so she went back to decorating the table and making space for the cake and Freya stomped up to her room, followed by her shadow, Lily Clarke. The two of them are the best of friends. Like Caroline and Sadie… Not sure I trust that one.’ She looked up at Kirby, tears flooding her eyes. ‘I don’t understand. What happened to my family? Who would do this?’

‘Did Cameron or your daughter have any enemies?’

‘Enemies?’

‘Anyone they might have had a row with, or someone that had a beef with Cameron?’

‘I have no idea. He was an accountant and I doubt anyone would kill him for that, but you never know. They’re supposed to be greedy bastards, though Cameron was okay, I think.’ She looked Kirby in the eye. ‘I want to see my daughter and my grandchild.’

‘That won’t be possible at the moment,’ Kirby said.

‘Would you be up to identifying them at some stage?’ Martina asked quickly, and Kirby was grateful. He’d forgotten that someone would have to do that heartbreaking task.

Alice nodded. ‘I’ll do what I have to do. And you better find out what happened to them and catch the person who did this.’

‘Is there anyone I can call to come stay with you?’

‘Caroline… Oh God, I can’t believe she’s gone.’ The tissue was in shreds.

Martina found a half-empty box among the detritus on the counter and brought it to her. ‘I’ll stay with you for a while. I’m a family liaison officer.’

‘That means you want to snoop around.’ Alice glared.

‘God, no, not at all. I’m here to support you.’

‘I can support myself, thank you very much. I have done so since my Jack died many years ago. I’d like you both to leave.’

Kirby put his card on the table. ‘Call if you think of anything that might help us, and we’ll be in touch about… eh, making a formal identification.’

‘Please. Just leave me alone.’
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Boyd was waiting outside Cameron Healy’s office on Hallblack Lane when Lottie arrived.

‘You took your time getting to work today,’ she said with a cursory glance.

‘Don’t start, Lottie. I honestly can’t take it this morning.’

‘You’re late. I’m your boss. I’m entitled to know what is going on with you.’

‘Nothing is going on. I had things to do for Sergio for school.’

‘Huh? That’s all you have to say? Anyhow, we have three people dead. All from the same family. Found in their own home. We have a murder investigation, which will be formalised as soon as I get the post-mortem and forensics reports.’

‘No need to be like that.’

‘Like what?’

‘All official. I’d have been here if I’d known in advance that three people were going to be killed and that I’d be needed at godawful o’clock this morning.’

‘Now who’s “like that”?’ She did the air quotes without thinking and then raged with herself for being so bitchy.

He shook his head slowly, tiredness etched in the rings around his eyes, the hazel within dimmed. ‘Lottie, I put my son first and if you don’t like that, then tough.’

She swallowed a retort. This spurt of anger was so unlike Boyd that she couldn’t find the right words to use in reply. Instead she concentrated on the task at hand.

‘Work mode for the rest of the day. Agreed?’

‘Agreed. Fill me in why we’re here.’

‘Cameron Healy, thirty-nine years old, married with one child. New house. A car that looks like it cost the guts of a mortgage. He is currently our person of interest.’

‘How come? He’s dead, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, he is. But we need to investigate him as a suspect until we have definitive reports on the sequence of events.’

‘If this is his office, it doesn’t match the persona of him having a new house and a flash car.’

‘My mother used to say, mind the pennies and the pounds will look after themselves.’

‘You mean perhaps he saved on office space so that he could splurge on a fancy car?’

‘Something like that.’

She studied the small terraced house in a line of five, situated on a narrow street at the back of the town, up from Cafferty’s pub. Once they were done here, she intended crossing over to the pub for a bowl of soup and a house special sandwich. It might be the last food she’d get for a while.

Wet chip bags and empty plastic curry containers swirled in the breeze. A few drink cans had taken up residence in one corner of the minuscule concrete space. The small building was set behind iron railings in a low wall. One-way traffic snaked past their two cars parked on the double yellow lines.

Inside, the ground floor was given over to the reception space. A wooden staircase led upwards behind a thin young man, the sole member of staff present. He stood to greet them as Lottie introduced herself and Boyd.

‘Liam Scanlan. I can’t believe what happened. I just heard.’ He pushed steel-framed spectacles back up his long nose. He could be aged anywhere between thirty and fifty. His suit was cheap and wrinkled, his skin smooth.

‘How long have you worked with Cameron?’

‘A few years. I’m not an accountant. Failed my finals.’ He laughed nervously. ‘But I’m a good assistant. Cam is… was a gentleman to work for.’

‘Any other staff?’

‘No, just the two of us. I double up on reception. Most of my work is via email and phone, and once we take on a client then the paperwork arrives.’

‘Is business good?’

‘Very good.’

‘There’s a rumour Cameron might be in debt.’

‘News to me. He was even talking about renting a larger space and hiring more staff.’

‘Did he work on any big accounts?’

‘A few, nothing contentious that I know of. Most of our work is for sole traders, small businesses and such. I’ve been racking my brain since I heard the awful news this morning and can’t think of anyone who would want to harm Cam or his family. I don’t know what to do.’

Lottie thought he was overcompensating with all the talk. Shock, probably. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Whether I should keep working today or shut up shop.’

‘Up to you. Did you go to the party yesterday?’

He rolled his eyes as if this was the stupidest question ever. ‘It was a kids’ party. Cam’s daughter. Not the place for the likes of me.’

‘Did he have a business partner? Someone else to take over?’

‘No one else works here.’

She felt sorry for the man. He was in limbo. ‘We need a quick look around his office.’

‘Sure. Up the stairs.’ He sat down and stared at his computer screen.

Lottie left him to his thoughts and indicated for Boyd to follow her.

Cameron Healy’s office was built into the eaves. She had to duck her head. The space was small but neat. One filing cabinet and a desk with a computer and a jar of pens.

‘What do you think you’ll find?’ Boyd asked.

She sat on the chair and began opening desk drawers. ‘Won’t know until I find it.’

‘Back to your sarcastic self, I see.’

She glanced up, ready to bite, but caught the grin at the edge of his lips. Good. ‘Shut up, Boyd, and try the cabinet. See who his clients were and if any are on our radar.’

‘You think the Healy family were murdered because of or by one of his clients?’

‘I don’t know what to think at this stage.’ Finding nothing of interest in the desk, she turned her attention to the Mac. As she shifted the mouse, the screen burst to life. Password-protected.

She shouted down the stairs, ‘Liam, what’s Cameron’s password?’

‘He changed it recently to FREYA12*. All capitals.’

‘Thanks.’ She keyed it in and began opening the tabs lining the bottom of the screen. Mainly files for client accounts, but one seemed a bit obscure. She hovered the cursor and clicked.

‘Jesus, Boyd.’

‘My mother named me Mark, but I also answer to Jesus.’

She kept her gaze on the screen. ‘Look at this.’

He peered over her shoulder. ‘Some family man he was, keeping these photos on his work computer.’

‘Boyd, for feck’s sake.’

‘Okay, it’s gross but it’s not a crime.’

‘It’s porn.’

‘So?’

‘It’s just that Sadie Clarke, Caroline’s friend, told me that she’d bet he was into porn. Did she know about it? Or was it a wild guess?’

‘We can ask her.’

‘This is some serious stuff.’

‘I agree,’ Boyd said. ‘But is it a reason for him to kill his family then himself?’

‘What if his wife found out?’

‘And what? They had a row over it and he killed her and their daughter before taking a knife to himself?’ He shook his head and rubbed his chin. ‘I don’t buy that.’

‘If Cameron Healy marketed himself as an upstanding citizen, he wouldn’t like this getting out. These pillars-of-the-community sorts can’t handle anything tarnishing their name.’

Lottie recalled that in familicide cases the perpetrator almost always had something to hide, usually to do with money, or an affair. Did they never hear of divorce?

‘Organise SOCOs to come in here. The tech crowd need to analyse all phones and computer equipment, including anything belonging to the daughter. We have to build up a picture of this family. Friends can be too partisan, siding with one or the other camp, unable to see the big picture. Families aren’t much better but they might give a more accurate view of what Cameron Healy was really like.’

‘You mean Caroline’s family?’

‘Yes. Cameron has no living relatives that we know of so far. Caroline has a mother. Kirby has gone to talk to her, so let’s see what he finds out.’
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Boyd drove back to the station, followed by Lottie in her own car. He was annoyed but he’d had no choice but to attend work following the host of missed calls and texts from Kirby.

He punched the hands-free. He needed to ensure the collection from the Healy office and house of phones, laptops, computers and anything else that warranted analysis. Everything was to be handed over to the tech team once it had been swabbed and logged. Lottie was sitting in her car, on the phone too. When he’d finished he went over and stood waiting.

[image: ]


Lottie made sure McKeown had enough uniforms to check the woods surrounding the Healy house and to canvass the neighbours. When she hung up with him, she got out of the car to join Boyd just as her mobile rang.

The woman on the other end was hysterical, and Lottie tried to soothe her using a calm voice. As calm as she could muster once she realised she was talking to Sadie Clarke.

‘Back up a minute, please, Sadie. Take a deep breath. What’s happened?’

‘It’s Lily.’

‘Lily? Your daughter?’

‘Yes! Oh my God, she’s gone. She’s missing. I can’t find her. Do something.’

Could Sadie be mistaken? ‘Sit tight. I’ll be there in five.’

She hung up and said to Boyd, ‘We need to get to Newtown Road, and fast.’

As he drove, she felt the emotional distance between them like a never-ending yawn, but she hadn’t the headspace to bridge that gap. She had a triple murder to investigate and possibly a missing child. A ball of anxiety took root in the pit of her stomach.

‘What if this is connected to the murders, Boyd?’

He kept his eyes on the road as he manoeuvred through the town traffic. ‘No point in speculating. First we need to determine if the child is actually missing. She might have found out her friend was murdered and⁠—’

‘How?’

‘Online, or her mother told her after you left. Something like that is traumatic for anyone, let alone a child. She’s most likely hiding someplace Sadie hasn’t yet checked.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

‘I’m always right.’

She caught the side of his slight grin and it warmed her heart.

But of course he wasn’t right.

Sadie Clarke looked nothing like the woman Lottie had met earlier that morning. Her eyes were red-rimmed, hair wild, and she had scratched welts into her arms where she was continuously rubbing them.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ she wailed.

‘Have you called your husband?’ Lottie asked.

‘Thomas is useless in a crisis. He’d make things worse. And he’ll blame me.’

‘Do you honestly think he’d do that?’

‘Of course. I’m here. Lily was here. He’s at work. Ergo she was my responsibility. It was my decision not to send her to school. Oh Christ, is this to do with what happened over at Caroline’s?’

Lottie tensed. ‘Don’t fret. We’ll have a look around. Did you notice anything missing from her room?’

‘Like what?’

‘A rucksack, maybe some personal items?’

‘You think she ran away?’

Lottie thought she saw a flicker of hope flashing in Sadie’s eyes. Running away was better than what had happened to Lily’s friend, wasn’t it?

‘I don’t know. Detective Sergeant Boyd will search outside, and I’ll take a quick look around Lily’s room. Show me the way.’

Lottie took Sadie by the elbow, steering her towards the impressive staircase while nodding at Boyd to do as she’d said.

Upstairs, Sadie led her into the girl’s room. It looked like a normal twelve-year-old’s bolthole. Untidy but clean. Clothes in a heap on the floor. Books higgledy-piggledy on a small bookcase. A variety of teddies stuffed into a corner of the room as if Lily didn’t want to look at them but still couldn’t part with them. An iPad peeked out from under the pillow.

‘I’ll need to have this examined.’ Lottie put on gloves and picked up the iPad.

‘Take whatever you need to help find her.’

‘Has she a phone?’

‘Yes. I don’t see it here.’

‘She may have it with her.’

‘It’s never far from her hand. But I’ve tried to call and text and there’s no reply. It’s a basic model. God, you have to find her.’

‘Tell me about Lily. She was close to Freya?’

‘Yes, though Lily was more grown up in her ways. She persuaded me to get her hair cut into a bob. Her father threw a wobbly when he saw it.’

‘Did he row with her?’

‘Kind of. Nothing physical. He shouted at her. But that never bothers Lily. She’d recently abandoned wearing her nice bright clothes, opting instead for black leggings and baggy T-shirts.’

‘She’s twelve?’

‘I realise it’s a bit young for rebellion, but I kind of liked that she was becoming her own person.’

Lottie smiled. ‘Wait till she’s sixteen.’

‘I know! It’s going to be mental.’ Then Sadie’s face darkened as she stood at the window. ‘Please God nothing’s happened to her.’

Joining her at the window, Lottie noticed Boyd exit the garage, and peer over a blue gate. Trees lined the outer perimeter, similar to the Healys’ house. Then again, they were on the outskirts of Ragmullin, practically in the countryside.

He turned and glanced upwards. He must have caught sight of her, because he shook his head slowly and made his way back inside.

Visually examining the room once more, Lottie asked, ‘Anything amiss, Sadie?’

‘Not that I can see. She wasn’t as neat as she used to be. Suppose that’s part of growing up. Oh Christ, she better walk back through the door soon. And before her father gets home.’

‘Does he get angry often?’

Sadie bit her lip and shook her head. ‘Thomas is a good man. He just cares too much.’

‘Cares about what exactly?’

‘About us. His family,’ she said softly, and ran her hand over her daughter’s dressing table, a sliver of dust stuck to her fingers.

Lottie could see no sign of a struggle or that anything untoward had occurred in the room, though that wasn’t to say it hadn’t. She sincerely hoped Lily was simply grieving for her friend somewhere familiar and safe. She guided Sadie down the stairs.

‘When did Lily find out about what happened to the Healys?’

‘I didn’t have time to tell her. She was gone when I came up here after you left. But she may have seen it online.’

In the stylish and tidy kitchen with its stark appliances and colourful tableware, Sadie read out Lily’s password and Lottie logged into the iPad. A few gaming apps, and another app Lottie didn’t recognise. ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s a messaging app. It’s linked to me, no one else. But she mainly uses her phone, where she has Snapchat.’

‘Isn’t she a bit young for that?’ Lottie wondered if it was age-protected.

‘Her classmates are all on it and it was a step too far to ban it. She’s a sensible girl and knows her own mind.’

I hope so, Lottie thought. ‘Have you checked with your friends and neighbours to see if she went to one of their houses?’

‘Not yet. God, I should have done that, but I panicked and phoned you.’

‘We’ll take care of it. Don’t worry. Has Lily done anything like this before?’

‘No. Never.’

‘When was the last time you saw her?’

‘When we came home from the party last night. She said she was wrecked and went to her room.’

‘Anything happen after that?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Any noise from upstairs?’

‘No.’

‘Did you hear her talking to anyone on her phone or tablet?’

‘No. The walls are solid, you’d hear nothing.’

‘Did you check on her before you went to bed?’

Sadie shook her head. ‘I feel guilty about that now. But she’d become so independent. God, I’m such a bad mother.’

‘You’re not, and you have nothing to feel guilty about.’ Lottie felt sorry for Sadie, but at the same time she suspected she wasn’t being totally truthful. ‘I’ll need a list of her friends and their phone numbers. And a recent photo of Lily.’

‘Sure.’

‘And get your husband to come home. It may turn out to be nothing other than a grieving child seeking headspace, but you need him here with you. I’ll send someone to take a full statement later.’

‘Have you to wait forty-eight hours? To look for her?’

‘Lily is a child, and we never wait when it comes to missing children.’

Sadie folded into a heap, crying into her hands, as the implication sank in.
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Professor Jane Dore, the state pathologist, was always busy, her time regularly in demand. In addition to her day job, she held a series of lectures and talks for prospective forensic pathologists.

Arriving at Russell Avenue, she suited up and entered the Healy home. First impressions were important. She and Lottie Parker agreed on that. Unusually today, Jane’s first impressions were not of a scientific or forensic nature, but rather a feeling that this was a family trying hard to be something they were not. The decor exploded in a mismatch of colour and designs, and while it might have cost an arm and a leg, it looked cheap and tacky. Whether it was the decor or not, she was irritated on entering the sitting room.

Grainne Nixon, head of the SOCO team, informed her that the deceased male was Cameron Healy, thirty-nine years old.

‘Who identified him?’

‘His passport was located in his home office.’ She pointed to a door across the hall.

‘Thanks. Good work.’

Before Jane began her tasks, she looked all around. ‘Were the blinds up and curtains pulled back?’

‘The man who reported the incident saw Mr Healy through the sitting room window.’

‘Did he enter the house?’

‘No. At least he said he didn’t, but we’ve swabbed and fingerprinted him. It will be an easy task to eliminate him. Or not.’

‘Was the light on?’ Jane said. ‘Might help when I’m trying to determine time of death.’

‘There were no lights on when first responders entered.’

‘God, that means we have a highly contaminated scene.’

‘Exactly.’

While Grainne hovered in the background, Jane examined the body in situ.

She inspected the wound on Cameron’s wrist. ‘Lost a lot of blood. It’s seeped into the cushions beneath him.’ She noted blood spatter on the wall behind the dead man, indicating the direction of the wound. It puzzled her a little. ‘Has everything been photographed?’

‘Yes, and videoed.’

‘Good. It might be helpful for the SIO to get a blood-spatter analyst to examine the scene before the body is moved.’

‘Will the photos and video not be sufficient?’

‘It would be better for someone to see it first-hand.’

‘I’ll mention it,’ Grainne said. ‘I figure the budget will be the deal-breaker.’

Next Jane carefully moved the man’s head and leaned over him. No head wound. At a glance she felt he was a strong man, so if he’d been attacked, wouldn’t he have resisted, defended himself? But there was no indication that someone had stunned him with a blow to the head. Toxicology would be important in case he had been sedated, either by himself or someone else.

‘To my eye it appears to be a self-inflicted wound, but…’

‘But?’ Grainne filled the space.

Jane straightened up. ‘I don’t want to speculate, but the blood spatter isn’t necessarily consistent with that hypothesis, hence my request for a professional analyst. Where are the other bodies?’

‘Upstairs. In two bedrooms.’

‘Let’s go then.’

Upstairs, Jane entered the main bedroom and stared at the body of Caroline Healy.

‘She may have been posed,’ she said, surprising herself that she had said it aloud.

‘Detective Inspector Parker thinks so too. By the way, she’s en route.’

‘Bag and tag that pillow,’ Jane said, pointing to the floor.

‘We were waiting for you to complete your examination before we removed anything from the scene. As per good practice.’

‘I wasn’t being critical.’

‘And I was just explaining our protocol.’

The sharpness in Grainne’s tone rankled, but Jane let it pass. She’d come to learn that detectives and SOCOs were very territorial about their crime scenes.

She pulled down the collar of the victim’s blouse and turned to look at the SOCO as Lottie appeared in the doorway.

‘Shit,’ Grainne said, her green eyes flaring.

‘She was strangled,’ Lottie said, spotting what could be strangulation marks on Caroline’s neck. ‘Was the pillow a decoy?’

Jane acknowledged her with a nod, her eyes gleaming above her mask. ‘Or the killer put it over her face so he wouldn’t have to look at her as he took her life away. But I’m speculating and I don’t normally do that.’ She silently admonished herself for her indiscretion. ‘Did you find a ligature?’

Lottie shook her head. ‘Nothing yet.’

‘Where is the child victim?’

‘Next door.’

Before leaving the room, Jane said, ‘The clothing doesn’t suit her.’

‘I thought that too,’ Lottie said as Grainne went back down the stairs.

‘Too dowdy and unappealing for such a young person.’

‘Yeah, she’s only in her thirties.’

‘Now to the toughest part of the job,’ Jane said, and preceded Lottie into the little girl’s room.

The dark silence was in direct contrast to the bright colours of the bedclothes and curtains. Jane could see the beginnings of a teenager emerging in the display of pop singers’ posters Blu-Tacked to the wall behind the door. She let out a sorrowful sigh and looked at the body on the bed.

‘Twelve-year-old Freya Healy,’ Lottie said. ‘It was her birthday party yesterday.’

‘Healthy-looking child. Once again, the dress doesn’t tie in with a current-day twelve-year-old. It’s old-fashioned, don’t you think?’

‘I noticed that.’

Jane carefully turned down the collar of the dress.

‘Evidence of strangulation there too,’ Lottie offered.

‘Yes, and no other visible marks or wounds that I can see. No blood on the bed.’

‘Time of death?’

‘You know better than to ask me that at this stage. I’ll know more once I do the post-mortem on all three.’

‘Sequence of deaths?’ Lottie pressed.

‘I’m not jumping to any conclusions, and you shouldn’t either.’

‘It would help the investigation if we could say Cameron Healy killed his family and then himself.’

‘So that you can say no one else is being sought in connection with the deaths? Can’t help you with that yet. I’ll prioritise them. And you should get an expert to analyse the blood spatter downstairs.’

Outside, Jane whipped off the suffocating protective gear and put it in the bag being held by a uniformed garda. It felt good to breathe in the cold October air, but it did nothing to lighten the load resting on her shoulders.

She left the scene before Lottie could ask any more questions.
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In her office, Lottie mulled over Grainne’s notes and Jane’s preliminary examination at the scene. Blood-spatter analysts cost money. Would Superintendent Farrell authorise it? All she could do was ask and hope the answer was positive.

She took on board the pathologist’s observation about the clothing on the two female victims. That detail disturbed her also. Whatever she thought about Caroline’s outfit, Freya’s pink lacy party dress was definitely unfashionable. Had they been forced to dress like that? She’d ask Sadie or Caroline’s mother if the clothes belonged to the victims. If not, did it point to an outsider having killed the family? That would indicate premeditation, meaning the Healys might have been watched for some time. Hypothetical questions led to more questions. She had to establish the facts.

A shard of worry lodged itself in the lining of her stomach. She felt nauseous with all the unanswered questions.

Calls to neighbours and friends of Lily Clarke had revealed no sightings of the girl. The house and garden had been searched thoroughly and woodland searches were ongoing. There was no evidence of tampering with any of the locks or windows. Lily’s phone seemed to be dead. Destroyed?

She wondered if the girl’s disappearance could be linked to the murder of her friend. It was likely. But for now she would have to organise two teams, one for Lily’s disappearance and a larger team to work the murders. Personnel was tight, but it was imperative that she get clear evidence of what she was dealing with in relation to the Healy family. And that might entail having an expert analyse the blood spatter.

Superintendent Deborah Farrell never suffered fools, and though Lottie was no fool, she knew Farrell regarded her as a thorn in her side. No skin off her nose, but still…

‘Where on earth do you think I can find the budget for expertise like that?’ Farrell said calmly. Too damn calm. ‘Doesn’t the evidence point to the husband doing it? Follow the clues you have, that’s if you’ve managed to find any. Don’t try to make mountains out of molehills that don’t exist.’

‘It was the state pathologist who recommended that we hire in an expert.’

‘We have our own forensic and technical teams,’ Farrell snapped. ‘Use them. I’m not authorising outside experts. Your budget for the rest of the year is shite enough without draining it. The media will be diving down my throat on this one, not to mention the chief super, so you better get results with what you have.’

The longer Farrell had been in the hot seat, the more she reminded Lottie of her old boss, Corrigan. She couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not.

She returned to the incident room, head low with dejection. Seeing her team, she forced enthusiasm into her voice.

‘McKeown and Kirby, I want you two to work on finding Lily Clarke. Take Garda Brennan and a few uniforms to do the door-to-door enquiries. Get SOCOs to the Clarke house to establish if there’s evidence of an altercation. Myself and Boyd had a good look around, but nothing jarred with us. It’s a total mystery.

‘Garda Brennan, talk to Sadie and see if you notice an undercurrent of discontent in the family dynamic. I didn’t wait around for Lily’s father, Thomas, so speak to him too.’

‘What about the Healy murders?’ Kirby said. ‘I was the first detective on site this morning and I’d rather continue on that investigation.’ He threw a dirty eye at McKeown. Lottie knew the two detectives barely tolerated each other. They could just get over their childishness. She had enough headaches without babysitting the pair of them.

‘You’ll have to bridge both investigations from time to time. They’re most likely linked, if I’m being honest. I’ve been told in no uncertain terms that our budget is fecked for the remainder of the year, so we have to work with who we have on the ground.’

‘When are the post-mortems?’ Kirby asked.

‘Tomorrow morning. I’ll attend. For now, I want you and McKeown back at Clarke’s. Fill me in later on.’
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When Garda Martina Brennan met Thomas Clarke, she formed an instant dislike for him.

There was something unsettling in the way he strutted around his home, and in how he spoke to his wife. Their daughter was missing and he was more concerned with how Sadie, a stay-at-home mother, did not know where she was. Then it clicked. Thomas Clarke reminded her of Detective Sam McKeown. She glanced over at the detective, with whom she’d had an affair. Had she been so blinkered and hurt by him that she believed all men of his ilk were cads? She hoped not. Still, Clarke had the same swagger and a sense of importance about him. A look at me, I’m better than you trait. God give her strength.

Sadie, on the other hand, was in a heap of despair. Nothing calmed her. She’d refused a doctor, even a small glass of brandy. Copious mugs of tea ended up being thrown down the sink, and Martina was fast losing faith in her skills.

‘Martina?’ Sadie’s voice was hoarse and low.

‘Yes?’ She went and sat beside the distraught woman. Waited.

Sadie looked up at her before hurriedly glancing around the room with haunted eyes.

‘If you’re worried about your husband overhearing,’ Martina said softly, ‘he’s out in the garden with Detective McKeown.’

‘I need to talk to you. Privately. Can you arrange it without attracting suspicion?’

An unusual request, Martina thought. ‘We could go for a walk, if you’re up to it?’

‘No. Yes. I’m not sure. Maybe down the road and back again? I need a blast of fresh air, don’t I?’

‘Okay, get your coat,’ Martina said.

‘Please don’t say anything to the others. We can slip out.’

‘I’ll have to tell Detective McKeown where I’m going.’

‘He’s with Thomas. Please, let’s just go.’

Against her better judgement, Martina followed Sadie to the hall. Sadie struggled to get her coat on, and Martina held it out for her to slip her arms into the sleeves.

The cold air was like a cheese grater on the soft skin of her cheeks. She pulled up the collar of her Garda-issue jacket and Sadie linked her arm as they walked down the driveway and out onto the footpath.

The tree-lined private road was a secluded cul-de-sac. Four houses, two on either side, sheltering behind trees and ominous-looking sliding gates denying prying eyes a glimpse beyond them. Ergo no witnesses to anything.

Sadie took a deep breath. ‘I think Lily stumbled over something awful, perhaps online. She must have run away. You have to find her.’

‘Her phone is dead, but we have her iPad which is being checked by our tech team. We’re doing everything in our power to locate your daughter.’ Martina paused, going over what Sadie had said. ‘What do you think she discovered? Was it to do with Freya’s death? Or about the Healy family in general?’

‘I don’t know. It’s just that the online world can be a cesspit, and who knows what kids can access behind our backs.’ Sadie pulled away and waved her arms in the air. ‘Oh, I don’t know what I’m saying. I want her home and I can’t stand being around Thomas. He makes me sick.’

‘Why?’ Martina tried to read between the very blurred lines. ‘Did he do something to you?’

‘Look, I stay with him for Lily’s sake.’ Sadie stopped and sobbed into her hands. ‘Oh God, I feel like everything that happened is my fault.’

Martina was undecided on whether to keep walking, to draw out what was bothering Sadie, or to bring her to the station for a formal interview. The least she should do was ensure there was a detective present, otherwise nothing Sadie told her could be used in evidence, if it turned out that way. But then she feared the woman would only speak to her. Damn, this was a right mess.

‘Do you want to talk to me about it, or do you think the detectives need to know?’

‘I can’t talk to them. They’re men. They wouldn’t understand.’

‘You’ve met Detective Inspector Lottie Parker. Maybe you should speak to her.’

‘No, I want to tell you. Now. Then you can help me decide what to do about it. Okay?’

It wasn’t okay, but Martina said, ‘Sure.’

At the foot of the cul-de-sac, they turned back the way they’d come. No car had passed to turn or park, and they hadn’t met any neighbours. It was a ghost road.

‘Thomas hits me. Not often, and nowhere you’d be able to see bruises. But Lily must have known because she’s very protective of me, as I am of her. It was coming to a head and I didn’t know what to do, so I told Caroline. At Freya’s party. I wanted someone else to know. For support. I told her I wanted to leave him. She said she would help.’

‘Okay.’ Martina digested what Sadie had said. She had no idea how the information had any bearing on the murders. But it was reasonable to think it might have had something to do with Lily’s disappearance. ‘Did Caroline say anything to Thomas about this at the party?’

‘I don’t know. He was on edge. And with Caroline and her family now dead, oh God, and Lily missing, I wonder if he might have been involved. It makes no sense at all.’

‘I need to take this information to my boss.’

Sadie was silent, then she looked at Martina, eyes pinpricks of intent. ‘I just want Lily home.’

‘Do you honestly think your husband could have harmed the Healy family? Harmed his own daughter?’

‘I don’t know what he’s capable of. I do know I’m terrified of being alone with him.’

‘Do you want me to find a safe refuge for you?’

‘God, no. Lily will come home and I have to be here for her.’

Martina thought there were a lot of ifs and maybes in what Sadie had said, and she wasn’t at all sure she was telling the truth, but she had a feeling that the actual truth was buried in the midst of lies. She just had to figure out which was which. For that, she needed to talk to Lottie Parker.
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In relation to Lily Clarke, Lottie was doing everything by the book and then some. The Clarke house and garden and the surrounding area had been thoroughly searched. Wider searches were well under way until a biblical downpour hampered the team’s efforts. CCTV was secured from wherever they could source it, but it was limited.

No sign of the girl anywhere.

No clues from either case.

She was running two investigations, even though the super wanted her to close the Healy murders asap. That would be dependent on the outcome of the post-mortems and whatever forensics could throw into the mix.

Sitting in her car outside the Clarke house, Lottie rubbed her eyes in frustration. It was all so depressing. Martina had called her to come talk to Sadie. As if she hadn’t enough to be doing.

The young garda came sloshing through the puddles and sat in, shaking water all over the car seat and dashboard. ‘What did we do to deserve this weather?’

After listening to what Martina had to say, Lottie said, ‘What’s your impression of Thomas?’

‘You still haven’t met him?’

She caught Martina’s undertone – she didn’t like Thomas. ‘No, I haven’t. I’ll see if my impressions tally with yours later.’

‘Are you taking him to the station?’

‘I’d rather have a casual conversation with him first. Can you keep Sadie occupied while I speak to him?’

‘Sure. McKeown was talking to him in the garden before the heavens opened.’

‘I don’t think McKeown is best placed to be involved in a domestic situation,’ Lottie said. ‘I’ll send him back to the station to help with the CCTV.’

‘He’ll go berserk.’

‘I don’t care. He’s good at that sort of work. I’ll butter up his ego. I want to talk to Thomas Clarke here, where he thinks he’s safe.’ She stared out the windscreen. ‘Ah. There’s a break in the clouds, let’s make a dash for it.’

Thomas Clarke was the epitome of a sharply suited businessman. White shirt, sleeves rolled up in perfect folds, tie neatly knotted, pressed pinstripe trousers, and an immaculate suit jacket hanging on the back of a chair. His cologne smelled expensive too. But his face was creased like wrapping paper. His hair was so black, Lottie was sure he must dye it. His blue eyes were dark, with worry she assumed.

‘Please sit.’ He gestured to a plush office chair and seated himself behind the modern glass-topped desk, devoid of paper, an Apple Mac to one side. ‘My home office is where I can think most clearly. Have you any word on Lily?’

‘Nothing so far. I was hoping you could help me out by answering a few questions.’

‘Oh, so you think I abducted my own daughter and hid her where no one will find her?’

‘Did you?’ She kept her expression deadpan, in stark contrast to the crinkle of worry knitting his brows together.

‘I apologise. That was flippant. I’m up the walls with anxiety. Lily’s too young to have run off alone, isn’t she?’

‘You’d be the best judge of that, Mr Clarke.’

‘Call me Thomas, please.’

‘Thomas, do you know of anything that might have upset your daughter? However insignificant you think it is, it might turn out to be a crucial piece of information.’

‘She must have heard the awful news about what happened at the Healys’. Freya was her best friend. Maybe she panicked or something.’

‘How would she have heard about the murders?’

‘Sadie. Who else could it be? I wouldn’t be surprised if she blurted it out without tact or diplomacy.’

‘Your wife knew nothing of the murders until I called here this morning. I doubt she had a chance to tell Lily as it’s likely she’d already been gone by then. I believe your daughter had access to the online world?’

‘She has a basic phone, even though she’s too young for it. And she has a tablet with parental controls.’

‘Is she closer to your wife than to you?’

‘What sort of a question is that?’

‘I’m trying to get an understanding of the relationships in your family.’

‘What has that got to do with anything?’

‘It could have everything to do with it if your daughter has run off.’

‘She’s twelve, for God’s sake. Someone took her.’

‘There’s no evidence of a break-in.’

‘So you have to blame the workaholic father?’

‘Are you a workaholic, Thomas?’

‘Sadie would say I am.’ He swept his hair from his forehead. ‘Lily thinks I hide away in here and play computer games.’

‘What do you work at?’

‘I’m an architect. A business I built up myself. I’m proud of that. I can work from home, but my team is based in town. Hence I wasn’t here today when Lily… Whatever happened, I want her found.’

‘How is your relationship with your wife?’

‘Perfect.’

‘Really?’ Lottie raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve yet to come across a married couple who enjoy a perfect relationship.’

‘You don’t mix in the right circles, then. Sadie and I are totally compatible, and we have a beautiful daughter. We couldn’t be happier. Until today. You should be out looking for Lily.’

‘I have a team doing that. Can you tell me about the Healys? You were at their party.’

‘Freya’s party. A bit OTT for a twelve-year-old. We all got along just fine, though they were trying to be something they weren’t.’

‘In what way?’

‘The big house, big car, which I reckon they couldn’t afford, unlike us. Pretentious is how I’d describe Cam Healy, and his wife wasn’t much better. He was only an accountant, for God’s sake.’

‘They’d built a lovely house. Did you design it?’

‘No. They got some architect from Dublin. Apparently I wasn’t good enough for them.’

‘Did that displease you?’

‘God, no. Their house is a cheap replica of mine.’

Lottie decided to get him off his hobby horse of dissing the Healys. ‘Do you have any idea why they were murdered, or who was responsible?’

‘I thought Cam did it? That’s what they’re saying online. Though he was such a bigmouth, I’m sure he had plenty of enemies. Probably forgot to file someone’s taxes.’

‘We’re keeping an open mind at this stage,’ Lottie clarified. ‘Did you socialise with them?’

‘Sadie was friends with Caroline. I disapproved of it.’

‘Why?’

‘The Healys were not our sort of people. Built that house just to show off. It was blatantly obvious that they couldn’t keep up.’

The man was a total windbag, and Lottie had a hard job seeing him as a murderer or child abductor. But if Sadie was to be believed – and Martina had her doubts – he was an abuser. She struggled with how best to go about tackling him over it. Did it even have anything to with her investigation?

‘Do you ever hit your wife?’

‘That’s preposterous. What’s she been saying about me?’

‘Thomas, your daughter is missing. It’s possible Lily witnessed something and⁠—’

‘You’re bang out of order.’ He jumped up. ‘My marriage is none of your business.’

‘It is if it helps me find Lily.’

‘I think you should leave, Inspector. Contact my solicitor if you require further information.’
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‘You bitch. You’ve been mouthing off about me to the guards.’

Sadie crouched at the side of the bed, half undressed. She’d been changing into rainproof outdoor clothes with the intention of joining the search when he’d blindsided her. The slap had caught the side of her jaw. He must be truly mad to hit her where it could leave a mark. Or did he no longer care? She should have kept her mouth shut. But she’d felt she had to tell the guards, to speak the truth, to throw suspicion his way. She had to get her thoughts in order. She needed time.

Now she felt isolated. The inspector had left the house and she hadn’t seen Martina, the young female guard. Thomas had probably sent her away.

‘Thomas, you have it all wrong.’

Another slap.

‘I never get anything wrong. You blabbed a pack of lies to them. I never hit you unless you deserved it, and you bloody well deserve it now.’

‘But Lily⁠—’

‘Lily is sulking somewhere. You should have called me before you called the guards. Are you totally stupid or what? They’ve been crawling all over our property when they should be at Healy’s proving that Cameron killed his family and then himself. I’m beginning to think he had the right idea. At least their secrets died with him.’

A tremor of dread shook her body. Had she been wrong about Caroline? Had Caroline betrayed her trust and told Cam, or even Thomas? That would make Thomas even more dangerous. No, she would never have done that. They shared too many secrets. But Thomas had mentioned secrets…

‘I’m sorry, Thomas.’

The kick came to her ribs and she curved into herself.

‘Sorry no longer cuts it with me. What did you tell the guards?’

‘Nothing, I swear.’

‘Then why was I quizzed about domestic abuse?’

Shit, she thought wildly. ‘Maybe… it has something to do with the murders. Or they wanted to find out if you knew anything about the Healys’ relationship.’

‘And how would I know? They were your friends.’

‘My only friends. You wouldn’t allow⁠—’

‘That’s a load of bull, Sadie. You do what you want, get what you want, and then sit on your arse all day doing nothing.’

‘I wasn’t able to work after I had Lily. I had to have a fucking emergency hysterectomy, Thomas.’

‘Loads of women have that done. No, all you wanted to do was mollycoddle Lily and I had to work longer hours to support you.’

She sighed.

He heard it. ‘Are you bored with me, Sadie? Think you can do it alone? Without any money? Without Lily?’

She stared at him wide-eyed. ‘What did you do, Thomas? What did you do to her?’

He walked away, leaving her lying there in pain and fear.

All alone.
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After a stressful day, all Lottie wanted was peace and quiet. That wasn’t what she got.

The atmosphere in her home was reaching an unbearable level. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could survive it without anyone to rant to. If she could let her frustration out, maybe the internal turmoil would ease. She and Boyd were barely on speaking terms and only discussed work stuff; because of her own stubbornness, she had no sounding board on personal issues. And it wasn’t fair to offload on her daughters. She was on her own.

She’d put Louis to bed. Katie was out. Again. And on a Monday night! She hadn’t even got a full-time job.

Lottie sat in the kitchen listening to the torrential rain outside. A knock on the back door startled her. It was after eight. Another knock. Louder and sharper.

Normally when someone came to the back door they were familiar and after one knock they would enter. Not this time.

The handle rattled.

‘Coming.’

When she opened the door, a drenched and bedraggled Boyd stood there. She was shocked, surprised, and so pleased to see him.

‘Oh,’ was all she managed. Then Sergio stepped out from behind Boyd, a little backpack strapped to his shoulders. The boy was growing so tall and his smile lit up the dark, wet night. ‘Come in. Come in out of the rain.’

She hustled Sergio inside and raced to the hot press for towels. When she returned, Boyd had taken off their dripping coats and hung them on a hook at the back door.

‘Sorry for barging in so late,’ he said, ‘but we have a problem.’

‘Welcome to my world,’ she quipped. ‘Tea?’

‘Is Sean here?’ Sergio asked.

‘Ah, no, pet,’ Lottie said. ‘He’s away at college. You can go up and play on his PlayStation if you know how to turn it on.’

The youngster gave her a look as if to say, I could turn it on blindfolded, and disappeared at speed up the stairs.

‘Are you going to stand there like a drowned rat?’ she said to Boyd.

He rubbed his hair with the threadbare towel as he sat. ‘I won’t have any tea. Thanks.’

She took the towel when he’d finished and hung it on a line over the stove. ‘What’s up?’

‘Someone in the flat above mine must have left a tap running or they had a leak. Whatever it was, my apartment is flooded. The ceiling is sagging.’

‘Oh no.’ She turned round to him, feeling unusually awkward. ‘Is it that bad?’

‘Probably worse. I had to get out of there and you were my first port of call. I’m sorry for barging in, but Sergio’s been through so much over the last while, I didn’t fancy bringing him to a hotel. Do you mind if he stays here? I’ll get a room for myself in the Joyce.’

‘No.’

‘No you don’t mind, or no he can’t stay?’

‘Of course he can stay and you can too. There’s loads of room with Chloe and Sean away.’

‘Isn’t your mother here?’

‘She was here last night, slept in the sitting room, her makeshift bedroom. But she insists on being in her own house even though she doesn’t recognise it half the time. Katie was over there earlier. Rose’s friend Betty is with her tonight. So, are you staying?’ Her heart dropped when he stood.

‘I’ll get our stuff out of the car.’

She smiled to herself as he left, and switched on the kettle. Maybe things weren’t as bleak as she’d thought earlier.

He returned holding a tote bag crammed with what looked like Sergio’s clothes and a suit on a hanger for himself.

‘Which room?’ he asked.

‘Sergio can have Sean’s. You take Chloe’s. The beds are all made up.’

‘I’ll pay for the laundry.’

‘Will you stop! Have you called a plumber?’

‘Yeah. Didn’t sound too hopeful about when he could get to it.’

‘You’re always welcome here. You know that.’

‘I know. But Lottie, this doesn’t change anything. Between us, I mean.’

‘Okay. Fine.’ She felt her shoulders sag. Deflated.

He picked up the bag and moved to the door without looking back. ‘I’ll head up and get this lad off the PlayStation and into bed.’

She felt more alone than before he’d arrived. He was here, but he wasn’t here. She was at a loss as to what to feel or do. She sat for a long time watching her tea go cold.
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The house was silent.

Thomas had gone out. The guards and detectives had left, even the lovely guard Martina. Thomas had shunted her away too.

Rain thundered against the windowpanes, the only sound Sadie heard as she lay on the floor by the bed. It was bad this time. She might in fact have a broken rib, such was the ache in one side. But that wasn’t what worried her. What caused her intense pain was the terror stalking every nerve in her body at the thought of her daughter.

‘Lily, don’t worry,’ she whispered, and found there was blood in her mouth.

Caroline would help her. She needed to talk to her friend. Everything had gone haywire. Their plans were screwed. She scrabbled around the floor, searching for her phone, but couldn’t remember where she’d left it. Then the terrible reality dawned – her best friend was dead. Murdered. The guards suspected it was by the hand of her prick of a husband. A man so like Sadie’s own husband. A bully and a control freak. How had she and Caroline both ended up with abusive men? She was almost afraid to answer that because she might just hit on the answer. They were both victims.

She was alone without her friend and her heart was broken into shards, but a steely resolve took her by surprise. She would not be a victim any longer. She had to fight back.

Sadie managed to stand up eventually, and felt in her pocket for the piece of paper with the young guard’s phone number. An ally. Just how to use her, she was not yet sure.

She dragged herself into the en suite. She did her best thinking in the shower. It took an age to strip off her clothes. She sat on the floor with hot water prickling her skin and tried to come up with a plan. A new plan. One that would reunite her with her daughter. Poor Lily must be petrified. She had to act fast.
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The trees sounded so loud in the wind. Talking to her. Telling her to be afraid, to be very, very afraid. No need to tell her that, she thought, because she was petrified. The night had closed in on her too quickly. He’d told her he had to make her safe, but the place he’d brought her to was damp and mouldy and smelly. He’d said he didn’t want her to come to harm like her friend Freya had.

She hadn’t understood what he meant, but then he told her Freya was dead and he was there to save her. She had questioned him, but he refused to tell her anything else unless she left with him. Big mistake.

They had walked for a while before he carried her to a car. She didn’t like the feel of his arms around her legs. She was too big to be carried, but she was tired. Sleepy.

Then she woke up here. Terrified. Hungry and sick.

‘Where am I?’

No one answered.

A sliver of light glinted through a crack somewhere. Otherwise it was dark. In the thin fragment of light, she noticed he’d left her a small bottle of water. But maybe he had put poison in it? Should she drink it? No, she’d wait until she had no choice.

Lily was a clever girl, and she had to be ultra clever to get out of this mess. She knew that feeling sorry for herself would hinder any attempt to escape her predicament.

As these thoughts percolated around her brain, the door opened and light flooded the room, throwing her captor into shadow.

She waited. Listened.

And then she did something she hadn’t done in a long time.

She prayed.
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Garda training wasn’t at all like Chloe Parker had expected. She wondered if she’d joined just to annoy her mother. Possibly. But what she liked – loved, even – was the seminars where they reviewed old cases, and of course cold cases.

She’d heard about the murder of that poor family in Ragmullin and it caused a spark to ignite within her. One of the old cases she’d studied had fascinated her. And now she thought it bore some resemblance to what was being reported on the news about this current crime.

She’d love to have a look at the crime scene. Would Boyd send her photos? Probably not. He’d got in enough trouble with her mother for helping her with her Garda application without Lottie knowing. That was the most likely cause of their break-up.

She powered up her college laptop. Flicking through the index of files, she tried to find the one that had intrigued her. A case from twenty years ago.

There it was. A flutter of anticipation surged through her chest. She went to unwind her ponytail and then remembered she’d had her hair cut before entering Templemore.

She opened the file and began to read.
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It felt weird having Boyd under her roof, albeit in a different room. Lottie pitied him having to deal with the mess at his apartment, especially as she knew all about leaks. They were a constant in her ramshackle home. Numerous attempts at shoring up broken roof tiles had failed – all she could afford was patch work. After the torrential rain last night, she was afraid to go around the house to check. Maybe if she didn’t look, she wouldn’t find.

She did, however, find Boyd in the kitchen, making a mug of instant coffee.

‘Sorry, I should have asked first,’ he said.

‘Don’t be daft. I’ll have one too.’

‘Toast?’

‘If you can find bread without blue mould,’ she said, ‘I’d love a slice.’

‘I brought a few groceries from my place last night. Toast it is.’

He turned back to the counter, popping slices into the toaster. She couldn’t help staring at him. Boyd had always been lean and trim, but now she could see the bones of his shoulders protruding through his pristine white shirt.

‘Are you okay, Boyd?’

‘I’m as okay as I can be with a flooded apartment.’

‘Your health, I mean? Is it good?’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Why all the questions?’

‘You look thin.’

‘You know it’s not polite to talk about someone’s weight.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I’m not sick, if that’s what you’re alluding to.’ He placed a mug of coffee and a plate with two slices of anaemic toast in front of her. ‘You don’t look so hot yourself.’

‘Now who’s being impolite?’ She laughed. It felt good. Good to have him beside her without a scowl on his face. ‘Mark, I’m sorry for messing everything up. Between us, I mean.’

‘I know you are, and it’s fine. We can be friends, can’t we?’

No, she silently screamed. She wanted to be more than just friends. She wanted him to touch her. To hold her. To light the fire within her again. She wanted to tell him all that but she couldn’t find the words. Maybe she was a fool. ‘Sure, but we do need to work through our issues.’

‘Our issues?’ The hazel flecks in his eyes darkened. ‘Last time I checked, they were your issues.’

‘Okay, forget it.’ She took a sip of her coffee. It looked as anaemic as the toast, and tasted of too much milk. ‘I don’t want to argue. Not with a multiple murder case to investigate and a missing child to find.’

He opened his mouth as if to say, there’s the issue right there. Her job came before everything. Then he closed his mouth and nodded.

She did want to address their personal problems, but work was always to the forefront. She couldn’t help the way she was, using it as a coping mechanism, ever since her husband, Adam, had died. ‘Let’s call a truce and eat breakfast.’

‘You call toast and coffee breakfast? Do you not have any fresh fruit or a smoothie maker?’

‘What do you think this is?’ She winked. ‘The Shelbourne?’

‘Ha, you can always dream in bed.’

‘Talking of which, where is Sergio? Hasn’t he to go to school?’

‘Yes. I’ll be taking him, so I won’t make the early-morning briefing.’

‘There’s not much to brief the team on. I’m praying the post-mortem throws up a clue or two.’

‘And Lily Clarke?’ he asked, pouring his coffee down the sink, seemingly as dissatisfied with his as she was with hers.

‘Still no sign. I checked in with the night crew earlier.’

‘Was she taken, or is she scared and hiding somewhere?’

‘I pray it’s the latter. Hopefully SOCOs have something for us this morning.’

‘Did Martina get to talk to you yet?’

‘Yes.’ Lottie recalled the update. ‘Sadie Clarke told her in confidence that her husband hits her. I spoke with Thomas, and though he is a bit of a prick, he seemed sincere about his concern for his daughter’s well-being. I can’t see why he would have anything to do with Lily disappearing.’

‘But you can’t rule him out?’

‘No, I can’t rule him out.’
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Lottie drove to Tullamore mortuary where she joined Jane Dore.

‘Did you start without me?’ she asked once she had dressed in the requisite attire over her own clothing. She would never get used to the smells of death and decay unsuccessfully masked by chemicals.

‘I’ve been here since five,’ Jane said, greeting Lottie. ‘I’ve just completed my prelim and external examination. This case disturbs me, a lot. It has the outward appearance of familicide, but…’

‘You’re not sure? Neither am I.’

‘Well, I’m sure one minute and then in the next instant I’m not. Did you request the addition of a blood-spatter expert?’

‘It was refused. Superintendent Farrell told me not to waste taxpayers’ money on an open-and-shut case.’

‘From a distance that’s what it looks like. I found evidence of physical abuse on Caroline Healy’s body. But that in itself shouldn’t be a signal to what transpired. I need to look at everything as a whole.’

‘You think it’s domestic abuse?’ This was news to Lottie. And odd too, as Caroline’s friend Sadie Clarke claimed she had also been a victim. What was going on in these families?

‘Have a look.’ Jane brought Lottie over to the naked body of Caroline Healy.

‘Oh,’ she gasped behind her mask.

‘I know,’ Jane said. ‘Extensive ecchymosis.’

‘Huh?’

‘Bruising. The worst of it is here and on her back.’ She lifted the woman’s right arm, and Lottie noticed the yellowing bruising on the inside of the upper arm. Jane then walked to the other side of the stainless-steel table and lifted the left arm.

‘Christ. Both arms have similar bruising.’ Lottie found herself a little disconcerted. ‘You mentioned her back?’

Jane called her assistant over. He turned Caroline onto her side so Lottie could see the extent of the injuries on the woman’s lower back.

‘Is that a shoe print?’ she asked, appalled, her jaw hanging open behind her face mask.

‘Yes. A partial.’

‘Does it match the husband’s?’

‘I can’t say. Find the shoe and I can make an imprint and match it.’

‘All of his shoes will be examined.’ Lottie paused before continuing. ‘Was she held down and strangled?’

‘I don’t know yet. But the bruising on her arms isn’t as fresh as the ligature mark, so it’s telling me it may have happened at a different time to the murder. A few days, maybe even a week ago.’

‘But if I could prove that the partial print on her back came from her husband and that it was applied around the same time as strangulation occurred, it would line up with Farrell’s thinking of an open-and-shut case. Can you help with that, if I find a shoe to match the print?’

‘I’ll send you a photo with the approximate dimensions and sizing. It won’t be entirely accurate, as it’s not a complete print.’ Jane nodded for her assistant to turn Caroline on her back again. ‘You were anxious to know times of death and the order the deaths occurred.’

‘I’m hoping you can help me out on those two questions.’

‘The circumstantial evidence first,’ Jane said. ‘SOCOs found a tie in Cameron Healy’s pocket.’

‘Yes. Could it be the murder weapon used on his wife and daughter?’

‘It’s gone to the lab, so I can’t say for sure yet. I’ll know once it’s been forensically examined. But don’t hold your breath.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I believe Cameron Healy died first.’

‘What? No. That can’t be. You just said that he used his tie to strangle his⁠—’

‘I said no such thing. I intimated that the tie might have been used. I never said he used it.’

‘Fuck. How do you know he died first?’

‘Body temperature, and the blood spatter isn’t consistent with a self-inflicted wound,’ Jane said. ‘Hence why I suggested an expert analysis. Do you want me to go into the technical explanation? Because I can.’

‘No, just put it in your report, Jane. He may have beat his wife black and blue, and his tie was the most likely murder weapon. But you’re saying he didn’t kill her?’

‘It’s still possible he attempted to strangle her and left her for dead. But he was definitely the first to die.’

‘And their daughter. Little Freya. What can you tell me about her death?’

‘Children’s body-temperature readings are not as accurate as adults’. Smaller stature, et cetera. But, there is something odd about her strangulation.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘There’s a lack of petechiae – that’s ruptured capillary blood vessels caused by strangulation. Anyhow, I don’t want to speculate at this time plus we have to wait for toxicology results.’

‘Okay.’ Lottie inhaled. Not the best thing to do in a morgue. Her stomach roiled before she regained some equilibrium. ‘I need to walk through the various scenarios of how this horrible crime was committed in order to come up with a plausible sequence of events.’

‘Were there signs of disturbance in any of the rooms?’

‘Nothing besides the first responders and we have their witness statements. The pillow was over Caroline’s face and they removed it. Same with the wee girl.’

‘They could have been partially smothered. I’ll know more when I open them up.’

‘I don’t think I’ll wait for that,’ Lottie said, and made her escape.
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Sadie was surprised to see Detective Inspector Parker at her door so early.

‘Did you find Lily? Is she okay?’

Parker shook her head. ‘I’ve no news on Lily, I’m sorry. I can assure you searches and appeals are continuing. The entire force and the media are behind us. Can I come in? I’d like to ask you a favour.’

A series of images flashed through Sadie’s mind. Was anything out of place inside? Any evidence remaining of Thomas’s anger the night before? She’d applied heavy make-up to her face. Reflexively a hand went to her ribs, where a dull ache seemed to echo so loudly she was sure the detective could hear it. Then she remembered her manners.

‘The place is a bit of a mess. I haven’t washed a cup or swept the floor yet. I’ve been out of my mind with worry over Lily. I can’t believe you have found absolutely nothing to indicate where she is. I want to go out and search for her myself.’

‘I think it’s best you stay put. Where is your husband?’ Parker tried to look over Sadie’s shoulder.

They were standing in the hall, and Sadie didn’t feel like inviting the woman in any further.

‘He… went out to search for Lily. Said he couldn’t sit here doing nothing.’ A lie, but it worked. God only knew where he was.

‘I understand, but my advice is for you to stay at home.’

‘Right.’ Sadie still didn’t move further than the hallway. She eyed the inspector, who looked tired and drawn, with her hands shoved deep in the pockets of her black puffer coat. ‘What is the favour you wanted from me?’

‘I’d like you to accompany me to Russell Avenue, to the Healy house.’

‘What on earth for?’

‘I want to know if you notice anything out of place or missing. Caroline’s mother is too distraught to help.’

‘I’m distraught too, and my little girl is missing. Anyway, you told me to stay here.’ Sadie knew she sounded childish, but she didn’t want to go anywhere near Caroline’s house. Not after what had happened there.

‘Please, give me a few minutes. As you’re not directly related to Caroline or her family, I thought you might be able to provide me with a detached perspective.’

Sadie shook her head. ‘I don’t think I can. My best friend and her child were murdered there. God, this is a bloody nightmare.’

‘I agree, and if there was any other way, I wouldn’t ask.’

‘If Cameron killed them and then himself, why would you be wondering if anything is different or missing?’

‘It’s just operational. Dotting i’s and crossing t’s at this stage. I need your help, Sadie.’

Sadie didn’t believe her. Did the guards think it wasn’t Cam after all? But Parker looked so lost and frustrated that she felt her resolve weaken. Even though her limbs felt like jelly, she grabbed a jacket and scarf and nodded. ‘Okay. I need to get some air anyhow.’
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Lottie thought Sadie Clarke was pale despite the cake of make-up the young woman had on her face. She noticed too how she kept one arm around her waist, hugging herself, but not too tightly. It was as if she was keeping her insides from falling out. Martina’s words reverberated through her brain. If Sadie had suffered abuse at the hands of her husband, a man Lottie now thought of as a bollox of the highest order, wasn’t it odd that Caroline had suffered at the hands of her own husband too? Was that coincidence, or something more alarming?

She watched Sadie climbing out of the car at Healy’s, grimacing as she stood upright. Shutting the door, she stared at the feature window on her friend’s house and took a step back.

‘Are you okay?’ Lottie asked, admiring the woman’s neat hair tied back with a black ribbon, tight-fit blue jeans and navy satin bomber jacket zipped to her throat. Her own jeans had once been black but were now faded to an ashy grey, with the knees ready to rip. She didn’t dare think of how ragged her long-sleeved white top was, and as for her coat, it wasn’t even fit for recycling.

‘I’m thinking how proud Caroline was of her new home,’ Sadie said. ‘It all counts for nothing.’

‘Anything strike you as being different outside?’

‘No.’

‘We’ll go around to the back garden.’

They sloshed through the puddles on the gravel path.

‘The balloon arch is still there, but there was a bouncy castle.’ Sadie pointed to a trampled part of the lawn. ‘Did they take it down?’

‘It was removed last night by the man who owned it. Christy Kearney. Do you know him?’

‘Don’t think so. Why?’

‘He’s the one who noticed Cameron’s body through the window and phoned emergency services.’

‘Oh, the poor man.’ Sadie shook her head disconsolately. ‘It’s such a shock. I can’t believe they’re dead. And my Lily is still missing.’ She swallowed a sob. ‘You have to find her. We’re wasting our time here. I can’t go inside the house. Are they… are their bodies still in there?’

‘God, no. They’ve been taken to the… hospital.’ Lottie had been about to say the Dead House mortuary and stopped herself just in time.

‘Okay then. Let’s get this over with. What if Lily turns up and there’s no one at home?’

‘I assigned a guard to patrol outside your house. We won’t be long. Come on.’

SOCOs had completed most of their work here, though a few were still poking around. There was now no need for PPE clothing, and anyhow, Sadie had been in the house for the party and on previous occasions. Her DNA and fingerprints could be easily explained, if it came to that.

Inside, the smell of death lingered like the mustiness of old clothes forgotten in a wardrobe. The odour clung to the walls and doors and cupboards. Lottie noticed Sadie shiver. The spectre of death sheathed every surface as if it was a visible entity.

‘It’s eerie, isn’t it?’ Sadie said. ‘You’d know something evil was here. The energy is all off.’

‘I agree.’

‘What do you want me to do?’ She wrung her hands, her voice catching in her throat, as if terrified.

‘Just walk with me and tell me what you see or feel that’s not right.’ Lottie paused. ‘I have to warn you, there’s blood in there.’ She indicated the sitting room. ‘Are you okay with that?’

‘Whose blood?’

‘Cameron’s.’

‘Then I’m fine with it.’

She led Sadie into the room, where the odour was tangible, distinctly putrid and metallic. The blood had penetrated the stuffing of the sofa and dried there. Not wanting to pressurise the young woman, Lottie stayed a step behind her and remained silent. Sadie came to a stop in front of the bloodstained couch and took a few deep breaths. After another glance at her surroundings, she shook her head.

‘It looks the same to me, except for that.’ She gestured towards the stain.

‘Okay. Upstairs, then.’

‘Is there blood up there too?’

‘No.’

‘How did they die?’

Sidestepping the question, Lottie said, ‘I want you to tell me if anything has been disturbed or is missing.’

‘Lead the way.’

‘I presume you’ve been upstairs here before?’

‘Loads of times. Mainly to fetch Lily when she wouldn’t come out of Freya’s room. The pair of them were always stuck to Freya’s iPad. Thomas has so many parental controls on Lily’s that it was a novelty for her when she came over here to be able to log on to Freya’s.’ Sadie smiled wistfully, recalling the memory, before the veil of despair shaded her eyes again. ‘I’ve been in Caroline and Cam’s room too. Choosing outfits. Gossiping in secret.’

‘Why in secret?’

‘Away from our husbands’ ears.’

Her voice was resolute, and Lottie admired the woman’s resilience. Watching her move, though, she was convinced Sadie was in physical pain. Questions for later.

‘This is Caroline and Cam’s room.’ Sadie rubbed her arms through the sleeves of her jacket. Glancing around, she added, ‘Nothing looks amiss. But I’m feeling sadness and hurt here and it’s distressing.’ She walked to the dressing table, which held a minimal amount of cosmetics. ‘I can’t tell if anything is missing or not.’

‘That’s fine.’ Lottie felt sorry now for bringing the woman here. It was unfair, but she’d thought she might have some insight into what had happened. All it had done was to distress her further.

‘If you don’t want to go into Freyas’s room, I understand.’

‘I’m here now. I can do it.’

In the child’s room, Lottie felt her breath stick in the back of her throat with sadness. She struggled to speak. ‘Sadie, can you remember what Freya was wearing for her party?’

‘Leggings. Blue, I think. And a white T-shirt. She was going through a rebellious stage, same as Lily. But sometimes you just have to give a little with kids. They respect you more in the long run. That’s why I don’t buy into the line that Lily ran away. Someone took her. Maybe even Thomas, or the same person who killed my friends.’

‘You think your husband took your daughter?’

‘To be honest, I don’t know what to think. But she is alive. I’d feel it if she wasn’t.’ Sadie walked around the bed and opened the dresser drawer. ‘This is where Freya kept her iPad. Did you take it?’

‘I’ll check with the team’s inventory of the items they removed from the scene.’ Lottie knew they had taken it, and also that Freya’s party attire as described by Sadie was not what the child had been found dressed in. She looked through the wardrobe and then the laundry basket in Freya’s en suite. No sign of the blue leggings or a white T-shirt. ‘Did Freya own a pink party dress with a lace collar?’

‘God, I doubt it. I don’t think she’d be caught dead in anything like that.’ Sadie pressed a hand to her mouth as she realised what she’d said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘Is that what she was wearing when she was found? A pink party dress?’

‘Yes.’

‘How awful,’ Sadie said, more animated now. ‘What was Caroline wearing?’

Lottie described the white high-necked blouse and brown flared trousers.

Biting her lip, Sadie remained silent.

‘What is it?’

She shrugged. ‘I’d guess Caroline owned nothing like you described.’ She stood in front of the wardrobe. ‘Can I open it?’

‘Sure.’

The door slid to the side and Lottie took in the array of clothing, some with tags still attached. ‘Wow, Caroline liked her clothes.’

‘Retail therapy, she called it.’ Sadie closed the door, then went to the window and looked down into the garden. Lottie joined her. ‘My Thomas thought the balloon arch was tacky. I think Caroline overheard him say it and she had thunder in her eyes. I asked her what was wrong, but she said it was nothing.’

‘But you don’t think it was nothing, do you?’

‘It was like she wanted to pick a fight. There was a weird sort of vibe between them. I can’t explain it.’

‘Right.’ Lottie sensed there was more, but she didn’t like to push it. ‘Thanks for your help.’

They went down the stairs. In the kitchen, Lottie turned around but Sadie wasn’t behind her. She found her standing in the sitting room.

‘Where are Freya’s birthday cards? Her presents? She opened some of them in here. Did you take them?’

Lottie did a mental check over the room as she recalled what it was like when she’d first walked the crime scene. ‘No. I did think it was odd that there were no cards around. Would you be able to remember the gifts?’

‘Some of them. One was a PlayStation. Latest model. Freya was so excited.’ Sadie stared at her. ‘Maybe it was a burglary gone wrong.’

Lottie didn’t think that was the case, but it was another line of enquiry to pursue. ‘We are looking at all possibilities.’
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After dropping Sadie back to her house, Lottie returned to the station.

McKeown rose to his feet as she entered the incident room. ‘This just came through, boss.’

‘What is it?’ She took the printout from him.

‘Techie Gary has finished with Cameron Healy’s phone. This is the last week of texts and calls.’

‘Have you examined them?’

‘Hadn’t time. Just got the list this minute.’

She scanned her eyes over the numbers. ‘Find out who these people are and see if they raise any red flags. I’ll have a read of the texts.’

In her office, she slumped onto the chair and tore off her sopping-wet coat. She balled it up and threw it under the desk, feathers flying skywards. It was the wrong thing to do, but she hadn’t the energy to get up again and hang it on the radiator.

She focused on the list McKeown had given her. The texts looked to be mainly work-related. Call me asap or Waiting for final invoice sort of messages. She noticed that most of them followed unanswered calls. So it was likely Healy was following up on accounts for the end-of-year tax returns. Nothing jumped out as suspicious, though they would all have to be checked nonetheless. Another job to keep McKeown out of her hair. The man had such an overpowering sense of importance that it rankled whenever she was in his presence. Countless pleas to Superintendent Farrell to have him transferred had failed. She’d just have to put up with him.

As she thought this, McKeown arrived waving another printout. ‘Gary has emailed everything to us, but I printed off Caroline Healy’s phone calls and text transcripts. Makes interesting reading.’ He handed over the page with a smirk. Some days she wanted to swipe it clean off his face, but today she went with the flow. Easier option.

He made to speak again, but she held up her hand. ‘Thanks. Leave it with me.’

She scanned the printout. It ran to three pages, and that was just from the previous week. The calls and texts were mainly to and from one number.

Cameron’s number appeared occasionally. Hadn’t Sadie said he rang his wife constantly, checking up on her? Had Caroline been lying to her friend? Anything was possible.

This other number, though, it was everywhere. There were no calls, just texts. Day and night. Who had Caroline been texting? Was she having an affair?

Lottie was tempted to phone the number just to see who answered, but she decided to wait until she’d read through everything. By the time she came to the last text, sent by Caroline on the morning of her daughter’s twelfth birthday, she was convinced the woman had been in the throes of a red-hot affair.

She walked to the incident room and waved the printout. ‘Anyone find out who this number belongs to?’

Kirby looked up from his screen. ‘What number?’

‘The one that Caroline Healy texted numerous times.’

McKeown smirked again. ‘It’s a pay-as-you-go. I’ve asked Garda Lei to see what he can find out about it. Damn near impossible task.’

‘We need to know who owns it.’

‘It might just be a steamy affair, nothing to do with their deaths.’

‘You’d know all about affairs, steamy or not,’ Kirby quipped.

‘Shut it,’ McKeown said.

‘Will you both stop?’ Martina said.

Lottie stared at the young garda. ‘Martina, why are you not with Sadie Clarke?’

‘She sent me packing. Again. Wanted to be alone.’

‘She told you she was terrified of her husband and yet she didn’t want you there? That’s odd. Had Thomas come home?’

‘No. Sadie said he was out searching, but he was actually at a site meeting in town with his team. I checked.’

‘Okay. Anything on Lily’s whereabouts?’

Kirby shook his head. ‘SOCOs found nothing at the house to indicate an abduction. It’s like the kid disappeared into thin air.’

‘You and I know that’s not possible. I’ll speak to the superintendent about upping the searches and appeals. The longer the child is missing, the more likely she’s…’ Lottie let her words trail off. It wasn’t looking good for Lily Clarke, especially in light of what had happened to her friend’s family. She looked at McKeown. ‘Anything on Freya Healy or Lily Clarke’s iPads?’

‘Both devices are with the technical team for analysis. I’ll follow up.’

‘Back to Caroline’s supposed affair,’ she said, mulling over all the loose threads, which were threatening to get out of control. ‘We need to double our efforts to find out who owns this phone number.’

‘Sadie might know. Caroline could have confided in her.’

‘I can go back there and talk to her if you want me to,’ Martina offered.

‘Not yet. We need more information on this number first.’ Lottie glanced at the incident board. ‘Find out who supplied the balloon arch. And interview everyone who was at the party again.’

‘This is a waste of resources,’ McKeown grumbled. ‘Anyway, I thought I was on the Lily Clarke team?’

‘There could be a crossover, so we tick all the boxes until we find one we can’t tick.’ Lottie stomped out of the room, feeling just as narky as McKeown.
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After returning from Caroline’s house, Sadie felt deflated and sore. Her kitchen still displayed the remnants of the guards having been there. Cups in the sink. Tea stains on the ceramic draining counter. Open tea caddy. Coffee beans sprinkled around the DeLonghi machine. She hadn’t the energy to clean up.

In Lily’s room, she lay on her daughter’s bed and studied all her familiar things. Inhaled the smell from her pillow and her childhood teddy bear. No matter how much Lily rebelled, she loved her Pooh Bear. She slid her hand under the pillow and drew out Lily’s PJs. Harry Potter. Even though she had coerced Sadie and twisted her arm for the haircut, she was still a child at heart.

She didn’t cry.

There was no time to cry when Thomas could soon be home. Gingerly she got off the bed and went to the primary suite, as he liked to call it. The bloodstain on the floor mocked her, and she gritted her teeth. She hoped that someday he would pay for his sins. She stripped off and stood into the shower, remembering last night and how she sat on the floor and let the water pound her skin. Today she was battered and bruised, but stronger. That strength would help her in the days to come.
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Lottie read through the texts from Caroline’s phone again. Some of them were explicit. Who had time for this sort of talk? Then her eyes lit on one sequence.

And you know what T? We can never let S know about this. About us. It would kill her.

Won’t hear it from me.

No one can know.

She wondered if this was proof that Caroline was talking to Thomas Clarke. T and S? Thomas and Sadie. If it was Thomas, she had her smoking gun. She had to run with it, because she had feck-all other clues in her arsenal.

The rain was incessant, and Lottie’s coat smelled like a wet dog that had fallen into a bog hole. With Boyd by her side, she rang the bell then knocked loudly on the Clarke front door.

‘This is the pits.’ She looked at the sky, rainwater running off her face.

‘The house?’ Boyd asked.

‘No, the damn weather. It’s like someone turned on a tap and forgot to turn it off.’

‘Can’t last for ever.’

She was thinking they’d have to go round the back when Thomas opened the door.

‘She’s not here,’ he said, and made to shut it.

‘Pardon?’ Even though she figured him for a narcissistic prick, his bad manners stunned her.

‘Sadie. She’s not here, if it’s her you’re looking for.’

Lottie felt a tremor of unease. ‘Actually, it’s you we want to talk to, Thomas. Can we come in?’

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

‘Won’t take long.’ What she really wanted to say was fuck you, but she added, ‘I just want to clear up a few things.’

He continued to stand his ground, holding the door slightly ajar. ‘What things?’

‘Mr Clarke,’ she said, dropping the familiarity, ‘you either admit us to your home so that we can talk to you or we bring you down to the station. Which is it to be?’

‘The place is a mess. Sadie must have thrown a wobbly.’ Beads of sweat peppered his brow.

Now Lottie was seriously worried. She eyed Boyd.

He stepped forward. ‘I think you had better let us in now, or we will come back with a warrant.’

Clarke sighed. It sounded more like a groan, but he nodded.

He hadn’t even opened the door fully when Lottie pushed in by him. A rush of anxiety tore through her chest. Too much had gone on this week for her not to be concerned.

The hall was messy, with coats and scarves flung around as if someone had rifled through them. She moved to the kitchen. Cupboard doors hung open. Shattered crockery lay all over the floor and countertops. Dried food, maybe cereal and coffee beans, crunched underfoot. It was a scene of destruction. Or a major domestic row.

‘What happened here, Thomas? Where’s Sadie?’

‘I don’t know where she is. That’s the truth. I came home from a site meeting to all this. And I told you yesterday, you should contact my solicitor, not ambush me.’

Lottie instructed Boyd to stay with Thomas while she raced up the stairs, dread stamping every step.

She found the main bedroom in disarray. She glanced into the en suite. Damp. There was a stain that could be blood on one of the tiles nearest the shower door. She turned back into the room. A small amount of blood on the floor. Without having to touch anything, she could see that the stains had dried in. What the hell had happened here? The wardrobe doors were open, and a bathrobe with a mismatched belt hung from one of them. Any clothing that hadn’t been thrown to the floor hung haphazardly on hangers.

She raced back down the stairs. Boyd had brought Clarke into his home office. He was slouched in an Eames chair by his desk near the window, his tie undone and shirt buttons opened. His suit jacket lay in a heap on the floor. She could not see any sign of blood on his skin or clothing. All that told her was that he might have had time to clean himself up.

‘What happened, Thomas?’

‘I have no idea. I told you, I came home to this mess. Sadie can be a hothead at times; she must have lost it.’

‘Like you lose it? What’s with the blood upstairs?’

‘Blood? What blood?’

‘On the carpet in the main bedroom and the shower. You better start talking before I arrest you.’

‘Arrest me? Are you mad? I’ve done nothing.’ He jumped up, shaking his head, sweat flying from his hair. ‘I can’t begin to think what you’re talking about.’

‘You better start thinking about it then. Where is Sadie?’

‘I don’t know. I looked everywhere for her when I came home. She’s not here. How many times do I have to tell you?’

‘Detective Sergeant Boyd,’ Lottie said, addressing him formally in front of Clarke, ‘call the station to issue an alert for Sadie Clarke, and get some people out here to search the house and gardens thoroughly.’ That was all she could do for now, so she focused on the reason they were there. ‘We have something to discuss with you, Thomas. It’s to do with Caroline Healy.’

‘What about her? If you want to know anything about Caroline, talk to Sadie. And what are you doing to find my daughter?’ He slumped back into his chair.

Ignoring his question, she walked to the edge of his desk and looked down at him. ‘Tell me about your affair with Caroline.’

‘What? Are you crazy? I’m a happily married man.’

She placed the printout of text messages on the desk. ‘Explain these, then.’

He sat up and scanned the multitude of words, then looked at her. His face was a mask of dismay. ‘What’s this? That’s not even my number.’

‘It’s not your main phone number, I admit. It’s a burner.’

‘Gangland criminals use burners. Not me.’

‘A pay-as-you-go, if you’re being pedantic. A handy device if you want to hide an affair from your wife.’ She watched him carefully. Not a blink. ‘I can get a warrant to search your house for said phone. If it’s here, we will find it.’ She worried that he’d dumped it. His face showed a smirk of arrogance that reminded her of McKeown.

‘Search away.’ He sat back again. ‘You won’t find it because I never had it.’

‘We will search your car and office as well.’

A flicker of uncertainty flashed across his eyes. ‘Will that be in your warrant too?’

‘It can be, or you can cooperate.’

‘Look, lady, I did not have an affair with Caroline Healy and I haven’t got a burner phone. Search away.’

Was he telling the truth, or had he got rid of the phone? Probably the latter.

‘What happened between you and Sadie? Explain the blood.’

He blew out an elongated sigh. ‘We had a row. Last night. She knows which buttons to press. She wouldn’t let up. I may have swiped out at her. I barely touched her. She must’ve cut her finger on something. I don’t know.’

‘There’s no sign of broken glass in the bedroom. So what did she cut herself on? Your fist?’

His face reddened. ‘I’d like you to leave.’

‘Did you go berserk in the kitchen?’

‘I did not. Why don’t you stop asking these absurd questions and get on with finding my daughter. Seems to me you’re completely incompetent.’

Now it was the turn of his eyes to change hue. They darkened into inky navy blue and he gave Lottie a crooked grin. It curdled her blood. In that instant, she could believe he was a killer. If he was, she just needed to prove it.
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A small search team arrived at the Clarke house. Having no direct evidence on which to arrest Thomas, Lottie had to tread carefully.

The blood from the bedroom and shower would be analysed to determine if it came from Sadie. If it did, they had to assume she was injured, or worse. Boyd spoke to Superintendent Farrell on the phone, and she agreed, even though it might prove to be premature, that a missing person alert should be issued.

‘The texts on Caroline’s phone are a little on the raunchy side, aren’t they?’ Lottie said to Boyd as they sat in the car outside the impressive-looking house.

‘Secret lovers probably have phone sex. They can’t fulfil their desires like a normal couple.’

She spun round to stare at him. ‘How do you know that?’

‘It’s human nature.’

‘Don’t tell me you’ve had phone sex?’

‘No, but I know someone I’d like to try it with.’ He grinned at her, and she felt her heart lighten. Then he got serious. ‘Where to now?’

‘The station. I pray Sadie is just hiding from her abusive husband and he hasn’t harmed her.’

‘That blood, though…’

‘It was dried in, but we need to check the DNA,’ she said. ‘It might not belong to Sadie at all.’

‘Could it be Lily’s?’

‘Not unless she came back, which I doubt. There was no blood found anywhere in the house after she went missing. Everything was forensically examined.’

‘And you truly believe that Cameron Healy didn’t kill his family and then slit his own wrist?’

‘If Jane is right, he died first.’

‘But if he didn’t do it, who did?’

‘Ten-million-dollar question.’

‘Have you thought that it could have been Caroline herself?’

‘It crossed my mind, but she was strangled. She couldn’t have done that to herself, especially as no ligature was found near her body.’

‘It seems improbable, but maybe not impossible.’

‘I’m keeping an open mind anyhow.’ Lottie hesitated, trying to align her thoughts. ‘The disappearance of Lily and now Sadie… It doesn’t add up.’

‘Maybe Sadie killed the Healys.’

‘Another improbable but not impossible scenario.’

‘You think Thomas Clarke killed them all?’ Boyd asked.

She felt his eyes on the side of her face. She couldn’t look at him after his quip about the phone sex. This conversation was too serious for those thoughts. ‘We just need to find the evidence to charge him or exonerate him.’

‘Any bright ideas on what to do next?’

‘Let’s go back to the station and see if the team has made any progress.’

With still no trace of Lily Clarke’s phone, Lottie looked at the assembled team. ‘We need to get a warrant to track Sadie Clarke’s phone too.’

‘What about Thomas’s?’ McKeown asked.

‘I don’t think that’s possible until we have something more to go on.’ She scanned the crime-scene photos on the incident board. ‘The fact that Freya Healy’s birthday gifts and cards are missing needs careful consideration. If there was a burglary, there was a lot more tech equipment in that house to take. It doesn’t make sense.’ She thought over what needed to be done. ‘Have all the shoes belonging to Cameron Healy been examined? We need to find a match for that print on Caroline’s back.’

‘Yes, and no match was found with any of them,’ McKeown said.

‘Shit,’ Lottie muttered.

‘A dead end so,’ Kirby said.

Lottie shook her head. ‘If we get more evidence to arrest Thomas Clarke, then we can get a warrant for his phone and shoes.’

‘You really think he was having an affair with Caroline?’ Martina asked from the back of the room.

‘I don’t know, but we haven’t come across anyone else with the initial T, have we?’

‘Not yet.’ McKeown tapped his iPad, as if by magic an answer would appear.

‘Would it be helpful to talk to Caroline’s mother again?’ Kirby asked.

‘Maybe.’ Lottie felt a tinge of hope. ‘You met her. Would she open up, do you think?’

‘Worth a try.’

‘I’ll go with you.’
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‘Such a lovely garden,’ Lottie said. ‘How does she keep it so bright and lush despite the cold weather and this incessant rain?’

‘Don’t ask me.’ Kirby pulled the hood of his jacket up over his unruly hair. He pressed a finger on the doorbell and they both sheltered under the tiny awning above the door. ‘Wait till you see inside.’

It was an age before Alice Quigley came to the door and welcomed them in. Lottie was struck by how similar in looks the older woman was to her dead daughter, though her eyes were bloodshot and dark-ringed, and she was hunched over with grief.

They hung their coats on the stair post, which was overflowing with coats and jackets.

‘Do you want us to take off our wet shoes?’ Lottie asked. She didn’t fancy walking on the stained floor in her stockinged feet.

‘There was a time when I’d have made you leave your shoes outside, but I don’t care any more. Freya and Caroline always took theirs off. Cam refused. Prick.’

Kirby nudged Lottie in the ribs as they entered the kitchen, and she caught his widening eyes and figured Alice had little time for Cameron Healy.

‘Tea?’ Alice said, but made no move to the kettle.

‘No, but thanks.’ Lottie wondered how she could even find the kettle, such was the mess. And all the chairs had something on them or hanging off the backs. ‘Can we sit?’

‘Please.’ Alice indicated the chairs at the round table.

Lottie took a basket of wet laundry off one chair and Kirby moved a cat litter tray from another, wrinkling his nose as he placed it on the floor.

Alice said, ‘Have you news for me?’

‘I’m sorry, no,’ Lottie said. ‘How are you holding up?’

‘How do you think? My whole family has been wiped out and I’m expected to just go on. I can’t do it. It’s unbearable.’

‘You have a gorgeous garden.’ Lottie was trying to calm the woman, but it had the opposite effect.

‘What’s the garden got to do with anything?’

‘I’m just thinking gardening is a good way to help you escape the horrors invading your head.’

Alice snorted derisively. ‘Do you garden?’

Lottie knew she’d walked herself into a wall. ‘No.’

‘Then don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t be doing. My heart is broken. I don’t know which way to turn. Having no answers to any of my questions is destroying me from the inside out. Unless you can tell me what happened to Caroline and my beautiful granddaughter, and why, you’re not welcome in my home.’

Lottie figured the woman had to lash out at someone. She knew what grief could do to you. She had suffered badly after Adam died and she’d taken it out on those she loved, those who loved her. Her family. Her colleagues. Alice Quigley had every right to vent.

‘I’m sorry for your loss and I apologise if I sounded condescending. I meant no harm. I’ve been through grief myself and I sympathise.’

Alice stared hard at her before lowering her head. ‘Caroline was all I had. Her daddy died when she was young, so it was just me and her. We didn’t have it easy. Lived in Dublin before we moved here. A city full of people, but she had few friends. My little girl was a loner. A beautiful lost soul. Now she’s gone. My granddaughter is gone. So ask your questions and be done with me.’

Witnessing such grief, Lottie felt bad about putting the distressed woman through the additional anguish of answering her questions. But it had to be done. She needed something to help the investigation, though she wasn’t at all sure what that might be.

‘Alice, did Caroline confide in you?’

‘About what?’

‘Her marriage.’

‘You think Cameron murdered his family, my family?’

‘To be honest, that’s what we suspected at first; however, the evidence suggests otherwise.’

Alice looked up sharply. ‘But… it was suggested on the news that it was a murder-suicide. Is that not so?’

‘It’s currently one line of enquiry.’

‘God, I’ve been sitting here blaming him. Cursing him. Wishing I could have stopped him before he killed them. And now you’re telling me it wasn’t him?’

‘We don’t know, but I can’t go into the details, not until I learn more.’

‘If it wasn’t Cameron, then who?’

‘That’s our job, to find out. It’s the reason I’m asking if Caroline said anything that you might think as being odd, in hindsight. Or suspicious.’

Alice shook her head slowly. ‘I can’t believe this.’

‘Can you think back over conversations you had with your daughter?’

‘It’s all I’ve been doing since I got the awful news.’ Alice’s eyes narrowed in suspicion, her tears no longer visible. She looked more together than she had a few minutes previously. ‘Is there something in particular you’re after?’

‘Can I be blunt?’

‘Nothing shocks me after what I’ve gone through.’

‘Could Caroline have been having an affair?’ Lottie sat back, expecting an outburst, but it didn’t come.

Alice seemed to digest this before nodding, a hint of tears in her eyes. ‘I think so, though she didn’t say it in so many words. Like I told your colleague there, Caroline was always compliant around Cam, but recently she’d begun to stand up to him. I thought it odd. I asked her what was going on. She said she was fed up being a doormat and it couldn’t go on much longer.’

‘What do you think she meant by that?’

‘I thought she was going to leave him.’

‘Did Cameron abuse her?’

‘Do you mean verbally?’ Alice eyed Lottie carefully. ‘Surely you can’t mean… did he hit her?’

‘There was evidence on Caroline’s body that someone had been violent with her.’

‘The bastard who killed her, who killed her family, that’s who.’

‘These were older bruises. Not from the night she died.’ Lottie let that sit for a second. ‘Alice, did Caroline mention anything like that?’

‘No, never. I can’t believe she wouldn’t tell me if someone had… God, what my poor girl went through.’

‘I’d like to go back to your suspicion that she was having an affair.’

‘You said it, not me.’

‘But you suspected it. Tell me what you know.’

Alice stood up. Peered out the kitchen window at the rain thundering against the pane. Then sat again.

‘She was different recently. I told you that. But the thing, is when she was here, she wasn’t really here. Always on her phone. Texting. Whenever she called over to me, she acted distracted. I asked her once who she was texting and she said it was to do with Freya, that some kids were bullying her at school and she was trying to sort it out. She looked troubled.’

‘And did you press her on it?’

‘I tried, but she shut me out. The next time Freya was here, I asked her if anyone was giving her a hard time and she was shocked. She said, “God, no, Gran, I love my friends and they love me. We have great fun together.” That’s what she told me and that’s why I figured Caroline was up to no good. She rarely lied to me, but she did that time.’

‘And you have no idea who it might have been? This person she was texting.’

‘I checked her phone once when she left it on the table, which was odd because it was usually attached to her hand like an IV drip. There was a text to someone she referred to as T.’

‘Who could that be?’

‘My money would be on Thomas Clarke, the husband of her friend Sadie. Oh God, did he kill my daughter?’

Lottie ignored the question. ‘Did you read the whole text?’

‘Didn’t get a chance. She was back in a flash and whipped up the phone. Threw me a dagger stare but said nothing.’

‘Okay.’ Based on the transcripts Lottie had seen, she was glad Alice hadn’t read the text.

The older woman wrung her hands with intensity. ‘When I heard what had happened, I was sure Cam had found out she’d been having an affair and that he’d killed her and Freya and then himself. But now I think it could have been this mysterious man she was texting. Or maybe his wife found out.’ Red-hot anger flashed in her eyes. ‘Maybe Sadie Clarke killed them.’

‘Let’s not jump to rash conclusions. We will get to the bottom of it.’ Lottie stood, glad to get off the chair, which felt damp beneath her. ‘One other thing. We haven’t located Freya’s birthday gifts or cards. Do you have any idea where Caroline might have stored them?’

‘Her gifts?’ Alice appeared flustered at Lottie’s change of direction. ‘They were all over the sitting room when I left after the party. Did you look in Freya’s room?’

‘We did. Leave it with us, and thanks for your time. I’m so sorry to have put you through this.’

Alice halted her with a raised hand. ‘There was one thing Caroline said recently. About Sadie.’

‘What was that?’

‘It was probably Caroline imagining things, but she said she thought Sadie was stealing from her.’

‘Stealing what?’

‘Her clothes.’
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It was an easy enough job to locate the man who’d supplied the balloon arch. Dermot Macken’s card had been in Caroline Healy’s wallet, and he had a colourful presence on Facebook.

After he’d dropped Lottie back at the office, Kirby got Martina to accompany him and they made their way through town to Forestry Industrial Park, a relatively new area located off the ring road. The units were brightly painted and as yet undefiled by graffiti. That would come, Kirby thought, and probably sooner rather than later. When he parked the car, he noted that the sign for Arch Balloons was faded. He reckoned it had been brought from an old location to this new spot.

‘Could have shelled out for a new sign.’

‘Wouldn’t say there’s a lot of money in balloons,’ Martina said.

‘Plenty of air, though.’

He pushed in the door and found himself slap-bang against a makeshift chipboard counter. An old-style doorbell was sellotaped to the counter, so he pressed it. The ding-dong echoed somewhere from the space beyond.

‘A kids’ paradise,’ Martina said, glancing around.

The claustrophobic area where they stood was festooned with balloons of all sizes, and helium balloons dangled from the lowish ceiling.

A man ducked under a latex archway and inched towards them. He brought an air of doom with him that belied the playful set-up where they stood.

‘Dermot Macken?’ Kirby said.

‘That’s me. What can I do you for?’ The man pulled a coffee-stained hardback diary from a shelf under the counter and slammed it down on the counter. Opening it, he rifled through its sticky pages.

‘We just want to ask you a few questions,’ Kirby said, keeping a close eye on Macken. He was anywhere from forty to forty-five, could even be older. Pockmarked skin highlighted protruding ears and thin fair hair. When he looked up, his emerald eyes were wide but they contracted suspiciously as he registered Martina’s uniform.

‘Something wrong?’ He closed the diary with a slap and undid the top button of his plaid shirt, as if he’d experienced an unwelcome hot flush.

‘Nothing’s wrong as far as we know.’ Kirby smiled in an effort to calm the man and showed his ID. ‘Did you supply a balloon arch to Caroline Healy?’

Macken opened the diary again. Some of the pages were stuck together, and he ran a grubby finger down the edge to split them.

‘Be careful or you’ll get a paper cut,’ Martina said.

He looked up at her, his face softening, transforming him instantly into a likeable character. ‘Least of my trouble with two guards staring at me as if I was the Yorkshire Ripper or something.’ He waited for Martina to get in on his dark humour, but she remained silent, stony-faced. ‘Is this about the murders? I heard about them but I didn’t catch the names. Was it somewhere I delivered balloons?’ He looked down at the book again. ‘You mentioned… God, it’s not the Healys? Holy shit. It is, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, unfortunately,’ Kirby said.

‘May they rest in peace.’ Macken hurriedly blessed himself, though it looked half-hearted to Kirby.

‘When did you deliver the arch?’

‘Early Sunday afternoon. God, I can’t believe this. Murder-suicide. That’s what the news said. A tragedy.’ His hand shook as he held the page he’d unstuck.

‘Can you be more precise on the time?’

‘I’d say it was around two. Do they have one of those doorbell things? You can check that.’

Kirby knew the Healys’ doorbell camera had been inactive at the time, and there was no CCTV. ‘Walk me through your time there.’

‘She ordered on Friday. Last-minute thing. A surprise for her little girl. I told her I needed a week’s lead-in time, but she offered an extra fifty, so I agreed. It was a rush job. When I got there on Sunday, I parked my van. Rang the doorbell. The little girl answered the door. I think she was a bit stunned, to tell you the truth. Then Caroline – she told me to call her Caroline, by the way – brought me around to the back garden. There was a bouncy castle all set up, and she showed me where to put the arch.’

‘Anything strike you as odd or unusual?’

‘I’d never met them before, so I couldn’t say. But the atmosphere chilled a bit when the husband arrived home. He had thunder in his eyes when he saw me talking to Caroline. I got out of there real fast.’

‘Mr Healy was angry?’

‘Seemed that way, but as I said, I didn’t know them. Who’s to say he didn’t look like that all the time?’

‘Okay. Thanks, Dermot. We’ll need to get a swab of your DNA.’

‘I wasn’t in the house, though.’

‘Have you a problem with providing a sample?’

‘No, no. It’s fine.’

‘Right. If you think of anything else, call me.’ Kirby handed over a card with his number.

‘The kid…’ Macken said.

‘What about her?’

‘She was looking out the top window and I think she was crying.’ He rubbed his jaw and shook his head. ‘It struck me because isn’t a child supposed to be happy for their birthday party?’
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Balloon Man, the kids called him, and originally he didn’t like the moniker. In his mind it conjured an image of the Michelin Man. He supposed he had once looked a bit like that in his drinking days, but he’d taken control of his life. Joined a gym, and with a strict diet and doses of protein drinks, he had toned up and slimmed down. He was a different man now.

Concentrating on his work, he completed the fourth arch of the day, but even though it was an hour since the detective and guard had left, he couldn’t shake off the uneasiness that caused his fingers to twitch.

His work unit was small, but he didn’t need much room. He made the big arches out the back, where he had a canopy under which to work when it rained. And it was torrential out once again. Yellow rain warnings had been issued. Not good for outdoor parties. Lucky then that his work this week was for indoor events.

He washed his hands in the small ceramic sink, which was yellowing where the tap dripped. He dried his hands with a paper towel. A halo of disquiet enveloped his brain and tinnitus chimed in his ears.

Had he left anything at the Healy house to draw the guards back to him? That was his worry. Their visit had to be procedural, due to the fact that he’d been there on Sunday. His sole link was the balloon arch. Then he recalled smoking while he talked to Caroline. He’d stubbed it out on the lawn when the irate husband arrived home. Damn. They’d find the butt of the cigarette and extract his DNA from it.

So what? His DNA would be on the arch anyhow, despite the fact that he was always careful and habitually wore gloves. Plus the detective had asked for a sample. He was glad forensics were not as scientific years ago. He was confident that they could not connect him to anything, as they had none of his DNA on file. Not from back then.
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Thomas walked around in a stupor, surveying the mess in his house. It was dark out by the time the forensic people and search team left his property. Empty-handed. He’d agreed to a DNA swab being taken; it would have looked suspicious if he’d refused. Maybe he should have checked with his solicitor first. Too late now.

He began to clear up in the kitchen. Then gave up. He was not that domesticated. He’d ring a cleaning company in the morning. He checked Google and found a local place, saved their number and pocketed his phone before heading upstairs.

The bedroom was in chaos. He noticed the specks of blood on the floor. Must have flown from Sadie’s nose when he’d hit her. She had provoked him, with her insolent face and taunts. She was all about Lily. What about him? He had needs and wants, and she had denied him for so long, it was natural that he looked elsewhere. It was his misfortune that the elsewhere was somewhere too close to home. Now he was in the shit with the guards. He’d been careful. Pay-as-you-go phone. Burner. Whatever. His lover had bought it for him. That caused a stab of concern. Would she have kept the receipt? Would the guards find it? They had nothing to connect him to her except for their suspicions and Sadie’s lies.

Sadie had brought him nothing but trouble from day one. Her deep depressions and the secrets he’d never been able to unlock. The shining light had been Lily, until Sadie had tried to turn her against him. Now both of them were gone and he realised it would all come out. He hadn’t thought it through properly.
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The bouncy castle was packed away in the back of his transit van. Christy Kearney had got it back after it had been forensically examined. If they’d got DNA from it, he figured it might take them a year to process it all because of the amount of people who had used it. Then again, the rain might have obliterated most of it. But he wasn’t savvy enough to know if DNA remained after such a deluge. Not that it mattered.

He had to get to the next house, but his heart wasn’t in it. Maybe he should just cancel, but then he’d be leaving kids disappointed. Not that they would have much fun, with all the weather warnings issued. It was teeming down outside and he wasn’t sure how safe it would be for kids slipping and sliding around a bouncy castle. Not his problem. He had enough to think about without that.

‘Christy, are you wetting the tea or have you travelled to India to pick the leaves?’

‘Doing it now, Dad.’

‘Taking your time about it, aren’t you?’

‘Be there in a minute.’

‘You said that ten minutes ago. Hurry up now, you thundering eejit.’

The old man’s voice carried through the house like a rusty razor blade, tearing strips off Christy. He poured the tea into the china teacup that his father insisted kept the beverage warm for longer. The brew looked stewed and his dad was likely to throw it at him, but in that moment, Christy didn’t care. He had other worries besides his bed-ridden father. Worries that a cup of tea could never fix. His trauma sprang from an old place and it ran deep. So deep that sometimes he could hear its echo like a drumbeat in his head. And now it had exploded into the present.

OceanofPDF.com


29
[image: ]


Chloe logged off from the old case file and stared out the window over the computer monitor. The view was of the wall of an adjacent building. She missed the lake view at home, but this training was what she wanted. To walk in her mother’s footsteps and rise through the ranks.

She opened up the news app on her phone. The distressing murders in Ragmullin were still grabbing the headlines. She scanned the most recent report. The victims’ names had now been released but the intricate details of the crime had not. She despaired at the number of such crimes occurring in recent times.

The one thing that justified seeking out the old file was the fact that a mother and daughter had been strangled in their beds. It appeared vaguely similar to the current crime. She needed more information. Just to quash her curiosity if nothing else.

She was well aware that her mother wouldn’t divulge anything to her about an ongoing investigation, and she couldn’t ask Boyd because of the reasons she’d already considered. So that left Kirby or, God forbid, McKeown.

Thinking about it, she knew Kirby would blab to her mam. That man couldn’t hold his water. A smile came to her lips as she recalled how happy he was with his partner, Amy, and that they were expecting a baby.

Her smile died as she realised she was now left with contacting Detective Sam McKeown. Should she do it? Was she capable of suffering her mother’s wrath once she discovered her subterfuge? She didn’t have McKeown’s personal mobile number, but she knew who did.

She crossed her fingers and rang Garda Martina Brennan.

The guard picked up on the first ring. ‘Hello.’

‘Martina. How’s it going? It’s Chloe Parker.’

‘What can I do you for, Chloe?’

She decided to jump right in. ‘I need Sam McKeown’s number, but you can’t tell anyone that I asked for it, especially not my mother.’

‘Why on earth would you want to ring McKeown? He’s a fucking barracuda.’

Chloe laughed. ‘I’ve heard that about him, but I’m well able to look after myself.’

‘How is the Garda training working out?’

‘It excites me, and for the first time since my dad died, I’ve found a purpose in life.’ As she said the words she realised it was true.

‘That’s great to hear. Hope the actual job doesn’t dim your enthusiasm.’

Chloe listened to the silence. Martina was waiting to be filled in on her reason for asking for McKeown’s number.

‘I’ve this assignment to do and I need to discuss it with a detective. I don’t want to ask Mark Boyd or Mam and I know Kirby is busy with Amy and the pregnancy, so I thought I’d talk to Sam McKeown. Can I have his personal number? Please.’

‘I shouldn’t, but okay, I’ll ping it over to you. And Chloe?’

‘Yes?’

‘Be careful. I meant what I said about the barracuda. He’s a fucking snake, too.’
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McKeown commandeered Freya Healy’s iPad from the evidence room in order to examine it himself. The tech guys had found nothing on Lily’s, which had been prioritised as the girl was missing rather than dead. Now they were too busy and said it could be a few days before they’d get back to Freya’s. He was afraid there might be something crucial on it regarding the murders, and in particular in relation to Lily Clarke. The two girls had been best friends, if others were to be believed.

He succeeded in unlocking it, surprised Freya hadn’t kept it password-protected. Kids were usually more savvy than that. They were masters at keeping their parents in the dark about what they did on their devices in the sanctuary of their own bedrooms.

The home screen lit up with a myriad of apps.

All games. Minecraft. Roblox. StarryModel. Did her parents not realise that some apps were breeding grounds for perverts, who peppered games with embedded chatrooms and messages?

Anyhow, it all looked innocent on initial perusal. He hadn’t heard of StarryModel, so he clicked into that first. Hairstyles, make-up and clothes, where the user had to dress a model and… He couldn’t for the life of him figure out what the point of it was. He’d have to ask one of his own kids.

He was about to log out of it when a message box popped up in the bottom right-hand corner of the screen. It had to be linked to the StarryModel game. Little asterisks populated the small yellow box as if someone was typing. He waited, held his breath, but no words appeared. He quickly took a screenshot just before the chat box vanished. Was it an online player? Someone who didn’t know that Freya had been murdered? Whoever it was, they had left the game.

Shaking his head, McKeown began interrogating the device further, making a note of everything he found. There didn’t seem to be a backup of messages or communications. But that was at first glance. He was tired, and there wasn’t much he could achieve this late. He’d give it another go tomorrow.

Just as he was about to close down the device, he decided he’d have a look at the photos Freya had taken with it. He tapped through the first few. All featured Freya and Lily, one girl now dead and the other missing. Happy, pulling funny faces, most taken in Freya’s bedroom. A few of the garden during summer with the trees in full leaf. Then a blurry one. The child must have moved the iPad just as she clicked, or the photo was taken inadvertently. The next one was similar. The third in this sequence was still grainy, the device stable. He groaned and stood.

Looking around the office, he found that he was alone. He needed to tell someone. But what could anyone do about it at this hour? He sat down again, almost afraid to touch the screen in case he accidentally deleted something. Rooting in a drawer, he found a cable and hurriedly backed Freya Healy’s iPad up to his computer.

Breathing a little easier once that was done, he noticed that the next photo in the sequence was a thirty-second video. Tentatively he tapped the icon and stared at the images. He watched and rewatched before stopping it and leaning back in his chair.

Damn.
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The state pathologist’s post-mortem interim report was in Lottie’s inbox on Wednesday morning. She downloaded the file and opened it. The cause of the Healy family’s deaths she thought she already knew. But the toxicology report threw up an interesting fact.

‘They were all drugged, Boyd.’

‘The Healys?’

‘Yes. There’s evidence of sleeping pills in their bloodstreams. Might have been in the wine, perhaps? Did we send the glasses and bottles that were left strewn around the house for analysis?’

‘They’re all with the lab. I’ll follow it up. But there’s a flaw in that reasoning.’

‘I’m sure you are about to point it out to me, Dr Watson. Go on.’

‘Sadie said Caroline didn’t drink much, and Freya wouldn’t have been drinking wine at all. At least she shouldn’t have been.’

‘Then we need to check all the soft drinks bottles, tumblers, mugs, and the left-over pizza and food.’

‘Wouldn’t it have affected others who were at the party?’

‘Not if the drinks and food were tampered with afterwards, when everyone had left.’

‘Good point,’ he conceded. ‘But how were the Clarkes not drugged too? Maybe they killed the Healys.’

‘Possibly. Will you stop picking holes in my theories? I don’t know how it was done. I’m speculating here. Perhaps someone was making sure who drank what. We need to find the evidence and then we can figure out the how and why. Okay?’

‘Okay. So what do we do now?’

‘Check the inventory from the Healy house for sleeping pills, though I don’t recall any drugs being found there.’

‘Just paracetamol and ibuprofen on the SOCO list. No sleeping pills, but I’ll double-check.’

‘And we still need to locate Sadie and Lily.’

‘Alerts have been issued and reissued. All posted online too. The whole damn town has been searched. Neither mother nor daughter has turned up on any CCTV that we’ve secured.’

‘I know they lived on the outskirts of town in a secluded area, but Christ almighty, they didn’t slide down a rabbit hole.’ Lottie scratched her head. ‘They have to be somewhere. Either alive or dead. It’s all so suspicious, them vanishing straight after the murders of their friends.’

‘Back to my point that the Clarkes may have drugged the Healys and killed them.’

She exhaled a loud sigh. ‘Let’s get Thomas in here for an interview.’

When she was alone, Lottie read the report again. Boyd was right. How were the sleeping pills administered to the Healys and no one else? Lily went missing the next morning. But did she really? Could she have been gone since the night before? The night of the party. She only had Sadie’s word that she hadn’t checked on Lily and about the time she discovered her daughter missing. And now Sadie was nowhere to be found either. Bloody hell.

Then she read something in the preliminary report that she had missed on her first run-through.

‘Oh my God,’ she whispered.

Jane had found an overdose of barbiturates in Freya Healy’s system. Coupled with the lack of petechiae, the conclusion was that Freya was dead before being strangled.
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After her morning seminar, when her classmates went off for their coffees, Chloe pulled on her fleece and pocketed her phone. Making her way outside, she brought up Sam McKeown’s number and sent him a text. About ten minutes later, he called her.

‘Chloe? How did you⁠—’

‘I got your number from Martina. Hope that’s okay.’

‘Depends on what you want from me.’

‘Who says I want anything?’

‘You must want something if you had to ask Martina for my number.’

‘Guilty as charged.’

‘Your message said you wanted to talk to me without anyone knowing. What’s it about?’

‘Well… You know I’m in Garda training college?’

‘I heard.’

She wondered why he sounded stand-offish. Did he think she was here because of who her mother was?

‘I’ll cut to the chase,’ she said.

‘Please do. We’re up to our eyes in murders, along with a missing kid and her mother.’

‘Are their disappearances linked to the murder-suicide?’

‘Don’t know yet. And we haven’t said it was a murder-suicide. That’s the media putting legs on the story.’

‘Okay.’

‘Go ahead then, I’m busy.’

‘I need a favour. It’s for an assignment.’ She imagined him rubbing a hand over his shaved head, tight-lipped. She wondered how she’d get him to open up. ‘I wanted to talk to you about the Healy murders. I’m studying familicide.’

‘You’re studying that? Garda training must have come on a lot since my day.’

‘I’d say it has,’ she laughed. ‘Can you help me out?’

‘How?’

‘The thing is, I’m wondering if you can give me the inside info on the murders. As I said, it’s in relation to an assignment, and I think it would give me an edge over my classmates.’ Was she laying it on too thick? Possibly.

‘Not sure I follow you.’

Was he totally dense? ‘Sam, I want to know details about the murders that someone on the ground can give me.’

‘Thought you were just training to be a foot soldier. Sounds like you’re studying to be a detective.’

She laughed, thinking he was joking, but there was a stony silence his end. Sighing, she asked, ‘Can you help me or not?’

‘Sure I can, but not over the phone. I can meet up with you.’

‘But I’m in Templemore.’

‘I know, and I’m not travelling that far.’

‘Oh.’

‘How about somewhere halfway? Say Tullamore. Around eight tonight. That suit you?’

It didn’t, and she knew Tullamore wasn’t halfway. It was a much longer drive for her than him, but she had to agree. ‘Yeah, that’s fine. Where?’

‘Castle Hotel. I’ll be in the bar.’

‘Thanks a million. I’ll see you at eight.’

He’d hung up abruptly before she got the last few words out.

‘Ignoramus,’ she said into the ether.
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Alone in the office, McKeown leaned back in his chair and tried to picture Chloe Parker in a Garda uniform. The image was startlingly good. It made his lips turn up in a smirk, which died as Lottie walked out from her office.

‘Not got enough to keep you busy?’ she said, eyeing the mobile phone in his hand.

She sounded just like her daughter. A smart mouth. He pocketed his phone. ‘I’m trying to get info about a game on Freya Healy’s iPad. It’s called StarryModel and it has a pop-up chat box. But the thing is, nothing appears to be backed up. Not the game or the chats.’

‘Could it have been wiped?’

‘I don’t think so, but I’ll get Techie Gary on it if I can’t figure it out.’

‘Okay, but don’t mess it up or lose anything off it.’

She’d spun away from him before he could even open his mouth to reply.

‘Bitch,’ he finally muttered under his breath. He glanced up in case she’d heard him, but she was already gone. And he hadn’t even got to mention the photos and videos he’d discovered on Freya’s device. Tough. He’d follow it up himself.

Though it was against every rule in the regulations, he downloaded everything to a USB and pocketed it. For no other reason than just because he could.
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Following Alice Quigley’s assertion that Sadie Clarke might have stolen some of Caroline’s clothing, Lottie secured a warrant to search the Clarke home, Thomas’s office in town and his car. She was lucky that Superintendent Farrell had the ear of a lenient judge, because they had little evidence other than the text messages on Caroline’s phone and Alice’s information about the theft. But with a child missing, they had no time to waste.

She also needed to find shoes that could match the partial imprint on Caroline’s back. They might get lucky, but she had to work quickly, because Boyd had got Thomas to come to the station. He was currently without a solicitor. That could change if she left him waiting too long.

The wardrobes in the Clarkes’ bedroom ran the length of one wall. She pulled on gloves and got to work. One door was open, a bathrobe hanging on it. Inside, all fairly ordinary clothing with M&S and Dunnes Stores labels. Nothing expensive at first look. She moved to the next section, which contained Thomas’s clothes. These presented as more of a designer nature. Tommy Hilfiger, Nike gym wear, a sleek Louis Copeland tailored suit. On the floor of the wardrobe she came across his trainers and shoes, all neatly lined up. She instructed Grainne Nixon, the SOCO team leader, to bag the lot.

So far she hadn’t come across any clothes that might have belonged to Caroline. Even if she did, what could it prove? Caroline might have loaned them to Sadie, despite what Alice said. And how would she know they weren’t Sadie’s own? God, she hadn’t thought it through.

In Lily’s room she searched through the child’s wardrobe. It broke her heart to see the jeans and hoodies and T-shirts along with a school uniform. She hoped she could bring Lily home to wear them again. There was no evidence that the girl had hastily packed a bag to run away. She’d known that from day one, but still it struck her again.

Sliderobes lined two walls in the spare room, and a free-standing rack held summer clothing. It was like Sadie had made the space into a walk-in wardrobe. Here Lottie found more expensive garb with labels still attached. It was the sizes that caught her eye. From seeing Caroline’s body in the morgue and having met Sadie, she figured the Clarke woman was a size smaller than her friend. A selection of brand-new dresses leaned more towards Caroline’s build. Were these the clothes that Sadie had stolen? But they could have been loaned or given to her. And what did any of it prove? Nothing. In any case, why would Sadie need to steal anything from anyone? She was well off. The fabulous house and expensive appliances and furnishings paid homage to the Clarkes’ wealth. Or was it all a sham? A front?

‘I’m overthinking,’ she told herself. ‘This was a wild-goose chase.’

‘Not entirely.’

Lottie jumped. She’d forgotten that Grainne was there. ‘What did you find?’

‘Come back to the child’s room.’

Curiosity buoyed her as she followed the SOCO.

‘We missed this with the first sweep-through, as we were mainly trying to determine if there was evidence of a break-in and abduction or whether Lily had just crept out and run away.’

Grainne got down on her knees on the opposite side of the bed. Lottie leaned over her, blocking some of the light from the window.

‘I took photos first.’ With gloved fingers, Grainne held up a piece of lace. ‘Looks like a hand-made collar to me.’

Lottie squinted as Grainne slipped it into a clear evidence bag. ‘It’s yellowed and old, but it’s similar to the lace on the dress we found Freya wearing. It was under the bed?’

‘Yes.’

‘Anything else of note?’

‘Dust. But there is an imprint in it that might suggest a small box was here for a time. Maybe a shoebox.’

‘Interesting. Any sign of it?’

‘No. It’s possible it was removed and the collar fell out of it, but that’s just an assumption.’

‘Can we get prints or DNA from this collar?’

‘Maybe DNA, but it looks old, so I can’t be sure.’

‘We need to re-examine the clothing Freya and Caroline were wearing when they were murdered.’

‘Do you think maybe they were dressed after they were killed?’ Grainne asked.

‘Have you ever tried dressing a dead person?’

‘No. Have you?’

Lottie shook her head. ‘I hear it’s a tough job, but it’s been done before by killers. Adrenaline rush is a weird thing. In this case, the female victims may have been sedated in order to coerce them into putting on the clothes before they passed out. Anyhow, get that to the lab. It could tie Lily’s disappearance to the murder of the Healys. Also, take all Thomas Clarke’s shoes. I hope one of them can be linked to the bruising on Caroline’s back.’

‘Will do.’

‘I’m heading back to interview him now. Hope he’s nice and stewed.’

The fact that Thomas had arrived without a solicitor caused Lottie to believe he was all bluster with no substance. He looked dishevelled, unwashed, his hair matted. One side of his shirt collar stuck out and the other was trapped beneath his navy-blue sweater, which sported something like an egg stain on the chest. His jeans were so crumpled he’d probably slept in them.

‘Did you get any sleep at all, Thomas?’ she asked, settling herself at the table beside Boyd.

‘What do you think? My daughter has been missing for two days and my wife vanished off the face of the earth yesterday, so no, I didn’t get a wink. And you lot have trampled all over my home.’ He glared and thumped the table. ‘Plus you left me for hours sitting out there in that corridor with everyone walking past staring at me.’

She discounted his complaint with silence. Once his breathing returned to normal, she spoke. ‘Are you sure you want to proceed without your counsel present?’

‘I’m not under arrest, am I? What I want is for you to find my family and bring them home to me.’

‘Answer my question,’ she pressed.

‘Yeah, go ahead and ask what you want.’ He stared at her with bloodshot eyes. The stench of stale alcohol was evident on his breath. ‘If I’d brought along a solicitor, I know what you’d think.’

‘And what would I think?’

‘That I was guilty.’

‘Guilty of what?’

‘Jesus, you’re one hell of a⁠—’

‘Mr Clarke,’ Boyd butted in, ‘I think it best that you don’t finish that sentence.’

Clarke leaned back in the chair and clamped his lips shut, but Lottie knew he was itching to add something else.

‘You’re the boss,’ he scoffed at Boyd through gritted teeth, unable to help himself.

‘No, I am,’ Lottie said, and placed a photo of the lace collar on the table. ‘Care to tell me what this is?’

He glanced down. ‘No idea.’

‘Look again. Carefully. Have you ever seen it before?’

‘No.’

‘On Lily, maybe?’

‘Did you find her? Oh God, is she okay?’ He shifted around on the chair, eyes darting towards the door.

‘Easy there,’ Boyd said.

‘We haven’t located your daughter yet, but we found this in her room,’ Lottie said.

Clarke shook his head. ‘I’ve no clue what it is, and that’s the truth.’

Next she showed him a photo of the dress Freya had been wearing when her body was found. ‘Have you seen this dress before?’

‘It’s hideous, like something from a museum. I can tell you here and now, Lily would never wear anything like that. Plus Sadie would have a heart attack.’

Lottie considered him and had to concede that he was being truthful. So why was Freya wearing such a dress?

She studied Thomas Clarke carefully. He looked a broken man, as if all the fight had deserted his body. She was beginning to think he was only guilty of having an affair, but then there was also Sadie’s claim that he was abusive. And what about the shoe print on Caroline’s back?

‘Thomas, are you ready to admit you were having an affair with Caroline Healy?’

‘I never cheated⁠—’

‘We took shoes from the house.’

He raised an eyebrow, but confusion was written on his face. ‘From Healy’s house?’

‘From yours.’

‘Why would you do that?’

‘We’re matching them to a bruise on Caroline’s back.’

‘I didn’t hurt her, or anyone else for that matter. I did not kill Caroline, bruise or no bruise.’

‘This was not a fresh bruise.’

‘Why don’t you check Cameron’s shoes, then?’

‘We did, and they don’t match.’

‘I’ve told you, I did not touch her or anyone else. You have to believe me.’

‘Therein lies the problem, Thomas. I do not believe you.’ But she kind of did believe him, and this conflicted her.

He wrung his hands into a knot. Beads of sweat peppered his brow and trickled down beside his ears.

‘What’s up, Thomas? You look uncomfortable.’

‘So would you if you were being grilled for something you didn’t do. My family is missing and you’re here accusing me of rubbish I know nothing about.’

‘Like you say, your daughter and wife have disappeared. But your wife’s best friend and husband have been murdered. I want answers.’

‘I can’t tell you something I don’t know. And they were not my friends. They were Sadie’s. She was always over there. She and Caroline were inseparable, and they had made Lily and Freya like mini versions of themselves. I was the outsider. I’m inclined to think Cam was an outsider too. I can’t figure it out.’

Put like that, Lottie was confused too.

She nudged Boyd to take over.

He sat a bit straighter. ‘Thomas, when did you last see Lily?’

‘When we came home from the party Sunday night. She was tired, washed out and went straight to bed. I presumed she was still there when I left for work Monday. Sadie said she was keeping her home from school.’

Lottie caught Boyd’s eye and gave him a slight nod to continue.

‘Was Lily sleepy before you left the Healys’?’

‘She was exhausted. She and Freya and their friends spent most of the afternoon on that bloody bouncy castle in the spills of rain. It’s a wonder she hadn’t a flu out of it.’ He buried his head in his hands and sobbed. ‘I’m never going to see my little girl again.’

‘We will do our best to bring her home to you,’ Lottie said.

‘Alive?’ His eyes were swimming in tears when he lifted his head.

‘I can’t promise that, I’m sorry.’

Boyd shuffled a few pages in the file in front of him. ‘Did Lily sleep on the way home in the car?’

‘Yes. I told you, she was dead on her feet. God, I hate that term now.’

‘Were you sleepy too?’

He thought for a moment. ‘I was tired. I slept the whole night. Took two swipes at the snooze button Monday morning before I could drag myself into the shower.’

‘And Sadie, how was she?’

‘She drove home, then had a glass of wine after Lily was in bed. I’d had a few drinks at the party, so I went straight to bed.’

‘Did Sadie drink at the party?’

‘I doubt it. She’d said she’d drive so I could have a drink. We could have walked, it’s not that far, but the weather was atrocious.’

‘The next morning, did you speak with Sadie?’

‘She just said she was keeping Lily home. She was still in bed when I left.’

‘Did you see Lily?’

‘I didn’t like to disturb her that early.’

‘Do you or Sadie ever take sleeping pills?’

‘God, no. Why do you ask?’

Lottie didn’t want to tell him. Not yet. And no pills had been found so far in his home. ‘Did Lily keep a box under her bed?’

‘What sort of box?’

‘About the size of a shoebox.’

‘I can’t recall such a thing. But Sadie was in there a lot more than I was.’

Lottie pushed the two photos over the table again. ‘And you’re absolutely certain you never saw this dress or this lace collar before?’

‘As certain as I can be.’
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McKeown drove out to Russell Avenue. The crime-scene tape surrounding the entrance to the Healy house dipped towards the puddles on the ground. Garda Lei was on sentry duty.

‘So this is where you’ve been posted,’ McKeown said.

Lei didn’t look happy to be out in the downpours of rain. ‘Someone has to do it.’

‘Dirtied your bib with the boss, have you?’

‘I think she retains that honour for you, sir.’

Laughing, McKeown signed the damp log sheet, wondering why Lottie still wanted the house cordoned off.

In the back garden he could see the damage to the lawn caused by the bouncy castle and the party kids. He stood at the rear hedge, noting the copse of trees beyond the perimeter. A housing estate would probably be built there at some point in the future. For now, though, the area was peaceful. Calm. Rain dripped from the overhanging branches onto his head. He rooted in his pocket and pulled out a beanie hat that had seen better days. He dragged it down over his ears and looked back up at the house.

From the crime-scene photos, he knew which window was Freya’s bedroom. Pivoting around in the mud, he stared at the trees beyond the fence again. The house was private and secluded. External access was via the front drive. Continuing to gaze at the trees, he scanned his eyes around and through the branches. Unable to find what he was looking for, he decided to go inside.

Securing the keys from Garda Lei, he entered the house via the back door, leaving his muddy shoes on the step. An eerie stillness settled on his shoulders after the soothing nature sounds he’d experienced outside. The hum of the fridge freezer, the intermittent tick of the large ornamental clock on the wall and… no other sound. But he felt it. Like an evil spirit that had landed on his shoulders and threatened to crush him. He shook it off, telling himself not to be daft. Still, he didn’t want to spend a second longer than necessary within the walls where three people had been slain.

Upstairs, he entered Freya’s room, moving to the window and peering out. What he wanted to do was to line up the photo taken from Freya’s room on her iPad with what was in the direct line of sight of the little girl’s window. His gaze fell on a sturdy tree with its branches shading the garden. Its remaining leaves fluttered in bright autumn hues. He glanced down at the photo and then out through the window again. That was definitely it. A fuzzy image of someone sitting in the tree who could have been looking across the garden and directly into the child’s bedroom.

So who had Freya snapped on her iPad? And why had they been there?
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After Thomas had been allowed to go, with a caution directing him not to leave the area, Lottie bumped into Grainne Nixon in the corridor.

The SOCO, dressed in a navy cotton shirt and jeans, looked more human without her usual forensic-suit attire. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have the news you were expecting, Inspector.’

‘Feck. You better tell me.’

‘I’ve emailed the report to you, but unfortunately none of Thomas Clarke’s shoes match the mark on Caroline’s back.’

‘And Cam Healy’s didn’t match either.’

‘It’s not conclusive, because the bruise distorts the image. But I’m fairly certain.’

‘Well she didn’t do it to herself, so who stamped on her?’

‘No idea.’

‘It was a rhetorical question.’ Lottie saw the look that heightened the emerald in the SOCO’s eyes. ‘Sorry, Grainne. I’m just frustrated with our lack of progress. And the lace collar? Anything on it?’

‘It’s with the lab. That’s all I have so far.’

‘Did you find evidence of pills or drugs of any sort in either house?’

‘Nothing above ordinary over-the-counter meds.’

‘I have no proof, but I think the killer was at the party and brought the drugs with them. We’ll have to interview everyone again. Thanks, Grainne. Let me know if anything else turns up.’

‘Will do.’

Lottie watched the flame-haired SOCO disappear around the corner at the end of the corridor, and wished she could do the same. She was still staring at the empty space, formulating how to advance the investigation, when her vibrating mobile phone thrust her into the present.

‘Katie?’ Her daughter rarely interrupted her work day. ‘All okay?’

‘No, it’s not all okay. Not even close.’

‘Calm down and tell me what’s going on.’

‘Gran just fell down the last two steps of the stairs.’

‘What was she doing upstairs?’ Lottie leaned against the wall, phone in one hand and the other massaging her temple.

‘Mam! That’s not the point. I had to call an ambulance, and they’ve brought her to the hospital. She might’ve broken her ankle.’

Sliding down the wall, Lottie sat on the floor. She wanted to say, what do you want me to do about it? Instead, she said, ‘Are you at the hospital with her?’

‘Sure haven’t I got Louis here and I couldn’t bring him with me, could I?’

‘I’ll go to the hospital. Thanks for letting me know.’

It was as if Katie caught something in Lottie’s tone, because she said, ‘It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t bloody well push her down the stairs.’ Then she hung up.
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Back at the station, McKeown sent the photo and a screen grab of the video from Freya’s laptop to Techie Gary, asking for them to be enlarged or unpixelated in some way to make them clearer. He needed a more definite image before he brought it to the boss. Or should he tell her now? It might turn out to be an animal of some sort and he’d be on the receiving end of office jokes until kingdom come. He’d have to wait. He marked his request as priority.

He had another assignment later that evening, and he needed to shower and change his clothes. He felt like there was a sheath of evil clinging to every pore of his skin, every thread of his clothing. He didn’t have time to go home, so the locker room shower would have to do. He kept a spare set of clothes there too. Tomorrow he’d see what Gary had for him, and then he’d show the boss.
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It was the last thing Lottie needed, but she had to make sure her mother was okay and she’d need to provide the A&E staff with Rose’s medical information. The waiting area pulsed with coughing and spluttering adults and babies alike. The winter flu had struck early.

She enquired at reception about Rose Fitzpatrick and was directed to a side room that had a sign on the door declaring it a storage area. She entered to a space not much bigger than a broom cupboard. Rose was asleep in a reclining wheelchair contraption. She looked small and pitiful, and Lottie wondered how her mother had shrunk from the tall, formidable woman she once was. Rose used to have a way of putting the fear of God in everyone she came in contact with, but she had also loved Lottie’s husband like a son. When Adam died, Rose had grieved for him in an odd way. Interfering in everything and agreeing with nothing Lottie did. Now she lay there in the chair, a shadow of that intimidating woman.

‘Mother?’ Lottie whispered. No response. Louder, she said, ‘Are you awake?’

‘Well I’m not bloody deaf. What are you shouting for?’

There was no point in starting an argument. ‘How are you?’

‘A gorgeous young lad gave me a painkiller. I’ve been here for hours and hours and you wouldn’t even come get me.’

It was no more than half an hour since Katie had called, but there was no point in reminding Rose of that fact or she’d end up getting another earful.

‘I’ll find a doctor and see what they’re doing about your leg.’

‘My leg? What’s wrong with it?’

‘You fell.’

‘I did not. I never had a fall in my life.’

‘Your ankle is swollen. I’ll try to hurry them up, but the place is as packed as Electric Picnic out there and just as loud.’

‘Where’s the picnic? I’m starving. Get me something to eat.’

‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

Lottie left and closed the door. ‘God, whatever I did in a past life, I’m extremely sorry for it because I can’t handle this.’

‘It’s the first sign of madness,’ a smiling porter said as he passed.

‘Oh, don’t worry, I’m well past the first sign. My mother is in there and⁠—’

‘Surely it’s not so bad that you have to stash her in the storage closet?’

‘Not funny.’ But she had to smile.

‘Come with me and we’ll try to get this sorted.’

‘You’re a star,’ she said.

A doctor eventually had a look at Rose’s ankle. She was transferred to the minor injury clinic, where an X-ray confirmed no broken bones. It was just a sprain. Once the ankle was strapped up, she was handed crutches and Lottie took her home.

With Rose seated at the table, Lottie made tea. Boyd appeared. She’d forgotten he was staying under her roof. She wanted to ask if the work had started on his apartment, but that would bring a multitude of questions from Rose, and she couldn’t be dealing with that on top of everything else right now.

‘What happened to my favourite woman?’ Boyd asked Rose. Lottie glared at him.

‘Ah sure, how would I know,’ Rose said. ‘I get dragged from Billy to Jack and no one tells me anything.’

‘Looks like you hurt your ankle. Did you fall?’

Lottie groaned. Wrong question, Boyd.

Rose looked at him indignantly. ‘I never fall. Someone must have pushed me. That one over there hates me.’ She pointed an accusing finger directly at Lottie. ‘I bet she did it.’

‘Mother, no one pushed you. You tripped over your feet near the bottom of the stairs. Katie found you there. I’ve been with you in A&E and then at the clinic.’ She put a mug of milky tea on the table and Rose wrinkled her nose in disgust.

‘I can’t drink this. It’s cold and it looks like mouse piss. I’ll make my own tea.’ She made to stand. Unable to put any weight on her injured leg, she slumped back on the chair and began to cry.

‘Jesus,’ Lottie said.

‘Stop taking the Lord’s name in vain,’ Rose sobbed.

‘Will I help you to bed?’ Boyd said.

Rose wiped away her tears, brightening up. ‘You are a naughty boy.’

‘For God’s sake.’ Lottie threw her hands in the air. ‘My head is bursting. I’m going to lie down. You can deal with her.’
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Castle Hotel, Tullamore. Chloe arrived at 8 p.m. on the dot.

Sam McKeown sat on a high stool at the bar. She walked towards him, her toes and fingers tingling with nerves. She’d told herself on the drive that she would have to come up with a better story than needing the information for her studies. She didn’t want him to know about the suspicion that fuelled her curiosity. But he wasn’t stupid. And what did it matter? It was probably nothing.

Her bones were sore from the uncomfortable drive in her gran’s car, which was now hers since Gran was no longer allowed to drive. She missed her, even though over the last year Rose’s health and mind had deteriorated and it was difficult to hold a conversation with her. But in a few moments of lucidity at Grace Boyd’s wedding, Rose had talked some sense into Lottie, who then had not vetoed Chloe accepting her place in Garda training college.

‘Hi, Sam.’ She slid onto the stool beside him.

He turned to face her, his eyes wandering the length of her body, and she was glad she’d worn jeans rather than a skirt. He had a lecherous look about him and she hoped she hadn’t made a mistake.

‘Well, if it isn’t mini Lottie Parker.’

She tittered nervously. ‘Don’t bring my mother into this and don’t mention it to her either.’

‘No need to worry on that score. We’re not exactly bosom buddies. Your mother retains that luxury for a certain Mark Boyd.’

‘Don’t tell him either.’

‘I’m intrigued, Miss Parker. Why the need for such deception?’ He raised his pint glass and she noticed he had a hotel key card on the counter. He caught the direction of her glance. ‘Saves me getting pulled over for drunk-driving. What will you have?’

‘Diet Coke. Please.’

‘Go on. Be a daredevil. Something stronger?’

‘No thanks.’

While he ordered her drink and another pint for himself, she tried to calm her breathing. Surely this wasn’t a mistake? Working on her initiative had got her into trouble as a teenager, but this was different. Even so, McKeown had a reputation. What had Martina called him? A barracuda. A predator fish. If that was what he was, she could be a piranha. She was well able to look after herself. Shaking off her nerves, she accepted the Diet Coke.

‘I’m all ears,’ he said, ‘even though Boyd is the one with the big ears.’

‘I happen to like Mark,’ she said, standing up for the man who’d helped her with her Templemore application.

‘I’m joking. Everyone likes him.’

She sipped from her glass and pulled a face when she discovered it was a normal Coke. It felt like he was testing her.

‘Tell me about the Healy case,’ she said, deciding to get straight to the reason for meeting him.

‘No foreplay? I’m disappointed.’

Narrowing her eyes, she picked up her bag and made to leave. ‘That sort of language is just not on.’

‘I apologise. Forgive me. Please sit down. This is my third pint. I was here early. I’ve had a hard day, but I’ll be good.’

The more he talked, the more she regretted her decision to meet him. He was obnoxious. Her mother was right. But wasn’t she always? That thought made Chloe more determined to prove that she could think on her own two feet. That she could handle herself.

‘I forgive you this time,’ she said. ‘I want to know the facts about the case. Not the watered-down press-release version.’

‘Can I ask why you’re interested?’

‘I told you, it’s for an assignment. I’m studying familicide and murder-suicides and the psychology behind those sort of crimes. I’d like to learn a bit more by hearing about a live case.’

‘Nothing much live about it. The three family members are dead.’ He was trying to be smart, and that exasperated her.

‘Can’t you just humour me?’ She forced a semblance of lightness into her tone. ‘After all, I had to borrow a car and drive the whole way up here.’ A blatant lie. ‘I don’t want it to be a wasted journey.’

He reached over and put his hand over hers where it rested by her glass on the counter. He squeezed her fingers. ‘Don’t worry. It won’t be wasted.’

Staring at him, she slid her hand out from under his and wiped it on her jeans. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m just reassuring you that I can help. What exactly do you want to know?’

As she was about to open her mouth, a burst of karaoke music exploded from the far corner of the lounge and lifted her off the stool. ‘Jesus, the noise.’

‘Let’s get out of here.’ He scooped up the key card and downed his pint. ‘We can talk in my room.’

A bad idea, but she wanted information and he had it. She leaned over so he could hear her above the din. ‘I need to use the ladies’.’

‘I’ll wait in the lobby by the elevators.’

In the bathroom, Chloe splashed water on her cheeks and washed her hands. She was a big girl and could manage this. Couldn’t she?
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Lottie tossed and turned as the rain pounded above her head. She hoped the roof wouldn’t leak any worse than normal, because that would be that. No way could she continue to pour money into the house. It was too early to sleep and her headache had abated, but she had no intention of getting up.

She froze at the sound of a soft knock on her bedroom door. It was just gone 9 p.m. Must be her grandson, Louis.

‘Go back to bed, Lou. Nana’s tired.’ She hadn’t the energy to get up and bring him back to his room.

The knock landed again right before the door opened.

‘For God’s sake…’ She dragged herself upright and swung her feet to the floor before finding the switch for the lamp. ‘Boyd?’

‘Did I wake you?’

‘I wasn’t asleep.’

‘Just wanted to say that Rose is finally settled. I gave her two paracetamol. Hope that’s okay? She said her ankle was paining her.’

‘Thanks,’ she said grudgingly, waiting for him to leave. He stood half in, half out of the room, leaning on the door frame. ‘What?’ she asked.

‘Can I say something?’

‘You can if you leave me alone to get some sleep.’

‘Right. Well. The thing is, you need to be a bit more gentle with your mother. She can’t help the way she is. Just agree with whatever she says. It’ll make life easier for you.’

Rage bubbled in her chest like a cauldron of boiling oil. She didn’t care that she was dressed only in a thigh-length T-shirt. She jumped up and was about to let fly when he turned and left.

‘Mark Boyd!’ She ran out the door after him. ‘Don’t interfere in my life. You made it clear we were done and I let you stay here for your son’s sake. And if you try⁠—’

He spun round, putting his hands on her shoulders, silencing her. ‘I’m sorry. I should have kept my mouth shut. Don’t worry, I’ll be out of your hair in a few days. The plumbers started today, then the plasterer has to fix the damaged ceiling. I appreciate you letting us stay here. Now go back to bed and sleep, because I intend to.’

She was too tired to retaliate. She watched Boyd enter his room, closing the door and shutting her out. Then she heard the click-clack of crutches on the tiles in the hall below. She looked over the banisters. ‘Mother?’

‘What’s happening up there?’ Rose said. ‘You’d wake the dead. I’m going to make breakfast.’

‘You can’t,’ Lottie said, forgetting Boyd’s advice. ‘It’s midnight. Go back to bed.’

‘Don’t be daft, girl. Get your uniform on. You don’t want to be late for school.’ Rose continued into the kitchen, where she fumbled for the light switch.

Lottie sank to her knees on the rough floorboards and stuffed her hand in her mouth to keep from crying. Maybe that was what she needed. A good cry. But there was no time for self-pity in her life. She fetched a sweatshirt from the pile of clothes on her bed and made her way downstairs to cajole her mother back to bed.
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They were silent in the lift and exited onto the second floor. McKeown led the way down the dull-carpeted corridor to his room. He opened the door, put the key card in the light switch and beckoned her inside.

‘It’s small,’ Chloe said, her eyes drawn to the double bed and two lockers with lamps lit. A tray with tea things sat on a table with a chair under a wall-mounted television.

She pulled out the chair and sat. McKeown perched on the edge of the bed. It suddenly felt so wrong. She stood. ‘I don’t know why I came up here. I should leave.’

‘Sit down and I’ll tell you about the case. It was way too noisy down there. I couldn’t hear myself think.’

She sighed, sat and waited, because he had a point.

‘Top secret,’ he said, tapping his nose. He then told her about the layout of the scene in the Healy house, where the bodies were found, how they were dressed and the wound on Cameron Healy’s wrist. ‘He died first, according to the pathologist.’

‘Oh God. Did his wife… did she kill them and then herself?’

‘Not unless she had mastered the art of self-strangulation. And it wasn’t a sex game gone wrong.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I don’t, but there was no sign of a struggle, no evidence pointing to sexual intercourse having taken place, consensual or not. Anyhow, I can’t see her being able to overpower Cameron.’

‘What if she drugged him but then he attacked her?’ Chloe asked. ‘Oh, I don’t know.’

‘We’re exploring everything. Toxicology reports tell us that sedatives were in all three systems. But why would she slit her husband’s wrist then strangle her child before somehow strangling herself?’

‘Seems an impossible scenario.’

‘By the way, the child was already dead when she was strangled. I think the killer was making a point, though I’ve no idea what.’

She could see his pate glowing. It was hot in the room. She looked to the white-painted walls with their stock paintings, but couldn’t see an air-con switch.

‘Any sign of a break-in?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Therefore, unless someone had a key or was admitted to the house, the killings were perpetrated by someone who was already inside.’

‘Do you have photos of the scene?’

‘I do, but I’m not sure I should be sharing them with you.’

‘I’m not going to sell them to the papers, if that’s what you’re thinking. I want to have a look for myself. It’ll help my assignment.’

‘Pinky promise?’

‘Jesus, what age are you?’ She was beginning to tire of his childish quips.

‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist.’ He took out his phone and tapped a few times, and she heard a whoosh to her phone. ‘AirDropped them to you.’

‘Thanks.’ She was dying to steal a look at them, but she also wanted to leave. Just a few more questions and then she was out of there. ‘There was a birthday party for Freya earlier that day, so what about the guests? Were they all children, or were there adults there too?’

‘Both, and they’ve been interviewed and eliminated. The odd thing, if you want to call it odd, is that the Clarkes were good friends of the Healys and were at the party.’

‘The Clarkes?’

‘Their daughter, Lily, vanished on Monday morning, and now her mother has gone AWOL.’

‘Are they suspects? Gone on the run? Were they involved in the murders? Or have they been abducted? Could they have witnessed something on Sunday? Or maybe⁠—’

‘Slow down, Chloe. Every single theory is being examined and analysed. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re dead too.’

‘But why? What’s the motive?’ Chloe felt thirsty and was sorry she hadn’t brought a drink with her. She could make tea, she supposed. Feck it, she’d be leaving in a few minutes. What he had told her so far just muddied her theories.

‘Motive?’ He ran his hand over his sweaty head. ‘Haven’t come up with one yet. We’re examining their phones and other tech equipment. And of course all their finances. The Healy deaths are a bit of a conundrum.’

‘It’s like someone wanted it to appear to be a murder-suicide, and if one of the Healys wasn’t involved, then it points to these Clarkes. Is there a Mr Clarke?’

‘Yes, Thomas. Your mother doesn’t like him, but I found him to be okay.’

That didn’t reassure Chloe. There was a vibe pulsing from McKeown and she felt a need to get away from him. Far away.

‘I better go.’ She stood up abruptly. ‘Thanks for the information. I’ll keep it to myself.’

‘Does it help?’ He stood too, and she felt smothered in the tight, airless room.

‘Help how?’

‘With the assignment you said you were doing?’

‘Oh, that. I’m not sure. By the way, who found the Healys’ bodies?’

‘Some dude who’d come to collect the bouncy castle after the party.’

‘Did he make the 999 call?’

‘Yeah. He was a mental wreck by the time Kirby and myself got to him.’

‘Had he been in the house?’

McKeown raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Like, did he find all the bodies?’

‘No, he looked in the window and saw Cameron Healy lying there on the couch, surrounded by blood.’

‘Has this bouncy castle man’s DNA turned up inside the house?’

McKeown squinted at her. ‘I’ll be sure to check that out.’ He moved into her space, looming over her. Chloe shivered. ‘You’re turning into a right Miss Marple, aren’t you?’

‘I am going to be a guard.’ She made to move around him, but he was blocking her.

‘Tea lady, more like.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You have to start at the bottom, and that means being a gofer.’

‘I have to start somewhere, and hopefully one day I’ll be a detective.’ But nothing like you, she thought. ‘Thanks again. I better be off. Long drive back to base camp.’

Once again she made to scoot by him, but he was big and the room space small. He caught her wrist and pulled her closer, pinning both her arms by her sides. She could feel his breath on her cheek as he bent down to her. He was a monster. A hulk.

‘Stop,’ she said. ‘I want to leave.’

‘You came up here with me. I didn’t force you.’ His voice was like chalk on a board, grating through every sinew of her being.

Chloe struggled, but before she could knee him in the groin, he pushed her down onto the bed. His weight threatened to smother her. She felt herself burning up and tried to scream, but his mouth covered hers. She twisted and turned. Contorted her body to escape his bulk, but it was useless. She felt his hands travel over her breasts, and a wave of hysteria brought bile to her throat. She was suffocating, unable to breathe and she had a mad notion that this was how little Freya Healy felt as she was murdered.

Powerless.

Should she play dead? Would he leave her alone then and she could escape? There was little else she could do, so she allowed her body to go limp, even though every fibre in her being was yelling for her to fight. To not give up. She wasn’t giving up. She was using her head.

‘Ah, so now you want it,’ he croaked, misinterpreting her limpness for supplication.

‘Never, arsehole,’ she managed to gasp, though she didn’t know how she had a breath left in her body.

The room went dark, his bald head and ruddy face fading into the distance.

As shock set in, Chloe Parker felt herself falling into a state of unconsciousness. Then, oblivion.
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The click-clack of her mother’s crutches echoed down the hall. Lottie reckoned she would for ever hear that sound in her sleep. If she ever again enjoyed a good night’s sleep.

In the end, she’d spent the night in Rose’s room, listening to her rabbit on about the old days as if they were the present day. The ancient sitting room had been reconfigured into a bedroom to avoid Rose having to use the stairs whenever she stayed over. Some good that had done yesterday. Now her mother would be on an extended stay and needing someone with her at all times. With Katie in a mood, Lottie would have to phone Rose’s friend Betty to see if she could call over.

Grabbing her mug of coffee and a coat from the back of the door, she escaped outside. The rain had eased during the night, but the yard was one big muddy puddle. Great for Peppa Pig, which made her think of her grandson.

She put the mug on the fence and struggled to get her arms into the sleeves of the jacket, which she realised belonged to Boyd. Maybe she should drag it through the muck after she’d finished her coffee. That made her smile. Mr OCD would freak out. Good enough for him, she thought, not really meaning it. She was getting more childish with age.

She concentrated on the scene around her home in an effort to calm down. The dawn was as dark as it had been at dusk. The slate-grey lake in the distance was a mirror image of the awakening sky. It looked bruised and battered, black and blue. Her mood was no better. With no sign of the calm she craved, she had an uneasy feeling that something terrible had happened. Maybe she’d had a nightmare.

However, wrapped in Boyd’s warm coat, she felt something like comfort. Like an old friend crushing her in a welcome hug.

The back door opened. She didn’t turn around. If it was her mother in her slippers, traipsing through the mud, she might just scream.

‘Thought I’d find my coat out here,’ Boyd said.

He sounded chipper, so she tried to absorb some of that spirit into her tone. As usual, she failed. ‘Morning. Hope you got more sleep than I did, which wouldn’t be hard seeing as I got very little.’

‘Sorry about that.’

‘Not your fault. I was out of order last night.’

‘Don’t worry. You’re under a lot of pressure and I shouldn’t have imposed myself and Sergio on you. I’ll ask Kirby if we can stay with him. I’m sure Amy won’t mind.’

‘No. Stay here. Please. It’s just work. These murders and the disappearances of Sadie and Lily…’

‘You need a break.’

‘I need a break in the investigations.’

‘Want to talk it through here rather than the stuffy station? It’s a nice fresh morning.’

‘I know the sky is still dark, but there’s a cloud forming out over the lake. In about ten minutes, it’s going to dump a week’s worth of rain on top of us.’

‘That means we have ten minutes.’ He took her mug. ‘Don’t move. I’ll grab two fresh coffees and be right back.’

‘Where’s Mother?’

‘I shepherded her back to bed and brought her in a cup of tea. Sergio went in and is reading to her. She likes him, I think.’

‘She probably thinks he’s her long-lost son.’

‘He’s keeping her calm. She said she’s staying there until dinner time… which will be in an hour, according to her.’

Lottie laughed at the twinkle in his eye. She desperately wanted a hug from him. He went back into the house, picking his steps carefully trying to keep his shoes clean. That brought a further smile to her tired face.

She kept staring at the lake, the wind on her skin awaiting the rain. Boyd returned with the promised coffees and her phone. She sat the mug on the fence again before glancing at the phone screen. A missed call from Chloe during the night. She groaned.

‘What’s up?’ he asked.

‘I can’t be dealing with whatever drama Chloe has now. Maybe I’ll tell her to ring you,’ she said pointedly. ‘After all, you’re the one who got her into the Garda training college.’

‘Now that’s a bit unfair.’

‘Yeah, you’re right. Thanks for the coffee.’

‘No problem,’ he said. ‘Where do we go next with the investigation?’

‘Sadie Clarke is climbing up the suspect list. She didn’t drink at the party, so she could have doctored the drinks.’

‘True.’

‘She appears to be well-off, so why would she need to steal clothes from Caroline?’

‘Maybe they were loaned to her.’

‘They still had the labels on them. Never worn. Makes no sense.’ She couldn’t get her head around it.

‘Could Caroline have sold them to her? If she was strapped for cash?’

‘Was she that hard up? We were told Cam was in debt, though, so we should do a deep dive into their finances.’

‘We need a serious talk with Liam Scanlan,’ Boyd suggested, ‘to find out how Cameron’s accountancy business was really doing. There might be a valid reason why Caroline had to offload her new clothing.’

‘Good idea. After you drop Sergio off, we’ll head to the Healy house for another look before we tackle Scanlan.’

‘You know what, Lottie?’

‘What?’

‘It’s good to see you smile.’
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Chloe woke up in her car. Engine off. Dark. The clock on her phone told her it was 5 a.m. She checked her calls and texts and found that she’d called her mother around 3 a.m., with no reply.

She struggled to recall how she’d got out of the hotel room, to her car; how she’d driven the whole way to Templemore.

Her head hurt. Every limb throbbed.

She turned on the engine and pulled down the rear-view mirror to survey any damage. Her face was ashen, streaked with tears. Her lips were swollen. No blood or bite marks. She scanned her eyes over her neck, tilting the small mirror, surprised to find no evidence of the assault. The thought of the word assault brought fresh tears to her eyes. She switched off the engine and dropped her head, crying in earnest.

She needed to shower. To rid herself of the image of that monster pinning her down on a hotel bed in a room too small, too warm, too sweaty and way too dangerous.

Sniffing back another bout of tears, she shook her head. She’d been stupid to go to his room. But no, she should have been able to trust him. It was his fault, not hers.

She felt pain in her arms, where he’d held her in a vice-like grip, making it impossible for her to flee. She glanced down at her legs, but it was too dark to see anything.

She fumbled for her phone, tapping the screen, and found the thread of crime-scene photos that McKeown had sent her. But she couldn’t bear to look at them. She switched on the torch app and swept the phone the length of her body. Her jeans were intact, and there was no way he could have stripped and raped her and then dressed her again, was there? If he’d succeeded in raping her, she’d know, surely. So what had he done to her? Assaulted her. Even without it being actual rape, it was still a sexual assault.

Her training told her what she should do, but would that jeopardise her career? To have to admit to her stupidity. To have her body swabbed and examined. Her clothes taken and forensically analysed. She could not go through that. But she had to tell someone. Who?

Not her mother. No way. Was that what she’d been ringing her for during the night? Silly, because Chloe knew Lottie wouldn’t hesitate to take a gun and shoot McKeown stone-cold dead. That thought brought a wry smile, which in turn hurt her lips. She was damaged physically and emotionally.

Boyd? He’d tell her mother and they’d be back to square one. Katie? Her sister had enough to worry about, with little Louis and her lack of success in keeping a job. Chloe couldn’t burden her further. Her Gran? God, no.

There was no one in Ragmullin she could trust not to lose their head over this.

She lowered the window to allow in the cool early-morning breeze. A bird chirped somewhere in the distance, probably on a tree branch she couldn’t see in the dark. The sound grounded her in reality, as did the cold air.

She shivered. Wiped her tears. Gathered her belongings into her shoulder bag and steeled herself to leave the safety of her grandmother’s car.
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Martina thought McKeown was a bit off colour, and by that she meant he wasn’t his usual asinine, obnoxious self.

‘What’s biting your arse this morning?’

‘Fuck off,’ he said.

That threw her. The vehemence of his put-down was another black mark against him. Something was definitely up.

‘Your wife caught you in another affair, did she?’

He stood up from his desk, his tall frame towering over her. ‘I told you to fuck the hell away from me.’

She almost toppled over as he brushed against her in his haste to leave the room. She eyed Kirby, who shrugged his shoulders.

‘Haven’t a clue either,’ he said.

Martina shook her head. ‘That man is a danger to humanity.’

‘Who is?’ Boyd strolled in, coffee cup in hand.

‘McKeown. He’s like a bull in a china shop this morning. I’m sorry I gave Chloe Parker his number.’ She felt a blush sweep over her cheeks. Shit. She’d promised Chloe she’d say nothing to anyone.

‘Why did Chloe want his number?’ Boyd asked, a frown furrowing his brow.

‘Oh, just something to do with a study assignment.’ She hoped she wasn’t landing the boss’s daughter in trouble.

‘She could have asked me or her mother to help.’

Kirby piped up. ‘I wouldn’t ask her mother for anything if I was Chloe. She didn’t agree with her going to Garda training college.’ He tapped his shirt pocket. ‘I’m going out for a smoke.’

‘Amy said you’d given them up,’ Boyd said.

‘What she doesn’t know won’t worry her.’ Kirby sidestepped him and escaped.

‘I think the same goes for the boss about Chloe asking me for Sam’s number,’ Martina said.

‘I’ll ask him what it was about.’

‘Might be best to say nothing. She probably didn’t even contact him.’

‘I’ll see later on. I’ve to go with the boss to Healy’s house.’

Boyd dumped the mug on his desk, leaving Martina alone to wonder what she had started by blabbing.

Should she give Chloe a call? Just in case McKeown had upset her somehow. She knew how easily he could do that. But what if his humour had nothing to do with Chloe? What if she hadn’t spoken with him at all? Whatever it was, Martina figured she was better off staying out of it.
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Garda Lei held out the clipboard. ‘Good morning, boss. Everyone is taking second, even third looks around the house. Are you all trying to keep me busy?’

‘Who else was here?’ Lottie asked, just as she noticed Sam McKeown’s name, the last one on the log yesterday. ‘What was he doing here?’

‘He didn’t say, but he took a good look around the garden before getting the key from me. He wasn’t that long inside. Did he not tell you? I was sure you’d have⁠—’

‘Thanks, Lei,’ Lottie interrupted him. The young garda would talk for ever if allowed to. ‘You can give me the key and I’ll check in with Detective McKeown later. I think it’s time to stand you down. You can go back to the station.’

She shivered with a tinge of sadness. Three people had been murdered here, including a child, and somehow it felt like she was intruding on a personal loss. She shook it off. She was doing her job. Taking a fresh look after a few days of gathering information and hoping something would lead to the killer.

In the kitchen, she stood at the island and checked all around. It was still in a state of untidiness. ‘What about the pizza delivery guy?’

‘We checked him out,’ Boyd said. ‘The time on the receipt attached to the boxes is correct. He dropped the food and left; everything was confirmed by the guests and his employer.’

‘Okay. Just double-check to be sure.’

He made a note of it while she walked around. ‘What are you looking for?’

‘Something doesn’t sit right with Sadie taking the clothes. Or borrowing them… I don’t know.’ She scanned the kitchen and went over to the fancy-looking coffee machine. ‘Caroline and Cam seemed to be well enough off. You’d need a degree to operate this.’

‘Not really.’ Boyd joined her. ‘It’s a dupe of the Sage model that can cost over a grand. This one is a couple of hundred.’

‘Is that so? What about the Quooker tap? That’s a few grand, isn’t it?’

‘This is an ordinary tap that looks like the real deal. See? It doesn’t boil the water.’

‘Mm. Was Caroline trying to copy her friend’s house?’

‘Possibly.’

They moved to Cameron’s study. ‘Now that has to be a genuine Eames chair.’

Boyd inspected it and sat on it. ‘Afraid not. I think you can get something similar in B&Q.’

‘So, the Healys furnished their home in flat-packs and inexpensive imitations of the versions in the Clarke house.’

‘Looks that way.’ He walked around the desk. ‘Desk is definitely IKEA.’

She hadn’t noticed all this before, and now it jarred. She was finding it hard to get a grip on Cam and Caroline’s true personalities. In light of what she’d heard from Caroline’s mother about the clothes, was it possible that Caroline might have purchased expensive attire and then sold it on to Sadie? If she was buying on impulse things she couldn’t afford, then maybe. But that would allow her mask of wealth to fade away.

‘Perhaps there was conflict rather than friendship between the two women.’

‘Anything is possible where women are concerned,’ Boyd said.

‘I hope that was a joke.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Not in good taste.’

However, she half agreed with him. Something had gone on between the women. Was Caroline jealous of Sadie, or was Sadie angered by all this? When had it started? Was there even an affair between Caroline and Thomas? Maybe her lover showered her with gifts of clothes. Possible. Had Sadie found out and it had soured their friendship? When and how did they even become friends? What was their true relationship? Too many questions as usual.

Boyd said, ‘Thomas Clarke didn’t design this house. I wonder if the Healys just couldn’t afford his fee and he wouldn’t lower it. That would cause aggro.’

‘We can see if Liam Scanlan can offer us a better insight into their financial affairs. Best to be well armed before we fire any more shots at Clarke.’

‘Agreed.’

‘Before that, I want a look around upstairs on my own. Get a bit of heat going in the car. I won’t be long.’

This was her third time to walk around the house. Upstairs, it felt strange in an eerie sort of way. She wanted to look at Freya’s room with a child’s eye. The teddies were a throwback to a younger age, but still indicated a child holding onto something she’d cherished. A happy childhood, or a comfort blanket to ward off disharmony?

She knew everything had been examined in the house, so she lay on Freya’s bed, the same bed where the girl had died. Did she know her killer? Was she really already dead before she was strangled, as the toxicology analysis suggested? The poor child. Lottie felt a breeze of sorrow wafting over her.

She stared at the ceiling, looking up at it like the child would have done at night. Hairline cracks criss-crossed the white paint. A larger crack ran the length of the wall down the side of the built-in wardrobe. Definitely sub-par workmanship. What was she missing?

‘Talk to me, Freya,’ she whispered in the stillness.

What did the girl feel when she was in this room? Did she spend all her time on her iPad? Nothing here drew her towards any sadness that Freya might have experienced prior to the murder. No unusual vibe. No sign of cruelty or abuse. Just the visible trappings of love. So what the hell had happened to make this family a target?

Standing up, her legs stiff and her back aching, she looked out of the window. She and Sadie had stared out of Caroline’s bedroom window the other day. Had she been standing beside a murderer? That thought made her tremble. The trees in the woodland surrounding the garden were heavy with the weight of all the rain they’d experienced. Some were leafless, but the garden was clear of leaves despite being muddy from the party. Had Cameron or Caroline swept them up? Before the party, possibly. Had the bins been checked? She hoped so. Or maybe they went to compost. Was there a compost bin? She thought the garden was probably too small to warrant one.

In Caroline and Cameron’s room, in contrast to Freya’s, she experienced a sense of turmoil. Was it from the up-close-and-personal strangulation that had been inflicted on Caroline as she lay on the bed? Or something that had festered in the walls of their marriage? The unexplained bruise on the woman’s back nagged at Lottie. The bruises on her arms, too, as if she’d been held down. The lies she felt she was being fed, the secrets as yet unlocked.

None of it sat right with her.
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The wet street litter was still cornered in the small concrete garden. With Boyd by her side Lottie knocked on the door and entered without waiting for a reply.

Liam Scanlan looked more tired than she felt. Even his skin wasn’t as good as it had been the other day. A burst of pimples crept down the side of his nose.

‘Liam, we have some questions about the Healys’ finances.’

‘I’m not sure I can discuss any of that with you.’ He pushed his spectacles up his nose and winced as they glided over a spot. ‘Don’t you need a warrant?’

‘Can you help us or not?’ She folded her arms, thinking how her tolerance levels were dipping down the scale dangerously close to zero.

He scratched at his clean-shaven chin. ‘It’s been hectic here the last few days. People panicking about their tax returns. Cameron dealt with all that, and you lot took our computer equipment.’

‘You got the main computer back after our tech team examined the files.’

‘I don’t know which way to turn. I’m too busy.’

‘So am I. I need to find a triple murderer before he strikes again.’ She sounded like a TV cop. ‘To do that, I need your help. Now.’

‘Okay. Okay.’ He threw his arms about wildly. ‘What do you need?’

‘Was Cameron Healy solvent?’ Boyd asked.

‘Money was a bit tight, but like I told you, he was thinking of expanding the business.’

‘What about Caroline? Did she contribute to his business?’

‘No.’

‘Did she bleed him dry?’ Lottie interjected.

‘What are you talking about?’ He pushed his spectacles back up his sweaty nose. ‘They were doing fine. The house took a lot of their capital, and then the expenses for furniture and fittings.’

‘Didn’t look all that expensive to me,’ Lottie said. ‘Did they have a separate bank account for the house?’

‘Cam transferred money from his business account to a new house construction account with a different bank. He wanted to keep it distinct from his day-to-day expenses account and the business account. He said it was necessary, but I thought it was all very complicated.’

‘And yet you work in an accountant’s office.’

‘Mainly paperwork. I don’t have much to do with actual money.’

‘Show me this house account.’

He looked at her dubiously. ‘I suppose it can’t do any harm.’ He tapped his computer, checked for a password, clicked again and the printer whirred. ‘I can email it to you too.’

‘Do that. Thanks.’ She glanced down at the pages he handed her, then passed them to Boyd. Now wasn’t the time to dissect figures. The tech team had downloaded everything anyway.

‘Any more secret accounts?’

‘What?’ He flapped his hands over the desk. ‘God almighty. They’ve just died and you’re here asking⁠—’

‘Did you hear any rumours about either of them having an affair?’ Lottie ploughed on.

‘No. They were a loving couple.’

‘To the outside world maybe. Who designed their house?’

‘Cam mentioned Thomas Clarke Architects, but I can’t recall coming across an invoice in that name. Will I call Mr Clarke?’

Lottie exchanged a glance with Boyd. Why was Liam fudging the truth? ‘No thanks, Liam. We’ll talk to him ourselves.’
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Thomas Clarke was passed out on the couch. An empty vodka bottle lay on its side on the carpet beside an overturned glass.

The front door was unlocked and they had walked straight in, having received no reply to their ringing of the doorbell or knocking.

‘Thomas?’ Lottie shook him. ‘Wake up.’

He opened one eye. She gagged at the stench of stale alcohol but recovered quickly. ‘Did you drink the whole bottle?’

‘Huh?’ Thomas tried to sit up, but slumped back down again. ‘Dunno.’

She turned to Boyd. ‘Can you get him into the shower? I think there’s one off the kitchen.’

‘It’ll take the two of us.’

Stripping off her coat, she waited while Boyd did likewise. Between them they got Thomas to stand, then they walked him to the small bathroom off the kitchen. Leaving him sitting on the floor of the shower fully dressed, Lottie twisted the fancy chrome device until jets of water fell as a torrent on the drunken man.

‘Bitch. Stop.’

Good. He was coming to.

‘Take it easy,’ Boyd said.

‘Watch him,’ she said, ‘while I find a towel.’

‘Hurry.’ Boyd was struggling to keep the man under the water, drenching himself in the process.

It would be funny if it wasn’t so serious.

She found bath towels in a cupboard. How were they so soft? Her own were threadbare and felt like cardboard. She brought them to the bathroom. There was a white terrycloth bathrobe on the back of the door. She handed everything to Boyd. ‘Once he’s coherent, get him to strip and dry himself and put on the robe.’

In the sitting room, she picked up the glass and bottle and brought them to the kitchen. Up close, she could see the subtle difference between the Clarkes’ top-tier fixtures and those in the Healy house.

Appearing to be slightly more alive than he had been ten minutes before, Thomas walked in sheepishly, followed by Boyd.

‘Sorry about that,’ he said, tightening his robe, his speech still slurred. ‘I meant to have one, but… I don’t know. I must have kept drinking. Have you news about Lily or Sadie?’

‘Nothing yet. We want to ask you a few questions about the Healys.’

He sat on a high stool at the island while Boyd fetched him a glass of water.

‘Is that a Quooker tap?’ Lottie asked, feigning innocence.

‘Yes.’

‘The Healys have one too.’

‘They don’t. I had a look around at the party.’ His breath caught in his throat as if he remembered what had occurred later that night. ‘They kitted their house out with cheap tat.’ He gave a wry laugh. ‘Ever hear of keeping up with the Joneses? Well, they tried to keep up with the Clarkes and failed.’

‘You said before that you didn’t design their house, Thomas. Why not?’

His laugh this time was scornful, the alcohol still sour on his breath. ‘They came to me initially. I did a few rough sketches, but they buggered off and got some cheapskate to do it and ended up with a substandard version of my house. Sunday was the first time I’d been in it, even though Sadie practically lived over there. I noticed the flaws and their inferior furniture. Still, I was the perfect guest. I didn’t want to cause a scene in front of the others. Sadie would have lost it.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘I do. She had a habit of standing up for her friend.’

‘How long had they been friends?’

He shook his head, his bathrobe falling open, exposing a clean-shaven chest. God almighty, Lottie thought, how the other half lives. She hadn’t even time for a haircut.

‘Caroline and Cam called here, to my home office, about two, maybe three years ago, enquiring about designing their house. Sadie was buzzing around when they called and made tea for them. I think that’s when the friendship started. I don’t think I’d ever set eyes on them before that.’

‘Why didn’t they go to your office in town?’

‘I often see clients here on the days I work from home. They were renting close by at the time, if I remember correctly. I’m sure they made an appointment. I can check my diary.’

‘Please do. What was your first impression of them?’

‘Truthfully, I thought they were trying to be something they could never be. Caroline was, anyhow. I checked him out. An accountant. Mickey Mouse outfit. One staff member. Sadie started bending my ear to hire Healy to run my business account. I resisted. I was happy with the accountant I already had.’

‘Did Sadie invite them over socially after they’d met?’

‘Yeah. Caroline and Freya were here a few times, but Sadie and Lily spent more time over at theirs. A right little clique they were.’

She caught his narked tone. ‘You didn’t approve of their friendship?’

‘It’s not that I didn’t approve. It’s just… I don’t know how to explain it without sounding like a prick.’ His eyes narrowed and he ran a hand through his damp hair. ‘It wasn’t healthy. They seemed to have isolated themselves from everyone else. I was surprised to see so many people at Freya’s party, because I thought they had no friends other than each other. That said, it was a small number of kids, probably eight plus Freya and Lily.’

‘But you had an affair with Caroline,’ she chanced.

He held his hands out, palms up, pleading. ‘How many times do I have to tell you? I did not.’

Lottie thought about Caroline’s texts. Thomas wasn’t talking like a man who’d had an affair with the murder victim. Covering his tracks? Maybe. She moved on. She knew the team had obtained plenty of information about the birthday party through interviews with the other guests and their children. She needed his take on things.

‘Can you recall anything at all that stood out as odd at the party?’

‘Well, Sadie and Caroline were in cahoots with each other as usual. Sneaking off upstairs like they do when they’re here. They said they had to check on the girls, but the thing is, the girls were outside in the rain, having fun.’

‘Pizzas were delivered. Anything unusual there?’

‘A guy brought them in and then left. Tough as old boots.’

‘The guy?’

‘The pizzas.’

‘Right. Anyone else call that afternoon or evening?’

He sipped the water, made a face and belched. ‘Sorry. My stomach is in bits.’

Lottie felt sympathy for his hangover. Been there, done that, she thought. ‘Go on.’

‘The bouncy-castle guy came late afternoon. It had started to rain in earnest and the wind got up. Caroline thought it needed to be more secure. Cam told her he’d do it, but she said that with other kids using it they couldn’t afford to be sued if it took off with someone on it. I thought she was overreacting.’

‘Christy Kearney.’ Lottie exchanged a glance with Boyd, who raised a questioning eyebrow. She had spoken with Kearney on the morning he’d reported the murders, and Kirby had spoken with him later too. From what she could recall, there was no mention of the call-out on Sunday afternoon. Interesting.

‘Do you know what time it was when he called?’ she asked Thomas.

‘No idea, but it was getting on.’

‘Tell me more.’

‘Surly bugger. Told Caroline he’d secured it good and solid when he’d set it up and that it was going nowhere. All the same, he checked it over. Oh, and the balloon guy was there at some stage too.’

‘Really?’ This was all news to Lottie.

‘Now, what else do you want from me?’

‘Thomas, did you harm Sadie?’

‘God, no. I told you we have our moments, and we did have a row, but I had nothing to do with her going missing.’

‘What about the bloodstain in your room? Did you hit her?’

‘She must have cut her finger, I told you that. Or maybe she had a nosebleed. Please, I want them home. I wouldn’t harm a hair on Lily’s head. You have to find them…’ A sob broke from his throat as he added, ‘Dead or alive, I want them home.’
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After talking with Thomas, Lottie knew the only way she could verify what had happened in their bedroom was to speak to Sadie. But Sadie was missing, so she had to concentrate on other things. And, before she went knocking on Christy Kearney’s door, she decided she should read the other party guests’ interviews herself. Something had to stand out. Something she’d missed.

‘Martina?’

‘Yes, boss?’

‘Can you recall any of the guests at Freya Healy’s party mentioning anyone coming to check on the bouncy castle or the balloon arch?’

‘I don’t think so. I’ll read through the interviews again.’

‘No, it’s fine. I’ll do it.’ She felt she had to be doing something physical, even if it was only sifting through pages of interviews. They’d have been typed and scanned into the system, but she liked the feel of the paper; it made her quest tangible.

She began slowly before falling into the trap of speed-reading.

‘No,’ she said, ‘take your time.’

‘You talking to me or yourself?’ Boyd stood at the door to her office.

‘Myself. What’s up?’ She slapped her hand on the desk, annoyed at being interrupted.

‘I was just wondering if we should talk to Caroline’s mother again. She might be able to throw further light on her daughter’s relationship with Sadie Clarke. Thomas didn’t seem too impressed with it.’

‘Give me ten minutes.’

‘Find anything there?’

‘Someone interrupted me.’

He held his hands up in mock surrender. ‘Guilty as charged. I’ll back out slowly, don’t draw your weapon.’

‘Get out, Boyd.’ She grinned as he left.

She started again, reading more slowly, hoping she’d find what she didn’t know she was looking for.

But no one had said anything about Christy Kearney coming to adjust the monstrosity in the garden, or Dermot Macken to look at the balloon arch. Had Thomas been lying, misremembering, or had others not noticed because the work would have been outside?

Thomas had said his wife and Caroline were tight. In cahoots. But no one else had mentioned that, had they? She continued to read. Then she came to an interview that made her stop.

A woman called Una Savage had reported that she got the impression Caroline and Sadie had had an argument, and that Sadie had followed Caroline upstairs. Thomas had also said the two women went upstairs. According to Una, they returned after a few minutes, all smiles. But she thought there was tension between the two and the atmosphere was a bit strained.

This information warranted a follow-up.

Una Savage worked mornings in the Bean Café, so she was back home by the time Lottie and Boyd called to her address. A single mother, she lived in a small detached house in the Mountmill horseshoe shaped estate. Located across the road was the community college, where Una said she intended sending her daughter, Niamh, when she finished primary.

Once the detectives were seated in the compact living room, they declined tea or coffee.

Una cradled her own mug. ‘It’s an awful business. Niamh got on so well with Freya at school and she had such a good time at the party. Tragic what happened.’

‘From what we can gather, it was a short invite list. Did Freya not have many friends?’

‘Niamh said Freya had loads of friends at school, but her mother only allowed her to invite a few to her party because her dad didn’t want the house destroyed by marauding kids. Niamh said Freya told her that. My daughter thought it was hilarious, but she was thrilled to be asked. I was a bit anxious, if I’m honest.’

‘Why was that?’

‘Look at where they live. That great house on the outskirts of town. It’s outrageously big for three of them, but the thing is, once I was there, I felt I was the lucky one.’

‘How so?’

‘Well, the house is lovely, but none of them seemed happy. It was like they were on edge all the time. And I mean all of them, including Freya.’

‘Can you be more exact? Have you any examples so that I can get a clearer picture?’

‘And another thing,’ Una went on, as if Lottie hadn’t spoken, ‘Caroline’s supposedly best friend Sadie Clarke had the worst sourpuss I’ve ever come across. Oh, I’m sorry, you asked a question. What was it? I forget to shut up once I start.’

Lottie tried to compute all that Una had said. Was it just jealous gossip or genuine observation? She was finding it hard to get a handle on the slim woman seated opposite her on a dainty armchair.

Boyd jumped in. ‘You’re being very helpful, Una. What did you mean when you said the Healys were on edge?’

‘It was after that man called. Cameron got all flustered and had words with his wife. Caroline was then whispering in Sadie Clarke’s ear, and the two women were staring daggers at each other. That’s when they went upstairs together. I think they were fighting.’

‘Fighting?’ Lottie asked.

‘Nothing physical. Arguing with each other. It didn’t look friendly to me in any case. But I don’t know them, so maybe that’s the way with those sort of people.’

‘What sort of people do you mean?’

‘Those who have money and think they’re so entitled when I have more wealth in my heart than they have in their bank balances.’

Lottie found herself getting lost again. Una could certainly spin a winding tale. ‘Can we back up a minute? You said they were arguing after a man called.’

‘Was it the man for the bouncy castle?’ Boyd asked, and Lottie kicked his ankle. Una was not the sort of witness you fed a line to; you had to let her come up with it herself.

‘God, not him. No, he came later. Nice man. A bit put-out, though, to be called out on a Sunday, I thought.’

‘The guy about the balloon arch then?’ Boyd pressed.

‘Not him either.’

‘There’s nothing in your statement about anyone calling,’ Lottie said, a little too sharp.

Una was unfazed. ‘You know the way things come back to you when you recount an event out loud. I’m only after thinking of it now.’

‘Okay, so someone else called. Who?’

‘I don’t know who it was. Cameron took him to his home office. That’s what Caroline called it when she showed me round. My daughter and I arrived before the other guests. They didn’t get the tour like I did.’ She folded her arms smugly.

‘Tell me more about this man.’

‘I suppose it must have been work-related.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Well,’ Una deliberated, ‘they went into the office, didn’t they?’

‘Describe the man for me, please,’ Lottie said with a definite edge in her tone. She was annoyed that Una had not been properly interviewed at the start. Then again, as the woman herself had said, some of it was only coming to her now. If she was telling the truth, that was.

Una closed her eyes. ‘I think better with my eyes shut. I’m trying to remember what he was like. A thin rake, with glasses. He had a cheap sort of jacket and trousers. Like a mismatch of polyester you’d get in Primark or from Shein.’

‘What age would you say he was?’ Lottie felt the blood careen around her skull.

Una opened her eyes. ‘It was hard to tell. At first glance I’d have said thirtyish, but on second thoughts he might’ve been older. Does that help?’

‘Yes, it does. Thank you.’ Pulsing with energy, Lottie handed over her card. She was certain Una had described Liam Scanlan. ‘Please call me if you remember anything else. No matter how trivial it seems.’

‘Oh, do you think this polyester-suited man killed the poor Healy family?’

‘He’s just a person of interest at this stage, and I’d appreciate if you kept this interview to yourself.’

Outside, Boyd said, ‘You do know that when Una goes into work tomorrow morning, everyone in the Bean Café will have our visit relayed to them in technicolour?’

‘I do, but what I don’t know is why Liam Scanlan said he’d not gone to the party. Or did he say he hadn’t been invited? You were there, Boyd. Which was it?’

‘He said something about it being a kids’ party. I’m not sure if he actually denied being at it.’

‘Why can’t people be truthful? In my experience, it means they have something to hide.’
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They were on their way through town to call on Liam Scanlan when Alice Quigley phoned saying she had something to tell them.

‘We’re a bit tied up,’ Lottie said. ‘Can it wait?’

‘No,’ the woman said, and hung up.

‘Odd,’ Lottie said.

‘Interesting,’ Boyd added.

‘We better see what she has to say before we tackle Liam.’

The rain had eased a little and it seemed to have enhanced the green of the lawn in front of the bungalow. Some of the flowers Lottie had seen on her last visit had not survived the night. Their heads drooped with moisture, while others lay beaten into the sodden earth. Sad, she thought, feeling a bit beaten down herself.

There was no answer at the front door, so they walked around to the rear of the house. Lottie glanced in the window of a bedroom as she passed. The room was cluttered with suitcases and a menagerie of knick-knacks. The duvet was pulled up into a ball and a pile of clothes sat in the middle of the bed.

Lottie raised an eyebrow at Boyd, who was wide-eyed. She could see how his OCD would send him into a meltdown if he had to live there.

Alice opened the back door.

‘Why didn’t you wait at the front door and not be making an eejit out of me? Come in. There’s something you should know.’

She guided them through a manky utility room into the kitchen without offering tea or coffee. She had her own mug of coffee on the table, which she gripped as if it might run away. Lottie would kill for a proper coffee in a clean mug in a different kitchen right that minute. Well, maybe not kill.

‘What should we know?’ She was sharp with the grieving woman. Time was against them. They’d had little success so far and the investigation had taken root under her skin, festering there like a boil that needed to be lanced. She knew she must keep propelling forward, though sometimes it was beneficial to go back. Back to where it’d all started. And she had a feeling, a gut feeling, that this was where Alice was about to lead her.

‘It’s about my Caroline and Sadie Clarke. Or Sadie Tormey, as she was before she was married.’ Alice’s voice registered barely above a whisper, and Lottie had to lean in closer to hear.

‘What about them?’

‘They knew each other. Before.’

‘Before what?’ She wanted to say she hadn’t time for twenty questions, but something in the woman’s demeanour caused her to pause. ‘Go on, Alice.’

‘You see, they originally met when they were youngsters.’

‘What?’ Lottie was totally confused now. ‘Where?’

‘Caroline never talked about that time much. It was a dark and dangerous period in our lives.’

Worried now, she pressed the older woman. ‘Tell me, Alice.’

‘Caroline was twelve years old. She got in trouble and ended up in a place for young offenders. She met Sadie there, though she was maybe a year older.’

Lottie felt her stomach flip. Jesus, had they run full background checks? She had asked someone to do it, hadn’t she? Or was it just to do a check on the husbands? Now she felt dizzy. She’d have to wing it. ‘I haven’t come across anything like that so far in the investigation.’

‘Maybe the files were sealed. Caroline was a juvenile, so you might need a judge to unseal it. She was never tried or convicted of anything. They let her out after a week.’

‘What did she do?’

‘She was an innocent kid. Targeted by the wrong crowd maybe because she was innocent and naive. We were poor and lived in a rough area of Dublin, and there was a rampant drug culture. It was terrifying.’

‘Did she assault or kill someone?’ Lottie was baffled.

Alice’s mouth dropped open, her lips lined with coffee, and she shook her head. ‘God, no. Nothing like that. Like I said, she hung around with a bad crowd. They got her into it.’

‘Into what?’

‘She was twelve, for Christ’s sake. Just like little Freya.’ She buried her head in her hands before resuming. ‘I never wanted to believe that she did what she was accused of, but she was remanded in that juvenile institution while the investigation was ongoing. You see, she got sucked in with a gang who got her to deliver drugs around the estates. Weed. Small-time stuff. She was a child, Inspector, an impressionable child, and the justice system put her in that awful place. I think she just wanted to make some money for us. That’s what poverty does to a child.’

Now Lottie felt sick. Could the murders and disappearances be linked to a drugs gang? Surely it was too long ago. She didn’t know what to think. ‘What was the young offenders place called?’

‘Oak House Juvenile Detention Centre.’ Alice spat the words out. ‘Caroline was a different person when she was released. Knocked any confidence she might have had out of her. She was quiet as a mouse when she came home. Wouldn’t talk about what had happened there. A few years later, I got us out of Dublin and down to Ragmullin.’

‘Let me get this straight. You’re saying Caroline met Sadie in this Oak House place?’

‘She told me she made a friend there called Sadie.’

‘But you said she didn’t talk about her time there.’ Lottie didn’t know what to believe.

Alice hesitated, picking earthy dirt from her nails. ‘Well, she did talk a little. Told me about this girl called Sadie Tormey who was there for a similar reason. Involved in drugs. She said they had education classes every day. It was the only time she got to see others around her own age. The rest of the time they were segregated or something. You’d know more about that sort of thing.’

‘I’ll find out about it.’

‘Do you think it’s important?’ Alice raised an eyebrow more in a plea than a question. ‘That they knew each other all those years ago?’

‘I won’t know until I investigate it. Alice, why do you believe that the Sadie that Caroline met in there is now Sadie Clarke?’

Alice gave up on her nails and tightened her grip on the mug. ‘Caroline told me about her when they met again just over two years ago. She became besotted with her. Mimicking her every move and trying to be just like her. It was painful to watch.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us this before now?’ Lottie dug her nails into the palms of her closed fists.

‘I was ashamed of my daughter’s past. I didn’t want to damage her reputation.’

‘A reputation is not much use when you’re dead.’

It was a cruel thing to say, but Lottie was past caring. This crucial piece of information had been kept from her. But in reality, they should have known about it if they’d been doing their job correctly.
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Chloe automatically put the clothes she’d been wearing the night before into a laundry bag. She was not going to wash them and had yet to decide what to do.

She took photos of her bruises with her phone camera. Mainly her arms and ribs. She found no evidence that her jeans or underwear had been removed and no bruises down there. One consolation in an otherwise traumatic experience. She didn’t feel like she had been drugged, so maybe it was the shock that had caused her to pass out and prevent him from going further. It had to be that.

She welcomed the cold shower before switching it to hot, and washed and scrubbed every inch of her body. It was wrong to do this if she wanted to pursue McKeown for his assault, but she couldn’t stand the feel of him on her body any longer. She had to shed him like a snake skin. And Sam McKeown was a fucking snake.

Numb, she wrapped herself in a soft bath towel. Sitting on her narrow bed, she opened the crime-scene photos. Maybe these would help her to focus. However, they instantly brought her back to the whoosh of the AirDrop from his phone the evening before. She slapped the phone face-down on the bed.

She had to tell someone about the assault, but who could she trust? She wasn’t close enough to any of her classmates, and she wished she was back working in Fallon’s Bar in Ragmullin. A fleeting thought, because Templemore was where she wanted to be. She was going to be a guard.

Picking up the phone again, she saved the photos to a new album. She caught sight of another album. Grace Boyd’s wedding in June. And that was when she knew who she could ask for help.

She realised her mother would go totally bananas if she found out Chloe had gone behind her back before telling her. But could she tell Lottie what had happened, and over the phone? She wasn’t at all sure.
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‘I can’t believe we didn’t know about Caroline and Sadie’s juvenile history.’ Lottie thumped the dashboard. ‘Did no one think of doing a background check on the victims?’

‘If what Alice said is true, they were kids at the time,’ Boyd said. ‘The files could be sealed or expunged. We concentrated on the men. First Cameron and then Thomas.’

‘For fuck’s sake. They knew each other years ago.’

‘Breathe.’

‘Feck off, Boyd.’ But she inhaled a few deep breaths, trying to counteract her rising blood pressure. Her hand shook either from rage or from smacking it against the dash. ‘Right, we need to regroup. It might not even be relevant, but we have to determine that the Sadie Tormey Alice mentioned is Sadie Clarke. That should be easy. And we need more information on their supposed incarceration.’

‘Supposed?’ Boyd raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you not believe Alice?’

‘I don’t know what to believe. Why wasn’t she upfront from the start?’

‘You could ask why didn’t we know about it from the start.’

‘Don’t, Boyd. Something happened either in the past or the present that might have ultimately led to the current crimes.’

‘Could also relate to Thomas and the alleged affair with Caroline?’

‘There’s that too. We still have to verify if it’s true.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Thomas Clarke said the two women were tight friends and Una Savage was of the opinion that they were arguing at the party. What could have sparked that altercation?’

‘Has to be the affair,’ Boyd offered.

‘Maybe not. Una said the argument happened after the man who must be Liam Scanlan arrived to speak with Cameron. Scanlan neglected to tell us he was at the Healy house on Sunday afternoon.’

She stared at the dreary sky as Boyd again parked on the double yellows on the narrow one-way road. She hopped out and knocked on the door before pushing against it. It didn’t budge.

‘It’s locked,’ she called to Boyd, who was halfway out of the car. She peered in through the grimy office window. ‘Doesn’t look like anyone’s in there. Have we a home address for him?’

‘Get in. The heavens are about to open once again.’

She sat into the car. ‘I need to review everything.’

‘You don’t have to do it all yourself, Lottie. You have a team. You can’t shoulder everything alone.’

Before she could open her mouth to reply, her phone rang. She checked the screen. Chloe. Now was not the time for family. She had to get her thoughts straight and plan the next move in the investigation. With a swipe of her finger, she silenced the ringtone. She sent a quick text to her daughter saying she’d call later. Then she rang Kirby to follow up on Scanlan.

Chloe would have to wait.
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The sky was weighed down with bulging black clouds, the air a damp mess. Water flowed down the hill from the Dublin Bridge, a river of litter and dirt. Liam Scanlan’s address had him living in an apartment above the Canal Bar, which was situated conveniently beside an Indian restaurant.

‘Think I’ll pick up a takeaway when we’re done here.’ Kirby kept his finger on the buzzer. No one came to admit him. ‘This is just typical.’

‘Typical of what?’ Martina asked.

‘The day, the weather, every bloody thing you want to go right but doesn’t.’

‘Okaaay.’ She had no idea what he meant. ‘We could ask about Liam in the pub.’

‘Ask them what?’

‘Jesus, it was just an idea. You’re as prickly as McKeown. Fuck’s sake.’

‘Ah shite, I’m sorry, Martina. What I need is a smoke.’

‘I’ll tell Amy,’ she said mischievously.

‘Stop right there, Garda Brennan.’ His grin was back.

‘How’s the pregnancy progressing?’

Kirby had a look of pain on his ruddy face. ‘She’s sick. Not sleeping. I’m not sleeping. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be taking it out on you.’

‘It’s fine. I’m used to bearing the brunt of men’s moods.’

‘I’m not like McKeown. And you shouldn’t have to put up with his snide comments. I can’t understand why he isn’t kicked out on his prickly arse.’ He patted his pocket and found the tail end of a cigar.

‘I shouldn’t have compared you to him, but it’s so not you.’

‘Point taken.’ He lit the cigar and puffed on it a few times before quenching it. ‘Right, let’s see if your hunch works.’ He shoved in the door to the pub.

A crowd of people lined the bar. Cramped snugs held what looked like office workers eating sandwiches, with pots of tea sitting precariously on small round tables. The smell of damp coats mingled with the aroma of fried food. Delicious fried food, Kirby thought as his stomach rumbled, protesting at its hunger.

A young woman behind the bar, dressed in black leggings and T-shirt, blonde hair slicked back in a ponytail, wearing the requisite bored expression, wandered up to them.

‘What can I get you?’ She shoved a laminated menu across the counter towards them. ‘Soup of the day is parsnip and tomato, before you ask.’

‘A strange combo,’ Kirby said.

‘Complain to the chef, not me. I don’t cook.’

‘We don’t want anything to eat, thanks,’ he said, though he’d have loved a massive sandwich like the one the bloke beside him was trying to get his mouth around. ‘We’re wondering if you know anything about a Liam Scanlan. He has a flat upstairs.’

‘What am I now? The innkeeper?’

Was she being smart funny, or just smart? ‘No, but we thought he might be a regular here.’

‘You the guards?’ asked the guy with a mouth full of sandwich. At least that was what Kirby thought he’d said.

‘Yes, we are.’ Kirby glanced over at Martina in full Garda uniform. Was everyone in here on wacky baccy?

‘Thought so. Nosy buggers. Tell them nothing, Clarice.’

‘Clarice?’ Martina said.

‘What of it? It’s my name.’

‘Reminds me of Silence of the Lambs, that’s all.’

‘Sorry to disappoint, but we have no lamb on the menu, silent or not.’ Clarice turned and sashayed to the other end of the bar.

‘Her parents must be fans,’ Martina said.

Sandwich man looked like he wanted to ask what she meant, but decided he was more interested in his sandwich.

‘Do you know Liam Scanlan?’ Kirby asked him. ‘He works in an accountant’s office in town.’

‘I’ve no need for an accountant. I’m PAYE and the fuckers take every cent they can wring out of me. Now piss off and let me eat. I’m due back to work five minutes ago.’
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Martina left Kirby with grumpy PAYE sandwich man. She moved down the bar and sat on a stool watching Clarice.

‘What do you want now?’ the young woman asked, abandoning staring at the optics in front of a large rusted mirror.

‘We need to find this Liam Scanlan guy. I could do with your help.’

‘He get you up the duff?’ Clarice leaned her head to one side, biting her bottom lip.

‘What?’

‘You look preggers.’ She blushed then. ‘Oh God. Sorry. No offence. Me and my big mouth.’

‘Don’t worry. I get that a lot. Bulky vest and equipment.’ Why the hell was she explaining?

‘Sorry again. Yeah, I know the guy you mean. Oddball. Looks like a young lad until you get up close. Then you find out he’s older. Well in his forties, if you ask me. A real creep.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Almost slept with him one night. Bastard was rough and mean. I got out of there pronto.’ She shivered as if recalling the exact memory.

‘Were you in a relationship?’

‘God, no. I was feeling horny and he was sitting there sipping a Lucozade Zero. That should have been the first red flag. But I was bored, with nothing better to do that night, and when I finished my shift at nine, I asked him to buy me a drink.’

‘And he did?’

‘I thought so, until the next day my manager said I had to foot the tab because the cheap fucker didn’t pay. Maybe his card was declined. Or robbed. Something dodgy, anyhow.’

‘How long ago was that?’ Martina asked.

‘A few weeks. Haven’t seen him in here since.’

‘Have you seen him around?’

‘Read my lips. I have not seen him since that night.’

‘I got that, but he lives above the pub, so…’

‘No, I haven’t seen him and I don’t want to. Oh, and if you find him, tell him he owes me the guts of twenty quid and the price of a box of condoms. I’ve heard of BYOB, but never BYOC.’

Martina had to laugh. Clarice was a tonic for the soul.

‘Can I ask you something? Is your name actually⁠—’

‘Clarice? Yeah, it is. My dad reads a lot of crime. Now do you want a drink or food or what?’

‘I’ll pass, and thanks for the information. If you see Mr Scanlan again, call me.’ Martina scribbled her mobile number on a napkin.

‘What’s he done? Murder someone and use their skin for a lampshade, or eat their liver?’

‘Something like that.’

She put on her Garda cap and joined Kirby. She dared not look back, but she imagined that Clarice was sporting a look of horror on her face.

Kirby started the car but didn’t move. ‘Boss won’t be happy that we can’t find Scanlan.’

Martina wiped raindrops from her hi-vis vest and removed her cap, shaking her hair out. ‘I think you need to phone her while we’re here. Scanlan could be dead in a pool of blood up in his apartment.’

‘The boss spoke with him this morning. I’d say he’s done a runner.’

‘Why would he do that? At that stage we didn’t know that he’d gatecrashed the child’s birthday party.’

‘Then he might just be on his lunch break somewhere else,’ Kirby argued.

‘I don’t like that he didn’t pay his tab or that his bank card may have been declined. He works for an accountant. He must make good money. Doesn’t make sense.’

‘What do you suggest then?’

‘I bet the boss would say break down the door.’
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Lottie had no patience for time-wasters and even less for liars, and she was of the opinion that Christy Kearney was a bit of both. Garda Lei had brought him into Interview Room 1. The heat was on high, no clean air circulating. Kearney’s body emitted a hint of mustiness mixed with a distinct whiff of heavy-duty plastic. She hoped it was from the bouncy castles and not something sinister.

He fidgeted with the sleeve of his green hoodie, which sported damp patches on the shoulders and a faded GAA logo on the chest. His jeans were ripped, and not by design. His fair hair, slapped to his scalp, gave him an air of criminality. Or maybe that was wishful thinking because she dearly needed a viable suspect to arrest.

‘Why didn’t you tell us you had been at the Healy house on Sunday?’

‘I told you I was there. I’m certain I did.’

‘Go on.’ Lottie didn’t disagree. She wanted to see if he’d mention his second visit without prompting.

‘I delivered the bouncy castle Sunday morning. Set it up and all. Mrs Healy was happy with it. Not so sure about the daughter. It was like she thought she was too old for it. But sure I do them for twenty-firsts and all. That was it. Job done until I went to collect my stuff on Monday.’

‘I’m not talking about Sunday morning, Mr Kearney. I don’t think you’ve told us everything.’

‘I’m a bit lost here.’ He clenched his fists, then, as if realising what he was doing, hastily dropped his hands to his lap.

‘According to witnesses, Mrs Healy asked you to come over later that day to check the castle.’

He squirmed on the chair, scrunching his eyes as if trying to recall that visit. Then he slapped the side of his head, eyes now wide. A bit too dramatic for Lottie’s liking.

‘Gosh, I forgot all about that. I was in the pub watching the match. Luckily I wasn’t drinking, as I had the car.’

Covering his arse, Lottie thought. ‘Go on.’

‘She rang me all right. It was bucketing down and the kids were inside when I arrived. I checked the apparatus was secure. Double-checked all the bolts to make certain they were fixed in the ground, even though I knew they would be.’

‘Anything else you care to tell us?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Did you talk to anyone?’

‘The woman herself. She came out and stood on the back step. Shouted over to me asking if everything was okay. I told her it was and left. That’s it.’

‘How did she seem?’

‘Okay, I guess. I don’t know her so I can’t really comment. Come to think of it, she didn’t look as excited or happy as when I was there that morning. Could be the noisy kids. I honestly couldn’t say.’

‘Where did you go then?’

‘Back to the pub. Caught the second half of the match.’

‘You weren’t invited in out of the rain? For a cup of tea or a glass of wine?’

‘No, I wasn’t.’

‘What time was that?’

‘When I arrived at the house or when I left?’ He must have seen Lottie’s scowl, because he quickly added, ‘I was back at the pub around four fifty. Cafferty’s Bar, if you want to check, though I’m not sure anyone missed me.’

‘You were on your own in the pub, were you?’

‘Yes. I haven’t many friends. You see, I live with my elderly dad. Another reason I don’t drink when I’m out. I could get a call at any time to go home to him. He’s frail.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘A bit of wrong wiring in there too. Tough for old people.’

Tell me about it, Lottie thought, but kept that comment to herself.

‘You found the bodies at the Healy house on Monday morning. First on the scene. And you were there twice the day before. Unfortunate for you, would you say?’

‘Aye, I am unfortunate. But that poor family. Awful thing to happen.’

Even though he was expressing sympathy, it sounded rehearsed, emotionless.

‘How did you feel when you saw Cameron Healy on the couch through the window?’

‘Shocked.’

‘I find it hard to believe you didn’t go in to check if he was alive or dead.’

He blanched. ‘Jesus, I could see the man was dead. There was blood…’

‘You knew he had a wife and child. You’d met them. Did you not think they could be lying dying and need assistance?’

He was squirming now, eyes darting around before landing on hers. ‘I looked in the window, saw him there and called 999. No way was I going into that house.’ He paused. ‘How did they die?’

‘It was up close and personal. Thanks for your time, Mr Kearney.’

She had no reason to arrest him. No evidence of any wrongdoing. Just that he’d neglected to say he’d been at the house twice on Sunday. It could have been a slip of the memory, but she had the distinct impression he had consciously omitted to tell them about the second visit. If so, why?
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Outside the Garda station Christy Kearney looked up at the sky and felt the rain on his face. His mood was as damp and drenched as the weather. His phone pinged in his pocket. He ignored it. His father could fend for a while on his own. He had enough going on without the cops being suspicious of him. Enough going on without his father thinking he could contact him about fuck-all any time of the day or night.

He thought of the murdered family. They were at peace now. He wished he could experience something similar. He had landed right in the thick of it and he was worried.
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The stench coming from the chicken farm caught in the back of Lottie’s throat. She’d known it was located in the townland of Brookgrey, but she’d never had reason to drive out this way before now.

Dermot Macken wasn’t answering his phone and his workshop in town was closed, which meant she and Boyd had to come to the arsehole of nowhere to find him. He’d been at Healy’s on Sunday and at this stage she wanted to double-check everything for herself.

The rain was easing, but puddles remained dotted around the yard. When she stepped out of the car, the noise assaulted her like a salvo of rifles at an army exercise.

‘What’s that racket?’ she asked.

‘The chickens?’ Boyd offered.

‘Good God, imagine living beside that. I’d be in St Declan’s asylum.’

‘Bit difficult seeing as it’s closed down.’

‘You know what I mean. Christ almighty, Boyd, don’t start again. Not today.’

‘Why not today above any other day?’ he grinned.

‘We still have no sighting of Sadie or Lily. Everyone is vanishing on me. Can you check in with Kirby and see if he’s located Liam Scanlan? I don’t like that he isn’t to be found. Especially after we only talked to him this morning about Cameron’s finances. Is there something there that he doesn’t want us knowing about?’

‘Lottie, he isn’t missing. The man was probably on his lunch break.’

She checked her phone. ‘Nothing from Kirby, and that tells me it must have been a very extended lunch break.’ But Boyd was right. She was overreacting.

Taking in her surroundings, she felt she’d never get over the olfactory assault. It was worse than the morgue when a body was cut open, releasing its gases.

The sheds, to her left, were long galvanised structures, which probably enhanced the din. Tall chimney-type funnels must be emitting the smell, she concluded. To her right was a single-storey pebble-dashed cottage with a yellow door, paint peeling. It was an old dwelling, the windows streaked with grime. She joined Boyd at the door.

‘You take the lead,’ he said, ‘seeing as I don’t know why you had to come out here.’

‘Following up loose ends. Kirby and Martina interviewed him initially, and I need a sense of the man for myself.’ She waved her hand to her left. ‘Especially a man who runs a chicken farm while providing balloons for parties. How does that even work?’

‘It must do. Somehow.’

She turned on her heel at the voice booming behind her. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Mr Macken?’ she enquired.

‘Dermot. What can I do for you?’

Boyd produced his ID. Lottie did likewise. The man didn’t flinch.

‘A couple of follow-up questions,’ she said. ‘About the Healy family murders. If you can spare us a few minutes.’ She looked to the door, hoping he’d open it and rescue her from the noise and stench. No such luck.

He leaned against the wall, an elbow on the shovel he was holding, a hand scratching at his pockmarked cheek. ‘I can spare a few minutes.’

‘Can we go inside?’

‘I’d have to wash my wellingtons, and the tap is around the back. And I’ve holes in my socks.’

‘I’ve seen worse.’ Which was true, but the smell was curdling her stomach. She peered skywards at the bruised clouds, all black, no blue.

He tracked her gaze, then sighed long and hard, leaned the shovel against the wall, pushed past her and shoved in the door, which had been unlocked.

He marched ahead without removing the offending mud-caked wellingtons. At least Lottie hoped it was mud and not chicken shit. The strong whiff from outside followed him into the house. She suspected she would have that smell clinging to her hair, skin and clothing when she left.

He led them into the kitchen. Dated furniture, rusted appliances, including a free-standing once-white cooker. An oilcloth covered a cluttered round table. The sink was piled high and a conglomeration of tinned food lined the draining board. Some open, others still sealed.

‘You live alone?’ she asked, diverting her eyes from the mess and concentrating on the man. His button-down navy overalls were filthy, and she noticed the frayed collar of a white shirt peeking out at his neck.

‘Living alone suits me. No one telling me what to do or asking me stupid questions.’ He smiled, and his teeth were white and straight. He’d had work done. ‘I’d offer tea or coffee, but I’m out of supplies.’

He didn’t offer a seat either, and Lottie was beginning to think they should have stayed outside and suffered the noise and smell.

‘I’m interested in how you combine balloons with chicken farming.’

‘A man has to make a living whatever way he can.’

‘Which came first, the chickens or the balloons?’

He laughed. ‘Funny.’

‘It was a genuine question. I’m interested in your balloon business.’

Leaning against the back door, he said, ‘Don’t know how it started.’

‘Try to remember.’

‘Is it important?’

‘Could be.’ She was just curious, but you never knew when something inconsequential might transform into a vital piece of information.

He folded his arms, his emerald eyes so sharp she felt they could pierce her right through. He chewed hard, cheeks moving as if there was something in his mouth.

‘I had to cull the flock some years ago. Bird flu. Cost a fortune to sterilise the place and start from scratch. Someone must have said to me that blowing up balloons was a good way to make a few bob on the side. And at that stage I’d have sold my granny, if I had one, to make money.’

‘When was this?’

‘Told you. Could be five years ago. Yeah, it was.’

‘Tell me about the Healys.’

‘Not much to tell. I told the other detective everything. Fat bloke with curly hair. A woman guard was with him. Nice young thing.’

‘I want to hear it for myself,’ Lottie said, with grit in her tone.

‘I know what you’re at. Checking I don’t tell any lies.’

‘I haven’t the time for this.’

‘Neither do I.’ He unfolded his arms, found a teacloth and began wiping the greasy table. ‘Mrs Healy phoned me Friday. I told her it was way too late to have an arch ready for Sunday. But she paid extra, so I obliged. Delivered it Sunday, chatted for a few minutes. Nice woman. Friendly. The husband seemed like a piece of work, but that’s just my opinion. I didn’t know them. Not my circus.’

‘You told my colleague something about the child crying at a window. What was that about?’ Lottie knew from their timeline that this had occurred well before the row over Freya’s make-up.

‘Search me.’ He balled up the cloth and flung it in the sink, toppling over cutlery and plates.

The noise grated on her nerves, making her teeth tingle. Jesus, she was edgy. There was something about him that gave her that feeling, not just the smells and clamour.

‘You said the little girl, Freya, was excited about getting the arch.’ Lottie recalled Kirby’s interview notes. ‘Why was she suddenly upset?’

‘I did nothing to her, if that’s what you’re hinting at.’

‘I’m only asking a question.’ She paused. ‘Is there anything you neglected to tell us?’

‘No.’

‘You didn’t mention you were at Healy’s later on Sunday.’

He shrugged. ‘Totally slipped my mind. She phoned worried about the arch. I checked it and left.’

She’d have to verify this, and Christy’s story, with the other guests.

‘Who minds the chickens when you’re at your workshop in town?’

‘They’re not kids, they can mind themselves. Like I said, I live alone.’

‘Lived here all your life?’ Boyd asked.

‘That’s irrelevant to what you’re here to ask me about.’

Lottie wondered at his reluctance. Was he just pissed off at them or was there something he did not want to divulge? ‘Don’t worry, we can check it out when we get back to the station.’

‘If you’d care to come with us?’ Boyd made to step forward and Macken moved away, marching up and down the small space in front of the cupboards. Lottie thought something else might topple over or run out from an open drawer. She had an irrational urge to flee the mess, but Macken began to speak.

‘I lived in Dublin for a while when I was younger, if you want to know. Moved around a bit, then I inherited the farm from an aunt and settled down. Must have been over ten years ago. Satisfied?’

‘Not really,’ Boyd said.

‘Did you know Caroline when you were in Dublin?’ Lottie asked. ‘Or Sadie Clarke, née Tormey?’

Macken answered without hesitation. ‘Dublin’s a city of one and a half million people, Inspector.’

‘So it is.’

She edged back out the door and glanced into the room beside the kitchen. It was empty. Not a stick of furniture. Worn floorboards, scuffed and marked. Wallpaper peeling at the corners. A grate with newspapers and turf, as if someone meant to light a fire but forgot.

‘Nothing to see in there.’ Macken was suddenly beside her, having elbowed past Boyd.

‘Easy,’ Boyd said.

Macken glared, baring his teeth like a wild animal. ‘This is my house and I say where you can and can’t snoop. You don’t have a warrant.’

‘Should we get one?’

His shoulders slumped and he looked like a small, sad middle-aged man. ‘I lead a quiet life. I raise my chickens, my balloons make kids happy and that’s my life in a nutshell.’

‘Did something happen in your life that made you want to make amends to children?’ Lottie asked.

‘No, it’s just a business to me. I’ve always worked hard and I’m contented in what I do. I didn’t kill anyone. You can search somewhere else for your fall guy. It’s not me.’

‘If it is, I will find out,’ Lottie said, and left before he could reply.
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Martina was seated in the office checking out Dermot Macken’s background. It was McKeown’s job, but he hadn’t been around when the boss rang with the request. Boring work. Birth certificate, previous addresses, driver’s licence, passport. Other than that, she was coming up with a big fat blank.

She was about to go to the canteen for a coffee, hoping it might instil some enthusiasm, when she had a call. Unknown number. She answered it.

‘Is that Garda Martina Brennan?’

‘Clarice, is that you?’ She suspected it was the barmaid, though the young woman was whispering.

‘Yeah, you said to ring if I thought of anything else.’

‘And did you?’

‘No, but mean-arse just walked in.’

‘Who?’

‘Lucozade Zero man. Listen, I can’t say anything else in case he hears me. You want to talk to him? You better get over here now.’

Clarice hung up and Martina looked around the office. No sign of Kirby. McKeown had returned from wherever he’d disappeared to earlier and had buried his head in his laptop. No way would she ask him to accompany her, and she couldn’t be listening to Garda Lei with his constant chatter. On her own so. She threw her coat on over her uniform, having dumped the hi-vis, and left the station.

The Canal Bar was quiet. The lunchtime crowd had dispersed to their offices and workplaces. The smell of cooked food lingered, and Martina realised she was starving. She grabbed the sticky menu and glanced around surreptitiously. She hadn’t met Liam Scanlan before, and Clarice was doing her best to point him out by nodding towards the corner under the television, trying not to be noticed.

Scanlan was thin, and even though he was seated, Martina could see he was tall. Definitely not her type, and no way could she imagine the spry Clarice in bed with him.

‘Plate of chips and a Lucozade Zero,’ she said, grinning.

Clarice looked like she might faint but recovered quickly. ‘No bother.’

How to play this? She’d arrived with no idea how she could get talking to him. But she needn’t have worried. He’d copped her. Made her for a guard. She could see the look on his face in the mirror behind the bar. He jumped up so quickly, he banged his head on the shelf holding the television.

‘Going somewhere, Mr Scanlan?’ she asked.

‘Back to work. Are you following me?’

‘I came in for my lunch.’

‘Haven’t seen you here before. Not your local, is it?’

She decided not to engage in chit-chat. ‘If you’re finished eating, I’d like a word with you.’

‘Not here,’ he said, eyeing Clarice, who was polishing a glass to within an inch of shattering, her eyes glued to them. She wouldn’t make it as a spy.

‘We can go to the station.’

‘There’s no need for that. My apartment is upstairs. We can talk there.’ He threw a glance toward the bar. ‘It’s more private.’

‘Hold my food. I’ll be back shortly,’ Martina said. She didn’t want Liam to realise she’d already spoken to Clarice, but she did want the barmaid to know that it would be odd if she didn’t return.

‘No problem at all,’ Clarice said, and screwed the top back on the bottle of Lucozade Zero.

The apartment had a series of bolts on the inside of the door.

‘Expecting trouble?’ she asked.

‘Tea?’ he said without replying to her question.

‘No thanks.

‘I reckon Clarice has coloured your judgement of me.’ He held up a hand to shush her. ‘No need to pretend you never met her before, because she was on her phone and ten minutes later you walked in. I’m not stupid.’

‘I didn’t think you were.’

‘What do you want to ask me?’

She pulled out a wooden chair that was shoved in at the narrow table. He leaned against a breakfast bar, little more than a shelf protruding from the wall. She’d lived in small flats, but this place was tiny. He towered over her, his head almost touching the greasy stippled ceiling. God it was hideous.

‘You weren’t at your office earlier.’

‘Is that a question?’

‘I’ll rephrase it.’ She took out her notebook and pen and placed her phone on the table, thinking she’d have to sanitise it afterwards. ‘You spoke to my inspector this morning. Something came up in another interview that she wanted to run by you, but when she called to your office, it was all locked up.’

‘Late lunch.’

‘I’m talking about a few hours ago.’

‘So what? I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now that my boss has been murdered. I walked around the town park. Looked in a few shops. Is that a crime?’

‘No. You lived here long?’

‘I hate this place, but it’s all I can afford.’

‘Cameron Healy not pay you much?’

‘I’m nothing more than a glorified assistant and he pays… paid me as such. Next question.’

‘But you were on good terms with the family, is that correct?’

‘I suppose so. I was treated well despite the wages. I’d no complaints.’

‘Ever been to their house?’

‘A few times. Cameron has an office there too.’

‘So I believe. When were you last at the house?’

He pulled out the other chair and sat. His knees close to hers. He tapped the table with an overlong fingernail. ‘I gather someone said I was there on Sunday.’

‘They did.’

‘Not a crime.’

‘You neglected to tell Inspector Parker about that visit on the occasions when she spoke with you. Why was that?’

‘Maybe I forgot.’

‘Or maybe you didn’t want us to know.’

‘That’s your opinion.’ His lip curled, and she could understand how Clarice had changed her mind about sleeping with him.

‘Enlighten me then.’

‘About why I was there on Sunday or why I didn’t say I was there?’

‘Start with why you were there.’

‘Cam was in a bit of a bind over his personal finances. He’d messed up transferring money when he built the house. He thought he had more than he had. He massaged the figures a little.’

‘There’s massaging figures, but he’d have needed actual money. How did he…?’ Suddenly it dawned on Martina. ‘He stole client money?’

‘Something like that. But it has nothing to do with the murders.’

‘You can’t know that. Who did he steal from?’

‘It wasn’t stealing. It was borrowing. I can’t tell you any more than that.’

‘We didn’t find Cameron’s personal account on the files we got. Why?’

‘Because it’s on a separate server and it’s in a state. I had a look at it, and… God almighty, it’s a glorified mess.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Send it over.’ She paused, wondering if she had pushed him far enough. Feck it. ‘Why were you really at the house on Sunday? Surely it could have waited until Monday morning.’

He fidgeted with his nails. Much too long. She shivered. He said, ‘A guy called me…’

‘What guy?’

‘Doesn’t matter who. He wanted me to deliver a message to Cam.’

‘And what was that message about?’ Jesus, she’d never make a detective because she’d be done for murder first. You’d need the patience of a saint.

‘That the money better be in his account by Sunday evening or Cam was a dead man walking. His exact words.’

She felt her heart quicken. Was this the reason for the murders? ‘You need to tell me his name.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Then you’re coming with me to the station.’ She stood, her knees knocking against his, and a tremor of concern shook her body.

‘I don’t think I am.’

She caught the glint of steel in his hand before she felt the intense pain in her side. She tried to reach for her phone, but her hands automatically went to her ribs. Stars pixelated the face above her as she slipped to her knees. She hit the floor right before everything went dark.
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Her shift was finished and the guard hadn’t returned. Clarice Shaw felt just a niggle of unease. She’d thought the young woman would be back for her food. Hopefully she was safe. Of course she was, she was a guard. Trained and all.

She grabbed her jacket. She had to go to Dunnes Stores and pick up a few groceries. Maybe a bottle of wine to have with Netflix. Then again, she didn’t want to be on her own; something about the guards wanting to speak to Liam Scanlan had unnerved her. There was a good comedy act on in the Court Lounge. That would pass the night. Better than staying in on her own. She’d still buy the wine.

Out on the street, she squinted up at the first-floor apartment. Even if she was offered a million euros, she couldn’t be dragged up there again. Life was too short for sharing the same air space with shits like Liam Scanlan.
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Kirby was in the incident room, floundering around getting nowhere. The boss and Boyd were probably still at Dermot Macken’s place. He and Martina had drawn a blank on Liam Scanlan. Maybe they should go back to Healy’s office and see if Scanlan had returned. He went to check the general office. No sign of Martina.

‘Hey, McKeown, have you seen Martina?’

‘My life is so much easier without her in my peripheral vision.’ The shaven-headed detective didn’t even look up.

‘Huh?’ Kirby figured it meant he hadn’t seen her.

Garda Lei piped up from behind a stack of reports. ‘She got a call on her mobile and headed out. A half-hour or so ago.’

‘Her hi-vis and belt are here.’ Kirby tapped the back of her chair.

‘Maybe she went out for a coffee,’ Lei said. ‘She had her own coat on. Do you want me to⁠—’

‘No, it’s fine, Lei.’

He should give her a call to see if she was free to go to Hallblack Lane with him. But then again, she was entitled to her breaks. They got little enough opportunity to eat or any downtime when there was a large-scale investigation ongoing. As she had grabbed time out, he should respect that. He decided to tip home to get some food. And see Amy too.

Smiling at the thought of wrapping his arms around her growing bump, he headed out.
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At the sight of blood seeping from her side, Scanlan thought he might throw up.

He grabbed at his hair and paced in circles. What had he done?

‘Shit, Christ, fuck.’

Her stab vest should have saved her. Then he realised she wasn’t wearing one. Unprofessional, so it was her own fault. That thought got his hyperventilation under control. She should have been properly attired. It was not his fault at all.

He slouched onto the hard chair and watched the blood pool slowly around her body.

What had he done? It was a panicked impulse, so no point justifying it to himself. He should not have lost control.

Was she dead?

He chanced a quick glance. Her hair clouded her face, keeping a secret from him. He put out his foot and with the toe of his shoe poked her arm. He still couldn’t determine if she was breathing.

What to do next?

Did anyone know she was here? That tramp behind the bar downstairs. He could deal with her, but the other guards? Shit, it was a mess. All he knew was that he had to act fast.

He sprang from his chair, got his coat and stepped over the blood-soaked woman, careful not to walk in the blood. He noticed her phone on the table. He pocketed it with the intention of dropping it in the canal.

He locked the door and made his way down the stairs. He’d had a plan in place, but this had scuppered it. No, it just sped up things.

The more he thought of it, the more he wished he’d never laid eyes on Caroline and Cameron Healy.
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The afternoon light was dimming when Kirby returned to the office.

‘Nice of you to join us,’ Lottie said.

‘Sorry, boss, I went home for a few minutes, to eat.’ He looked at Boyd. ‘Sergio was in from school. You’ve a great kid there.’

Boyd shifted uncomfortably. Kirby knew it was because he’d seen his son while Boyd wouldn’t be with him till later.

Glancing around the room, his eyes landed on Martina’s jacket and belt on the back of her chair.

‘Did she not come back, Lei?’

‘Martina? No. I told you she got a call and left. Haven’t seen her since.’

‘I’ll try her mobile.’

‘What’s going on?’ Lottie stepped into his space.

Kirby began to sweat. Had he fucked up? He listened to the call go to voicemail. No sign of Sam McKeown either. No, Martina couldn’t be with him. She hated him.

‘Did she not come back at all after that, Lei?’

‘No. I’d say she’s stocking up on food in case it’s late when we knock off here.’

‘Where’s McKeown?’

‘No idea. I doubt she’s with him.’

Lottie put her hands on her hips. ‘Will someone tell me what the hell is going on?’

Kirby shifted his belt a bit. After eating two ketchup-covered sausage sandwiches at home, it was cutting into his belly. He felt he shouldn’t be worried for Martina, but he was.

‘It’s unlike Martina to go off grid like this,’ he told Lottie. ‘You know we were following up on Liam Scanlan like you asked us to?’

‘I’m tired, not stupid,’ she said. ‘You couldn’t find him last time I checked.’

‘Yeah, we spoke with the bar staff.’

‘What has a bar got to do with anything?’ She looked royally pissed off.

Kirby began to fumble his words before he mustered conviction into his tone. ‘The bar is located beneath Scanlan’s apartment. Anyhow, Clarice said she’d let us know if he came back.’

‘Who the hell is Clarice?’

‘The barmaid. Nice girl, a bit out there, if you know what I mean.’

‘I don’t, but go on.’

‘That’s it. Wait a sec. Martina gave Clarice her number to call if he came in. Maybe she phoned and that could be the call Lei said Martina got. I better get back there.’

‘Before you go off, you need to phone this Clarice to see if she contacted Martina.’

‘Ehm, shit.’

‘What now?’

‘I don’t have her number.’

Lottie’s eyes were on fire. ‘You and Lei get up to the pub and check it out. Now, Kirby.’
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‘What’s that about, Boyd?’ Lottie asked, confusion knitting her brow into a scowl.

‘No idea. Kirby’s right, though. It’s not like Martina to go off on her own like that.’

‘Okay, we won’t worry unless he returns empty-handed. Meanwhile, I want everything we can find on Dermot Macken and his smelly chicken farm. I don’t trust him.’

‘Don’t trust him? Or the smell?’

‘Both. I asked Martina to check him out when McKeown didn’t answer my call. Where the hell is he?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘And I only half believe Christy Kearny. He strikes me as the sort of man who would have gone into the house and checked on the family after seeing Cameron dead through the window.’

‘If he had killed them, he could use that as an alibi if we found traces of him in the house. But we have no evidence that he actually went in.’

‘Anything back from forensics?’

‘Latest is that whoever strangled Caroline and Freya wore gloves. Further analysis is being carried out.’

‘Kind of figures, seeing as there were no fingerprints or DNA on their necks, but surely there has to be some transference on their clothing, the bed, even the pillows.’ She began to pace, frustration in every footstep. ‘We’re missing something, Boyd, and I can’t see it.’

‘We need to find out more about Caroline and Sadie’s youth,’ he said.

‘I can’t understand why Alice offered up that piece of information.’

‘Maybe she thinks Sadie was involved in the murders.’

‘Yep.’ Lottie was thinking how Sadie hadn’t been drinking at the party and could have slipped sedation into the Healys’ drinks. ‘It might do no harm to see if Thomas Clarke knows anything of his wife’s past.’
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Kirby scratched his head. He’d had no joy at the Canal Bar. Dandruff flew in little flutters onto his jacket shoulders.

Garda Lei said, ‘If this Clarice has finished her shift, do you think Martina met her and they went somewhere for a drink or…?’

‘Or what?’ Kirby felt responsible for Martina’s well-being, and even though they’d no proof that anything was wrong, he sensed all was not right. He’d secured Clarice’s phone number and address from the bar manager. He phoned her, but she didn’t answer the call. He glanced at the address on the piece of paper. ‘Come on, Lei.’

‘Wait. If Scanlan lives up there,’ Lei pointed to the apartments, ‘we could check to see if he’s home.’

‘Good idea. Using your head, Lei.’

By the time they’d climbed the stairs, knocked the shit out of the door without anyone opening it and gone back down the stairs and outside, Kirby was panting and sweating.

‘Now we go talk to Clarice?’ Lei asked.

‘You of the bright ideas. That stairs has me fucked.’

‘Will I drive, then?’

‘Let me get my breath back.’ Kirby leaned over, hands on his knees.

‘Don’t take too long, the heavens are about to open again.’

Clarice lived in a one-bedroom ground-floor flat down a lane close to JoMo’s nightclub. Kirby rang the bell ready to be disappointed again, but the door was opened by the woman herself, hair in a towel, phone to her ear. Baggy black tracksuit bottoms, and a skinny white tank top accentuating her smooth-skinned shoulders.

‘I’ll ring you back,’ she said and hung up. She stared at Kirby. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Why do you think anything has happened?’ he said.

‘You’ve gone to the trouble of finding out where I live and you have a different guard with you. Maybe I should be the detective.’ She grinned, then her face grew serious. ‘Where’s Martina?’

‘That’s why we’re here. Can we come in?’

‘Don’t mind the mess. I’m a bit of a pig. No room to put anything away, so I’ve clothes everywhere.’

She wasn’t lying, Kirby noted.

She unwrapped the towel from her hair and placed her phone on the small coffee table. ‘Oh, I’ve a missed call from an unknown number. Was that you?’

‘Yes. Have you seen Martina since we were in the pub earlier today?’

‘Yeah, I phoned her.’ An uneasy shift in energy filtered through the room, and the girl’s eyes clouded. ‘Why? Has something happened to her? Has that slimeball hurt her?’

‘Back up,’ Kirby said. ‘Why did you call her?’

‘She gave me her number. When Liam Scanlan arrived in the bar, I rang her and she came.’

‘Shit. Was she alone?’

‘Yes.’

Kirby wished he had a cigar in his hand. He was struggling to get his head around why Martina had gone without a partner. Then again, they had no reason to believe Liam was dangerous or had done anything wrong, except annoy the fuck out of Clarice Shaw.

‘Tell me in detail what went on.’

‘He came into the pub. I phoned Martina. She arrived. Ordered a plate of chips and a drink. I reckon slimeball copped her for a guard because he tried to leave. Whacked his head off the shelf with the telly. Good enough for him. Martina spoke with him. Then she told me she’d be back for her food and the two of them left.’

‘Left for where? Where did they go?’

‘I don’t know, do I? I’d guess up to his apartment, seeing as she said she’d be back.’

‘How long were they gone?’

She shrugged. ‘I had ten minutes left on my shift at that stage. She hadn’t returned by the time I was leaving.’

‘Were you not worried?’

‘To be honest, I was a little bit, but I figured she was well able to look after herself, being a guard and all.’

‘Okay. Thanks.’ He turned to go.

‘Do you think he’s dangerous?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘I’m just thinking,’ Clarice said, ‘the way he tried to leave when he copped Martina for a guard, it was not the action of an innocent man.’

Kirby had been thinking the exact same thing.

Back at Scanlan’s apartment, breathless, his throat rasping, Kirby hammered the door with his fist. And again, more forcefully. Reddening his knuckles. Still no answer.

Martina’s phone was dead now, and he’d got Lei to request a trace on it. That would take time and might be unnecessary, because she could stroll into the station any minute, though Kirby wasn’t taking any chances. He had that gut feeling the boss always talked about. He hoped he was wrong, but instinctively he knew something had happened.

‘Stand back, Lei.’

‘Hold on a minute.’ The young guard was more fidgety than usual. Kirby couldn’t blame him. ‘Maybe we should contact the landlord first. They’ll have a key.’

‘I’ve a bad feeling,’ Kirby said, his brow creased with worry.

‘Call the boss or you’ll get in trouble.’

‘I don’t care. Stand back.’

‘You need a warrant and⁠—’

‘Stand the fuck back, Lei.’

The young guard did as he was ordered, folding his arms like a scolded child.

Kirby took a deep breath and smashed in the door with his boot. Splinters of timber flew everywhere. He got his hand through the destruction and unlatched it.

His heart was tumbling in his chest like the drum of an out-of-control washing machine, and then it almost stopped.

‘Martina!’

He rushed forward without a care for preserving the scene. She looked dead. Too much blood. Too still. Tears blinded him.

‘Holy Mother of God. Lei, call an ambulance. Quick.’

He looked around for something to stem the bleeding from her side. Lei came with a bundle of towels he’d found somewhere. Kirby grabbed them and applied them to the seeping wound.

Her skin was translucent. He could see the little veins, and her lips were almost blue. Shit. Shit. But the wound was bleeding, so that meant her heart was still beating, didn’t it? He put a bloody finger to her neck, willing the throb of a pulse. It was there. Faint, but there. Thank God.

‘Call the boss. And Boyd. Tell them to find that fucker Scanlan.’
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Thomas Clarke was a lot brighter than the sobbing drunk Lottie had encountered earlier. Barefoot, he left the door open for her to follow him inside. He pounded around his pencil-sharp kitchen like a man possessed.

‘Thomas. Sit down.’ She’d had her fill of men and wanted to go home to soak in a bubble bath. Just a bath, never mind the bubbles. To hell with that, she’d settle for a shower. Hot, scalding. To wash away the stench of the chicken farm. The stench of the investigation. It was frustrating her more and more, and she didn’t like impassable roads with dead ends. Not to talk of a missing mother and daughter.

His eyes blazed as he ceased his pacing and she wondered if he’d taken something illicit.

‘What do you want this time?’ He flexed his fingers into fists and out again, his knuckles white from the exertion. ‘I’ve told you everything. And you’ve done bugger-all to find my family. You’re wasting time coming here talking bullshit with me. That’s not police work, that’s incompetence.’

‘Take it up with Superintendent Farrell, but I still need to talk with you. About Sadie. And Caroline.’

‘I wish we’d never set eyes on that family. Everything was fine until they walked into my home.’

‘Yet you had an affair with Caroline.’ She couldn’t help herself.

‘How many times do I have to tell you?’ He tugged at his hair, exasperated. ‘I did not have anything to do with that woman. Where’s my little girl, Inspector? That’s what you should be talking about. Where is my little girl and my wife?’

‘Maximum resources have been assigned to find them and to the murder investigation. But I need background information. Sometimes that’s what helps us see our way through and reach a positive conclusion.’

‘All right.’ His breathing calmed. ‘Ask your questions.’

‘When and where did you and Sadie meet?’

‘Years ago. She was working as a receptionist in a doctor’s surgery. She was beautiful. Got talking, started dating. The rest is history.’

‘Did you know anything about her life before she met you?’

‘A little. She didn’t speak much about it. I got the impression it was painful for her and I didn’t press her.’

‘What was the little she told you?’

‘Do you want a coffee?’ He looked around the sterile kitchen.

‘No thanks. Go on.’

He took an empty mug from the cupboard but didn’t make a beverage. ‘Right. She said she was an orphan. Her parents died within a short time of each other. Her mother from an aggressive form of cancer, father had a heart attack twelve months later.’

‘Her schooling? College? Know anything about that?’

‘Far as I’m aware, she didn’t go to college. She used to live in Dublin and said her parents hadn’t much money. Council house, she said. She had to give it up after they died, moved around a lot, rented bedsits, then came to Ragmullin and started working.’

‘I’m not sure that story is entirely true,’ Lottie said.

‘That’s all I know. What do you expect from me?’

‘I just thought you could fill in the blanks.’

‘You are unbelievable. My daughter and wife are missing and you’re here talking ancient history. No wonder you haven’t found them.’ He slammed down the empty mug and stormed out to his office. She followed.

‘I think I’ve hit a nerve, Thomas,’ she said, leaning against the wall.

He shook his head slowly and moved around the desk. He sat on the Eames chair, nursing a mug of cold coffee he’d found on the desk. He seemed to need to be holding something. ‘I didn’t really know my wife, did I?’

‘That appears to be the case. I have further investigation to do, but I’ve been told that when Sadie was maybe thirteen, she spent time in a place called Oak House, an institution for young offenders.’

He almost dropped the mug in shock. ‘What the fuck? That’s ridiculous. Who made this allegation?’

‘I can’t tell you at present, but I promise I will when I know more.’

His head lolled and Lottie thought he had tears in his eyes, or maybe it was splashes of his cold coffee.

‘Sadie was always a bit icy with me, but I was besotted from the minute I set eyes on her. And when Lily came along, she focused all her love on our daughter. I admit I wasn’t a great husband. Sadie brought out the worst in me. It’s not an excuse. I’m sorry. But I’m a good father and I want her and Lily back.’

‘And you know nothing of Sadie’s younger life?’

‘Not a thing.’

‘Any paperwork that might help us?’

‘There’s nothing that I know of.’

‘And did you have an affair with⁠—’

‘How many times do I have to tell you?’ Anger flashed across his face in a red-hot flush. ‘I never had an affair with Caroline Healy.’

She was inclined to believe him, but still. ‘The text messages appear to contradict that.’

‘There are more people with the initial T than me. Look, Caroline and Sadie were thick as thieves. Inseparable. It would have been impossible for me to have an affair with Caroline.’

‘Could they have known each other before they met here?’

‘Seeing as you think you know more about my wife than I do, perhaps you can answer that.’

Lottie pulled a chair from under the desk and sat opposite Thomas, who had shrunk into his fancy recliner. ‘We think Sadie and Caroline met as teenagers. In Oak House.’

‘The young offenders place you mentioned?’ The flush faded, leaving a sickly hue on his face.

‘Yes.’

He remained silent so long, Lottie thought he’d fallen asleep with his eyes open.

‘Like I said, Inspector, I didn’t know my wife at all.’

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She slid it out halfway and snuck a glance at it. Garda Lei. She killed the call.

‘Thomas, we’ve been through your house, garage and garden. We found nothing to help us. Is there anywhere Sadie might hide anything she didn’t want you to see?’

‘I don’t know. And that’s the truth. But you’re welcome to search the place again, and I’ll have a look around too.’

Her phone went off again.

‘I better get this.’
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The ambulance had taken Martina to the hospital by the time Lottie arrived at Scanlan’s apartment. Boyd was there already with Garda Lei.

‘Where’s Kirby?’ she asked, noticing Lei’s pallor. The young guard was shell-shocked.

‘He… he followed the ambulance over to the hospital. Martina’s in a bad way. Life-threatening injury, the paramedics said. I thought she was dead. I’m glad Detective Kirby didn’t listen to me. He broke the door down. Do you think⁠—’

‘Back up a minute,’ Lottie said. The young guard would talk ad infinitum if she allowed him to continue. She needed facts. ‘What injury did Martina sustain?’

‘Single stab wound to the abdomen. She’d left her vest in the station. Clarice who works in the bar downstairs, well, she’d called Martina to say Scanlan was in the pub⁠—’

‘Okay, okay. Where’s Scanlan now? Time is imperative, so I want single-syllable answers, Lei.’

‘Don’t know.’ He blushed. ‘Sorry, that’s two words. Oh, sorry. I’ll shut up.’

‘It’s fine.’ She relented because she thought he was about to cry. ‘You’re in shock. Go back to the station. Get a cup of tea. Boyd, call Grainne and get the SOCO team here. This is a crime scene. On second thoughts, Lei, Grainne might want to take swabs and your uniform. Just to eliminate trace.’

‘Okay. I did go looking for towels to stem the blood. Oh God.’

She turned to Boyd, who was on the phone to the lead SOCO. ‘Find a forensics suit for Lei. Get him to change. You know the drill.’

When Lei left the room with Boyd, she looked around, glad she’d had the foresight to grab forensic booties and gloves. In the silence, she tried to envisage Liam Scanlan living here, and what had transpired between him and one of her brightest young guards. She noticed all the locks on the inside of the broken door. Why the hell did he need those? Was he keeping someone out or hiding something inside?

‘This is a shit show,’ she said to the empty room. ‘Boyd!’ She called him back. ‘Make sure SOCOs check Scanlan’s shoes. That print on Caroline Healy’s back is still unaccounted for.’

[image: ]


Liam Scanlan had walked along the canal towpath as far as his adrenaline-filled legs could carry him without meeting a soul. He walked until he felt an attack of shin-splint pain. Dropping onto the wet grass, he turned his face to the sky. Allowed the rain to wash away the traces of blood he guessed must surely be there. The tang of sweat and fear seeped into his mouth.

It was almost dark and he had no plan for what to do. He could guess at what he shouldn’t do. Don’t use his car. Don’t go back to the office. Definitely don’t go near his apartment. Had he left anything in any of those places that could condemn him for ever? He didn’t think so. But he’d left the body of a guard in his apartment, bleeding out. There was no getting away from that.

He looked at the two mangled phones in his hand. His own and the one belonging to the guard. He’d disabled both devices and thrown the broken SIM cards in various bins before he’d hurried down the towpath. He now threw the smashed phones into the depths of the canal.

Liam Scanlan stared into the grey water, pebbled with raindrops, and contemplated ending it all. No one left to miss him. Nothing. He was nothing. As insignificant as the useless mangled phones. As inconsequential as the disappearing rain on the water.

But he’d got this far in life; he had to keep going.

He couldn’t let anyone, especially not that bitch, derail him now.
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The stomping of feet carried from the corridor into the incident room.

‘She’s on the warpath,’ Boyd said.

‘Don’t blame her,’ Lottie said.

Superintendent Deborah Farrell entered to the angry beat of her march. Her voice was just as dominant.

‘I can’t believe the absolute shambles you’ve made of this, Parker.’ Her face was shaded tomato red, as if she’d lost the battle to keep a lid on a bottle of ketchup and it had suddenly exploded. She swiped off her clip-on tie and bundled it into her skirt pocket. ‘Let me get this straight, and don’t dare correct me if I’m wrong. You started out with a murder-suicide that turned into a triple murder. Then you let a child vanish into thin air, and if that wasn’t bad enough, the child’s mother goes AWOL too. And now you have a young member of your team fighting for her life in hospital. Explain all that to me, because I sure as hell can’t.’

‘It’s a complicated case and we’re trying to sort through the evidence.’ Weak, Lottie knew, but what else could she say?

‘What bloody evidence? Give me one solid lead you’re working on.’

‘We know Liam Scanlan attacked Garda Brennan in his apartment and then fled the scene.’

‘Can you prove that?’

‘We will.’

‘Tell me why he attacked an unarmed lone garda. And don’t get me started on why she was out on her own.’

‘I don’t know why he did it, but he is a person of interest in the Healy murders.’

‘Evidence of that?’

‘He worked for Cameron Healy.’

‘Working for a murder victim is not evidence enough for arrest last time I checked.’

‘We’re still digging through Healy’s finances. I’m sure there’s something illegal there that Scanlan is involved in. Plus he neglected to tell us he was at the Healy house on Sunday.’

‘Many reasons for that, I’m sure, but I’m still waiting for you to provide me with one solid piece of evidence for any of these crimes.’

Lottie lowered her head. She was getting close to the nub of everything, but she had nothing tangible.

Farrell walked forward. She was so close Lottie could smell the odour from the perspiration-stained armpits of her white shirt. She could see the freckles on the woman’s nose, her neck veins pulsing in anger.

‘You don’t have an answer for me after nearly a week? I’m standing out there every single fucking day looking like a clown, talking through my arse because I have nothing to tell the media or the public.’ Farrell paused, taking a breath, and some of the colour in her face ebbed. ‘I want a detailed report of your progress or lack thereof by tomorrow morning. And send flowers to that poor guard. And I want to know what the hell she was doing talking to a suspect on her bloody own.’

With that, she marched out, even more angry than when she’d entered the room.

‘You survived that onslaught,’ Boyd said.

‘Only just,’ Lottie said. ‘Any update on Martina?’

‘Kirby said she’s getting a blood transfusion. He’s waiting to see the surgeon to find out the level of internal injury.’

‘Have her parents been informed?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where is McKeown?’

‘No idea.’

‘Does he think this is a summer camp? Find him. And where’s Lei?’

‘I sent him home and told him not to come in until the morning. I don’t know if he’s more shocked at what Kirby did to the door without a warrant or coming across Martina in such a state. He thought she was dead.’

‘He’s a good lad. If he didn’t talk so bloody much. But we need him here tomorrow.’ Then she thought how Lei must be feeling. ‘Make sure he’s okay and debriefed, and ask if he needs time off or wants to see our shrink.’

‘I think I know the answer to that. He’ll be back before first light. He’s a trouper.’

‘Talking about me again, I see,’ Kirby said, dragging his feet across the floor. He sank into a chair. It creaked under his bulk. His shirt and jacket were bloodstained. ‘Martina will pull through. The surgeon had to remove some of her intestine and she’ll be out of it for a while. But he’s confident about her recovery.’

He began to cry.

Lottie rushed to his side and took his hand. She could see flecks of blood on his knuckles and splinters of wood clinging to his trousers. ‘It’s okay, Kirby.’

‘If I hadn’t broken in, she’d have died. And it would have been my fault. I went home for a bite to eat while she was off on her own talking to that fucker.’

‘We all have to eat. We need to rest too. It’s not a crime, Kirby. And Martina knows the rules. She took a chance. I’m glad you used that noggin of yours and got to her in time. Now bag those clothes for forensics and go home. I don’t want to see you until morning.’

‘Amy will kill me. She loves Martina.’

‘Everyone loves Martina.’

A darkness crossed Kirby’s eyes. ‘What about McKeown? Did anyone tell him?’

Lottie looked up at Boyd. ‘Any sign of him?’

‘No. He’s probably out sourcing CCTV.’

‘Martina can’t stand him,’ Kirby said.

‘I don’t want another of my team getting hurt or worse. Find him.’

Kirby stood.

Lottie put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Not you. Go home. See you in the morning.’

‘I’ll change in the locker room and then I’m going back to the hospital.’

‘Okay, okay. Go on then.’

When the room had emptied, Lottie was left standing alone with Boyd.

‘Where do we go from here?’ She pulled at her hair still able to smell the goddamn chicken shit.

‘I have to pick up Sergio,’ he said. ‘Lottie, I’m grateful for being able to stay at yours while I get the ceiling fixed.’

‘When they finish at your place, maybe I could get a price to repair the roof on my house. It’s a creaking, leaking relic at this stage.’

‘I was going to say that at least you have a roof over your head, but that wouldn’t be entirely true.’

She smiled. ‘Go on. We’ll sort this lot out tomorrow.’

‘I keep thinking of young Lily.’

‘We’ll find her. What I can’t figure out is Sadie’s disappearance. I had the feeling she was lying to me. It nagged at me. The fact of her past, buried so deep even Thomas says he didn’t know about it. I wonder if Cameron knew about Caroline’s past.’

‘What are you thinking?’

‘I don’t know what to think, but maybe the two women were enemies rather than friends. What if their past came knocking on their doors, ending up in murder and abduction?’

‘Leave it. We can do more probing tomorrow. You need rest, Lottie.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘And you need a shower.’
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The canteen was cacophonous with teatime noise. Crockery, cutlery, chatter. It grated on Chloe’s nerves big-time. She fetched a black coffee and a croissant and made her way to an empty table at the back of the bustling room. She couldn’t look at anyone, never mind talk. It would add to her nerves, and the din was bad enough in her ears as it was.

She took a sip of coffee and it tasted alien in her mouth. But she needed it to be alert. Breaking off a corner of the croissant, she stuffed it in her mouth. She hadn’t eaten a thing all day and now she felt sick. She was going to throw up.

Jumping up, she fled the canteen. In the nearest bathroom, she raced into a cubicle and emptied her stomach. She knew it wasn’t the food that had made her ill. It was the trauma of what had happened to her. And what had almost happened.

At the sink, she threw water on her face. It mingled with the tears that now flowed freely. The numbness had subsided and she shivered and trembled and sank to the floor. Gripping her knees to her chest, she sobbed and sobbed.

OceanofPDF.com


58
[image: ]


There was an annoying ringing in her ears. Lottie looked around for its source. There it was again. Front door.

She dried her hands and made her way from the kitchen, almost falling over Sergio’s school bag, which the boy had abandoned in the middle of the hall floor. It reminded her of how untidy Sean used to be around the house. She missed her son. But he was getting on with his life while she remained stuck.

The bell chimed again. She was breathless by the time she reached the door. So unfit. That would have to be rectified before her next physical. Farrell was mad enough at her without adding more fuel to that particular fire.

She flung the door open. A man stood there, drenched, a bunch of what looked like garage flowers wilting in his hand.

‘Matt Mooney! What are you doing here?’ Her mind flipped through a multitude of scenarios that would have brought him to her door, none of them good. But the flowers? Maybe it wasn’t bad news.

‘Can I come in? I’m getting drowned out here.’

‘Yes, of course.’

He walked in by her, dripping water in his wake, his shoes squelching. ‘I wasn’t sure I had the right house. Parked way down the avenue. Is that what you call it? Anyhow, it must be the right house seeing as you answered the door. I didn’t know I could have driven up closer.’

‘Come into the kitchen and I’ll find you a towel. You can hang your coat there.’ She pointed to the overflowing stairs.

Her mind was reeling. What the hell was Detective Matt Mooney doing in her house? She’d helped him on an investigation last June when she was in Connemara for Grace Boyd’s wedding. She’d liked him. The way he worked reminded her a little of Kirby’s bungling ways, and he’d got a result in the end. That was what counted.

He took some bars of Dairy Milk chocolate out of his pocket. ‘They had no boxes of chocolates, so these were the next best thing.’

‘Oh.’ She didn’t know what to say. Dumbfounded was one word for how she felt, then it was quickly replaced with a stab of fear. ‘Is it Sean? Has something happened to him?’

‘Sean?’ He handed the flowers over and placed the chocolate bars on the table. ‘Oh, your son. Nothing’s wrong that I know of, if that’s what you’re thinking. I, eh… I just wanted to thank you for all your help during the summer.’

Her body sagged with relief. ‘Thank goodness. For a second there I thought you had bad news, though the flowers should have been a giveaway.’ She thought it was kind of cute of him.

‘I paid for them, if that’s what you mean.’

‘God, no. I meant… you wouldn’t bring flowers if it was bad news. Then again, I don’t know you that well, so maybe you would. Oh, it doesn’t matter. Sit down.’ She handed him a towel. ‘Would you like tea or maybe a coffee?’

‘Got any of that Connemara whiskey?’

‘No, I try not to drink, so I’ve no alcohol in the house.’

‘Tea would be great then.’

She put the flowers in the sink, wondering where she’d find a vase, and set about fetching mugs. She switched on the kettle before sitting at the table opposite him.

‘Have you got business in Ragmullin?’

‘I had a few things to tie up, so I said sure why not kill two birds with one stone, and here I am.’

‘Have you seen Grace or Bryan recently? Sean is staying with them. He’s in college in Galway.’

‘Aye. I see them now and again. It must be your lad that Grace goes on about.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you really want to know?’

‘Nothing Grace says can shock me.’ And that was the truth, she thought.

‘She said something like she didn’t know how the likes of Lottie Parker could produce such a fine, mannerly young man.’

Lottie grinned. ‘You’re pulling my leg.’

‘I’m serious. He was working in the barn with Bryan. I was passing and popped in to see how they were doing.’

‘And how are they? I haven’t been in touch. Boyd did all the organising for Sean. He has a habit of interfering in my kids’ lives, though I was grateful for the help. It was impossible to find accommodation in Galway.’

‘You should have given me a call. I could have sorted something out.’

‘Thanks. I’ll remember that if Grace kicks him out. It’s a trek for him getting buses in and out to the city. But on the other hand it gives him some independence.’

‘What’s he studying?’

‘Something to do with designing computer games. Goes over my head, but he loves it so that’s half the battle.’ The kettle whistled and she made the tea. ‘It’s good to see you, Matt.’ After pouring tea into two mugs, she sat opposite him.

‘Grand house,’ he said.

‘It’s a bloody wreck.’

‘I like its old-worldliness.’

‘You mean it’s banjaxed.’

‘That too.’ He laughed and she joined in. It felt good to laugh.

At that moment Boyd walked in holding an empty mug in his hand. ‘Oh. Matt Mooney. What brings you here?’

Lottie felt a blush form on her cheeks for no reason. God, she thought, I’m like a teenager being caught with someone else’s boyfriend.

‘Mark,’ Mooney said with a nod, sounding formal. How one word could be so telling, Lottie had no idea. ‘Didn’t know you two had, eh… reconciled your differences.’

‘What’s it to you?’ Boyd said, the sharpness in his cadence cutting through the air.

‘Just saying.’ Mooney fumbled with his mug of tea, splashing it on the table.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘There’s no need to be rude.’ Lottie balled her hands into fists on her knees, fuming. It was her house. How dare he! A red mist was descending, but she was aware enough not to make a show of herself in front of her guest.

‘Sorry.’ Boyd dumped his mug in the sink on top of the flowers and stomped out of the room.

When he pulled the door shut behind him, Lottie exhaled. ‘I’m sorry about that.’

‘Why should you apologise for him?’ Mooney said. ‘Anyhow, I’m happy for you.’

‘Happy for me?’

‘You’re back together.’

‘No, we’re not. His apartment got flooded, so he and his son are staying here for a few nights until the plumber sorts it out.’

‘Can I say something that is none of my business?’

‘Sure. Everyone else does.’ She gave a half-smile, rage still burning in her chest over Boyd’s conduct.

‘You shouldn’t have to put up with that sort of behaviour. You’re doing him a favour, aren’t you?’

‘I think he’s jealous.’

‘Why? Isn’t he the one that finished things between you?’

‘I know all that, but we go back a long way, so he’s protective of me.’

‘I can think of other words, and protective isn’t one of them. Sorry, it’s nothing to do with me.’ Mooney took a slurp of his tea. ‘You make a good brew.’

‘Thanks. You know something? You’re like a breath of fresh air to me right now. Things are hectic at work and it’s good to talk to someone not involved in the investigation.’

‘A tough one, then?’

‘It’s taking me too long to get a handle on it. Where are you staying tonight?’

‘I’m heading back to Galway.’ He checked his wrist, which held an old-fashioned gold-rimmed watch on a battered black leather strap. He seemed nervous, and she didn’t think it had anything to do with Boyd. ‘It’s getting on. Maybe I should go. You can phone me to talk about the case, if you like.’

He made no move to leave.

‘Why did you come here, Matt?’

He blew out his cheeks, then pursed his lips into a straight line.

‘What is it?’ she pressed. ‘You’re worrying me now.’

‘Ah, nothing at all. I’m sorry I barged in on top of you and Mark. I should have phoned first. I’m an eejit. You can take the man out of Connemara, but you can’t take Connemara out of the man. I was in the area and decided to drop in, and now I best be off.’

She knew he was lying, but why? Did he fancy her and thought he had a chance since he knew she and Boyd had broken up? And then Boyd walked in, all territorial in her house, and scared him off. Was that it? Maybe, but she didn’t think so.

He was in the hall, his coat on, by the time she caught up with him. ‘Why don’t you stay here? It’s an awful night out.’

‘Another time maybe. I have to get on the road. Ring me about your case. I’d be happy to help if I can.’ He tied a sopping knitted scarf around his neck. ‘Lovely to see you again, Lottie.’

Without thinking, she leaned in and kissed his cheek. ‘Thanks, Matt. Don’t know when someone last gave me flowers and chocolate.’

He blushed, his face puce to his ears, and hustled out the door.

Lottie felt totally confused. She shut the door and locked it. Turning around, she caught sight of Boyd standing at the top of the stairs. He shook his head, a grimace stretching his face, and walked into his bedroom.
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As he drove into Ragmullin, trying to find the Galway road, Mooney saw Chloe’s name flash up on his hands-free.

He ignored it.

They’d had a conversation earlier, a conversation that had shocked him. But what did she think he could do for her? He didn’t know her. Met her once at that wedding in June. Okay, he knew her mother. Barely. Did he honestly want to get caught up in the drama that would follow the revelation? Therein lay his dilemma. He was a fair man with a sense of justice, something that was not always attainable, and he didn’t think it would be achieved in this instance. She’d kept her clothing and there could be trace evidence that might prove contact, but how could it determine the advances had not been consensual? It was a typical she said, he said case. But he believed her.

He had gone to tell Lottie. To pass the buck, so to speak, even though Chloe had said not to mention it to her mother. He thought she had a right to know, but then he’d baulked at saying anything.

He lit a cigarette without opening the window because it was too damn wet and cold, then coughed in the smoke-filled car.

No, he couldn’t do it to Lottie. Not until he had more time to think it through. And anyway, Mark Boyd’s belligerence had scuppered any nerve he might have had. Boyd needed a kick up the hole. Wasn’t Lottie doing him a favour? And there he was prancing around her house like he owned the ramshackle ancient walls, red-raw jealousy exuding from his pores. Well, Boyd had walked out on Lottie, so it was his own funeral.

Mooney lowered the window and threw out the cigarette, momentarily conscious of littering then forgetting about it as quickly. His mind was overflowing with conflict. Doubt riddled his core.

What he needed was a drink. That would necessitate staying the night in Ragmullin, and he’d already turned down Lottie’s offer of a bed for the night.

Chloe’s name flashed up on his hands-free again. He hit the off button. I’m a coward, he thought, but he had no update for the girl. He could manufacture a meeting with this McKeown shithead and see what he had to say for himself.

‘Feck it,’ he said to the rain drumming a head-splitting tune on the windscreen.

Indicating, he turned round in a gateway. Ragmullin for the night it would be. Maybe he could get some answers from the culprit himself before he spoke to Chloe again.
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Lying on her narrow bed with the bare walls mocking her, Chloe swore as Mooney declined her call a second time. Surely he’d talked to her mother by now. Despite asking him not to tell her, that was what she wanted him to do. She expected him to be able to read between the lines.

At this stage, she’d presumed Lottie would be driving to her straight away, or at least on the phone. Or maybe she was gunning for McKeown. Either way, Chloe wanted the adults to sort it for her. She was an adult but currently saw herself as a child, a damaged and crushed child. She hadn’t felt this way since her dad died. Totally broken, she could no longer cry. She’d used up all her tears and was now left with a shrivelled sense of herself.

As she was about to put her phone under her pillow to try and nab some sleep, the device buzzed in her hand.

She checked the screen.

McKeown.

Her hand shook. She dropped the phone. It buzzed and vibrated, then stopped. The silence was instantaneous. Her whole body went into a tremor.

A text arrived. She couldn’t help herself. She picked up the phone from the floor, curled her legs under her on the bed and opened the message.

Hey, Chloe, thanks for last night. I couldn’t believe how you came on to me. You little minx. Such a flirt. How could a man say no to you? Anyhow, I’d love to take you up on your offer of another night out. Soon. Sam x

A shiver of horror slithered down her arm and she dropped the phone again.

Then she leapt out of the bed and rushed to the toilet, where she was violently ill.
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Lying in bed listening to the rain beat a tattoo on the windowpanes, Lottie concentrated on the new patch of damp on the ceiling.

Should she take time out of work to sort her family? Rose was as fine as she could be. Katie kept an eye on her, and Rose’s friend Betty was great at stepping in when needed. Sean was doing well in Galway, and in a perverse way she was glad he was staying with Grace. She’d hoped Grace would dote on him, and Matt Mooney had said as much.

Then she recalled the missed calls from Chloe. Glancing at the time on her phone, she wondered if it was too late to ring. After midnight. Surely Chloe was asleep by now. If it had been important, Lottie would have got a screaming text littered with emojis to tell her to answer her damn phone. All the same she pressed the call button, but got no reply. She’d call her daughter first thing in the morning.
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The little girl shivered in the room’s cold air, but her mam was walking around in a T-shirt and leggings. Lily Clarke could not remember having spent this much time so close to her mother in, like for ever. It was a bit overpowering, if she was honest with herself. And shocking when her mother had stumbled into the room to sit beside her. No explanation. No nothing. Lily gave up trying to rationalise what was going on.

‘I’m missing school,’ she said, the tremble in her voice unrecognisable. ‘I’ll be way behind in all my work and I really need to keep up.’

‘Will you stop your whingeing?’ Sadie turned on her, not for the first time in the few days they’d been locked in there together. ‘Can’t you give me a little peace? Don’t you think it’s about time you grew up? You have to realise that the real world is not all unicorns and Taylor Swift. It’s dark and ugly and menacing.’

Was her mother trying to frighten the life out of her? Lily was already scared shitless. She couldn’t help a small smile, despite the terror. Her mam would go totally apeshit if she heard her darling daughter swear, even though Lily didn’t class shit as a swear word. But she didn’t voice the swear aloud. In a way, she was a little frightened of her mam now, as well as the circumstances in which they found themselves.

The thing was, Lily had never seen her mam like this. Then again, they’d never been in a situation like this. Captured. Kidnapped. Abducted. All words to describe their predicament, but Lily didn’t know why. Why would someone take her and then her mother? It made no sense. None of it made any sense.

‘Mam?’

‘What now?’

‘Will Daddy find us?’

‘That eejit wouldn’t find his way out of a paper bag.’ Sadie glared at her, and Lily thought her mother’s eyes were red, like a demon’s. It was the bad light, wasn’t it? Casting eerie shadows on the dim walls. Sadie turned away.

Lily would love to know where they were being kept. It felt like someone’s house. An abandoned house? Did that mean they’d never be found?

She started to cry. Loud, ugly sobs broke from her throat, having welled up for days in the pit of her stomach, and she shivered uncontrollably, earthquake-like aftershocks. Would it ever stop? She wanted her mother to wrap her in her arms, comfort her. Through her tears she saw Sadie standing with her back to her, staring at the wall, apparently oblivious to her daughter’s distress. Such was her shock at her mother’s indifference that Lily stopped crying.

‘That’s better,’ Sadie said, without turning round. ‘Now I might be able to hear myself think.’
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Lottie woke to darkness and silence. She felt a little brighter after her midnight chat with herself while willing the ceiling not to burst with the rain seeping in through the roof.

Now something of a habit, she brought her mug of coffee outside to the fence overlooking the lake. With the rain having ceased for now, she felt lighter. She’d put on grey jeans that somehow still had their €13.99 Primark label attached, and a crisp white shirt. Dressing like a powerhouse that didn’t cost a fortune would mean heels, but in her line of work she needed to be prepared for any eventuality, so it had to be flat black ankle boots.

Maybe today would be a good day. Maybe today she would find Lily and Sadie and Liam Scanlan. She had to catch him, the prime suspect for the murders after his attack on Martina Brennan. Maybe all her hopes would come to pass. If only she could muster a positive manifestation, like the influencers on Instagram that Katie constantly talked about.

‘Let’s see what the day brings,’ she told the natural environment.

All her bonhomie and lightness of spirit died in her chest with the first person she met on arriving at the office.

‘Detective McKeown, I’m delighted you decided to grace us with your presence today.’ She didn’t care that it was passive-aggressive. He was the master of passive-aggressiveness himself, though more often just plain aggressive.

‘Huh?’ He looked sheepish, unusual for such an arrogant dick.

‘You disappeared yesterday afternoon. Why was that?’

‘I was working.’

‘You didn’t check in.’

‘I was busy.’

‘Busy doing what?’

With each question she asked, his shaved head reddened a deeper hue.

‘Eh, following up leads.’ He twisted his hands into each other as if he was kneading dough.

‘What leads?’

‘You know. CCTV footage and stuff.’ He was definitely on edge, and Lottie wondered what was going on with the usually snide yet unflappable detective.

‘I didn’t think there was any viable CCTV at the Healy or Clarke houses.’

‘Got some from the roads leading out that way.’

‘What did you find on said footage?’

‘Nothing yet,’ his voice a whiny drone. ‘I’m still making my way through it.’

‘I heard you went to the Healy crime scene. Why was that?’

‘Oh yes. I forgot about that. I found a short video on Freya’s iPad. She must have snapped it by accident. It’s at an angle and it seems to be of someone looking in her bedroom window.’

‘Her bedroom is on the first floor. How could someone be looking in?’

‘That’s what I wanted to know. There’s a tree beyond the garden fence and it’s possible someone climbed it. If they did, they could see straight in. Why was someone spying on a twelve-year-old kid? It sickened me.’

‘What did you do with the video?’ Lottie couldn’t believe she was only hearing this now.

‘I took screen-shots but I sent everything to tech to be enhanced. Unfortunately, I don’t think it can be made much clearer.’ He showed her the copy he’d made on his iPad. It was definitely some sort of shape, but it was difficult to make it into a human form.

‘Did you send SOCOs out to examine the tree?’

‘Yes. But with all the rain I doubt they’ll find anything.’

‘Let me know if the tech crew make something of it. I asked you to look into Sadie and Caroline’s past. How did that turn out?’

‘Ehm, I’ll get to it today.’

‘And what about the background checks, in particular for Liam Scanlan, Christy Kearney and Dermot Macken?’

‘Martina was helping me on that. I’ll get her to give me a hand now.’

‘You don’t know, do you?’

‘Know what?’ He looked genuinely puzzled.

‘Sam, where the hell were you yesterday?’

‘I told you. Following up for more CCTV.’

‘Well while you were off doing whatever the hell you were doing, Martina was attacked and stabbed.’

‘What?’ He blanched. ‘Is she all right?’

‘She’s had surgery and blood transfusions.’

‘Shit. Who did it?’

‘We believe it was Liam Scanlan and he’s in the wind. So, Detective McKeown, it’s time for the truth from you. Where exactly did you go to yesterday when we needed all hands on deck?’

He looked sheepish, but she couldn’t help feeling it was fake.

‘It was a family matter. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to annoy you with it. I knew we were to the pin of our collar with multiple investigations, but I had to deal with the situation. My wife was losing her shit over the kids. Don’t worry, I’ll punch in the extra hours today.’

She didn’t believe a word of it but hadn’t time for his domestic woes.

‘I want all the CCTV from the Canal Bar pub, inside and outside, and whatever you can source from around Scanlan’s apartment. Analyse it. Follow his trail. We have to find him. Then get the historical information for Sadie and Caroline. I need it to understand their relationship.’

‘On it.’

‘And let me know if anything comes from that video.’

‘Video?’

‘McKeown, wake up. The video on Freya’s iPad.’

‘Sure thing. Will do.’ He made his way to his desk.

Lottie had never seen him so disconcerted. She’d get to the bottom of it. When she had time. Which was not now.

So much for positive manifestations.
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After a restful sleep in the comfortable bed at the Joyce Hotel, Matt Mooney showered, then dressed in yesterday’s clothes. He hadn’t intended being away for the night, so he’d have to make do with what he stood in.

The shower had shot some life into his bones and the breakfast ignited an urge to get on with the day.

He wanted to talk to this McKeown prick to see what he had to say for himself. That would be an interesting conversation. One where he would find out how many lies McKeown could spin. Because one thing was sure, Matt Mooney believed every word Chloe Parker had told him.
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Chloe was surprised that she had slept. Delayed shock must have knocked her out. Or maybe it was relief that she had Mooney looking out for her. Whatever the reason, she felt eager to start her day.

With a free tutorial period to start off the morning, she began comparing the crime-scene photos she’d got from McKeown against the twenty-year-old cold-case file that had intrigued her. She itemised the things she noticed that were somewhat similar in detail.

Both murders had occurred after a child’s birthday party. That was what had initially drawn her to the case. The balloons. Nothing unusual there. Most kids’ parties had balloons, though in the old crime scene there were only a few hanging over the door. There was a tiny compact bouncy castle in the historical case, but a much larger one at the Healys’.

In the old case, the victims had been strangled, as was the same in the current case as far as she could see. She ignored Cameron Healy’s fatal wound for now because that was an aberration she’d come back to when she could think straight.

What drew her in was the way the two female victims had been clothed. The child in a frilly party dress with a lace collar, and the mother in a high-necked blouse with brown trousers. In the recent Ragmullin case the victims were similarly clad. Did it mean something? She was sure there were loads of dissimilarities, but she had to work with what she had.

Then there was the 999 call from twenty years ago. She read the transcript, the words I killed them leaping off the page.

Would the recording have survived down through the years? Would any of the evidence still be available? DNA samples? The clothing worn by the victims?

As she went back over the file, she wondered if she was trying to find something that wasn’t there. Forcing things to fit. Were the cases even that similar?

No matter what, a gut feeling had spurred her to attempt an analysis of the information from both cases. So what was she to do with it all?
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Her phone screen showed Lottie that Chloe was calling. Shit, she’d meant to touch base that morning.

‘Chloe, pet, I’m so sorry I didn’t call you back. It’s hectic here.’ She made her way into her office, noticing McKeown’s raised eyebrows and the flush on his cheeks. What’s his problem? she wondered.

‘Don’t worry, Mam. I understand now that I’m in training how it can take over your life.’

Lottie closed the door and sat behind her desk. ‘No excuse for me. I’ve neglected my family over the years. I have to change my ways.’

Chloe laughed. ‘Please don’t change. We couldn’t stand it if you were at home all day, moping and growling.’

Lottie had to laugh too. ‘Are you getting on well in Templemore?’

Chloe paused. ‘Yeah, it’s grand.’

‘Have you made a heap of friends?’

‘Not really. We’re so busy. But I get on with everyone.’

‘Are you coming home tonight?’
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Chloe had thought about it. Shit, it was Friday already, and there was a party in Cafferty’s that she had been intending to go to, but that was before Sam McKeown ruined her life. There was always the possibility she’d bump into him. But why should she let him dictate what she did? And going by the lightness in her mother’s voice, Mooney hadn’t told her about the assault.

‘I’ll let you know if I am, so that you can get in some groceries.’ She grinned as she imagined her mother’s face. ‘Joking.’

‘Boyd is staying with us for a while.’

‘What? You guys back together?’

‘God, no. His apartment got flooded.’

‘Oh, but Mam, it’s an ideal situation for you to mend those broken bridges.’

‘I honestly don’t think that will happen.’

‘Don’t believe you. Listen, the reason I’m ringing is because I was studying some old cases. We’re learning what to do and not to do at crime scenes. And when those murders happened earlier this week in Ragmullin, I remembered one I’d come across.’

‘An unsolved?’

‘Kind of.’ She outlined what she’d found and the similarities between the scenes.

‘Chloe? How do you know so much detail about the Healy murders?’

Shit, shit, shit. She hadn’t thought this through at all. ‘It was on the news. Wasn’t it?’

‘Not the level of detail you are aware of. Who did you talk to?’

‘No one.’

‘I’ll kill him.’

‘Who?’ Chloe could hear the panic in her own voice. If her mother gunned for McKeown, anything was liable to happen.

‘Boyd. He can’t help himself, can he? Why does he continue to go behind my back?’

‘No, Mam, it’s not Boyd. Say nothing to him.’

‘You can try to cover for him all you like, but it’s time I had serious words with him. Look, I have to go now, but I’ll talk to you later. Mind yourself.’

‘Please, no, Mam. Don’t talk to him.’ But Chloe was speaking to static air. Lottie had hung up. ‘Shit and double shit.’
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Lottie looked up as Boyd entered her office. ‘Did you give Chloe the details of our murder case?’

He handed her one of the takeout coffees he was holding. ‘No, why?’

She took a long sip of the delicious coffee. She noted the name of a new coffee shop in town printed on the side of the pink cup. ‘Thanks for this, I needed it badly. Someone gave Chloe access to our files.’

‘She’s in training. Perhaps it’s part of her course to look at a live investigation.’

‘She was very cagey.’

‘Shit,’ he said, putting down his coffee.

‘What? Boyd, what do you know?’

‘The other day Martina said in passing about Chloe asking for McKeown’s number. Something to do with an assignment, if I remember correctly. I meant to ask him about it but got sidetracked.’

‘I’ll have a word with him.’

‘Lottie, don’t. We’re too busy and too short-staffed to go annoying him. Leave it for now. What did Chloe have to say?’

‘She sounded delighted with herself. Remembered some old case they’d studied that was a bit similar to the Healy murders.’

‘Why would she be studying old cases?’

‘To learn how to walk through a crime scene. The do’s and don’ts. Good practice and all that.’

‘She must have wanted access to our current case to do a comparison. You think she got that from McKeown?’

‘I do now.’ Lottie felt her blood pressure rise, but she was glad it wasn’t Boyd who’d gone behind her back. Even though she had no proof of any wrongdoing, she wondered about McKeown. Where the hell had he been yesterday?

‘And are there any similarities?’ Boyd asked. She noted that he was still trying to distil her anger.

‘Chloe thinks so. Then again, a lot of cases are similar. I forgot to ask her for the file number, but I’ll check it out later if I can catch a minute. Any word from the hospital about Martina?’

‘I can go over and⁠—’

‘No, I better visit her myself. I’ll check with Kirby to see if there’s an update.’
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Kirby shuffled a chair over to Martina’s bedside and sat down. She seemed relaxed in sleep. Her skin had lost that awful pallor it’d had last night. She looked better now than he himself had looked when he’d stared at his face in the mirror that morning while shaving.

He hadn’t slept a wink, twisting and turning, keeping Amy awake. In the end he had decamped to the spare room.

Martina’s eyes fluttered open.

‘Hi there,’ he said.

‘What… Where am I?’

‘You gave us all a shock. You’re in hospital.’

She struggled to sit up, lines of saline and other stuff Kirby didn’t know tangling on her arm and the sheets.

‘Easy. There’s enough cables here to wire a house. If you pull one out, I’ll faint.’

She smiled and relaxed back into the pillows. ‘What happened?’

‘Do you remember anything at all?’

‘Bits and pieces.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Clarice called me. Liam Scanlan was there. We went up to his place to talk.’ She scrunched her eyes. ‘That’s all I can recall. Did he hurt me?’

‘You could say that. Single stab wound to the abdomen.’ He read the panic on her face. ‘You’re grand. The docs were great. You had an operation and a blood transfusion. You’re going to be fine.’

‘I don’t feel fine.’ She closed her eyes, then opened them again. ‘Why did he stab me? What’s he saying?’

‘We don’t know where he is. He’d done a runner by the time I realised you were in danger. I had to break down his bastard door to get in. Think I broke my big toe.’

‘You didn’t.’ She smiled.

‘No, but it’s bloody sore.’

‘You saved my life?’

‘Looks that way.’

‘Oh God. Now I’ll have to listen to you gloat about it until the day you retire.’

‘You just might.’ He smiled, so relieved that her humour was intact.

‘Thanks, Kirby.’

‘No bother. Can I ask a few questions?’

‘Fire ahead, but I can’t remember much yet.’

‘What did Scanlan say?’

She tried to shake her head, but it seemed to pain her. ‘I don’t know.’

‘What was his demeanour?’

She paused before she spoke. ‘He was on edge.’

‘Can you try to recall any of the conversation?’

‘He said something about client accounts and a message for Cam Healy. Something about a dead man walking. That’s the last thing I recall.’

‘Scanlan’s a dead man when I get my hands on him.’ Kirby took a few breaths to calm down. He’d once held a dying colleague in his arms and he did not ever want to do that again. ‘Anything else?’

‘I’m so sorry, Kirby. I’m bone tired.’

‘Don’t worry your head about it. Get some rest. I’d say the boss will call in later to see you.’ He stood to leave.

‘Where do you think he is?’ she asked, her voice so weak he barely heard her.

‘Everyone is on alert and searching for him.’

‘Find him. You need to find him before he tries to kill someone else.’
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Matt Mooney parked opposite the Garda station and kept his eyes focused on the front door before he noticed the side entrance complete with remote-controlled gates. What if McKeown came out that way? He knew from Chloe’s description that her abuser was tall and bald, a brute of a man. He reckoned he’d know him if he exited via the front door, but maybe not if he came out in a car.

‘Shit,’ he groaned. He had no idea if McKeown was even in there.

But then a man came out the door pulling on a coat as he walked down the steps. It had to be McKeown. He fitted the description Chloe had provided and the photo Mooney had hurriedly pulled from the Garda intranet. He walked like a man with a destination in sight. He turned right at the cathedral and went down the street.

Mooney got out of the car, dragged a jacket from the back seat, pinged the locks and followed his prey.
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The night of alcohol at the comedy club had done Clarice no favours. She woke with a thumping headache that even three paracetamol couldn’t clear.

After a long shower, alternating between hot and cold, she felt no better and decided to phone in sick for work. She’d just flung herself on her bed to try and sleep off the hangover when her doorbell chimed.

It reminded her of yesterday afternoon and the detective trying to find that young garda. What was her name? Martina. Hopefully they’d caught up with her. She checked her phone, but there were no new messages or missed calls. The bell chimed again in an aggravating way.

‘I’m coming. Keep your knickers on.’ She checked herself in the bedroom mirror, her white T-shirt clinging to her damp skin, then pulled on a pair of tracksuit bottoms and padded barefoot to the door. Releasing the bolt, she found herself flying backwards into the living room. She landed sprawled on the floor.

‘What the⁠—’

She hadn’t time to figure out who it was or to utter another word as a fist came down, smashing into her forehead. The last thing she saw was stars dimming in an inky black void.
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The small café down the street from the Garda station was not an ideal place for a confrontation. But the coffee smelled good and the confectionery looked delicious. Mooney watched McKeown place his order and then move to sit at the rear of the narrow room, where he began to scroll on his phone.

Mooney ordered a cappuccino and a scone with a side of cream and jam. He waited at the counter until McKeown had his order placed on the table in front of him before he wandered over.

‘Mind if I sit here?’

‘Knock yourself out,’ McKeown said. ‘There’s extra seating upstairs if you’d rather that.’

‘This is fine. Knees are a bit wonky,’ Mooney lied, but then again, his knees had seen better days. He’d even had to give up his Wednesday-night five-a-side soccer.

McKeown lowered his head to his phone, ignoring Mooney’s struggle to pull out the chair from under the table. The legs had stuck. Eventually he got it released and sat with an audible sigh.

‘You from the station up the road?’ he asked.

‘How would you know that?’ McKeown raised an eyebrow, head to the side.

‘You have the look of a detective about you.’

‘So do you, but that doesn’t make you one, does it?’

‘In fact I am.’ Mooney held out his hand. ‘Matt Mooney.’

‘Sam McKeown.’ He kept both hands on his phone. Rude bastard, Mooney thought. The silence rode between them before curiosity won out and McKeown asked, ‘Where are you based?’

‘Galway.’

Now Mooney felt the full glare of McKeown’s beady eyes. ‘What brings you to Ragmullin?’

‘As a matter of fact, you do.’

‘Me? I don’t know you, nor do I know anyone in Galway.’

‘This is nothing to do with Galway. I’m here in a personal capacity.’

‘That so?’ McKeown put down his phone and lifted his cup. He blew on it before taking a long, loud slurp. He said no more. Mooney was going to have to spell it out for him.

‘You know Chloe Parker?’

‘Yes. And I work with her mother.’ McKeown was wary now; his voice had dropped an octave.

‘I met Lottie during the summer,’ Mooney said.

‘Oh, so you’re that detective.’ He said it in the tone of a slur, and Mooney squirmed. At the same time, he wanted to punch the other man’s eyes out.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Lottie had a great laugh about you. A bungling idiot, she called you.’

Though Mooney suspected this was untrue, he still felt slighted. ‘Bungling or not, here I am.’

‘Here you are.’ McKeown had a sly smirk plastered to his face, but his eyes were serious dark dots in a flushed face.

Mooney was about to speak again when his coffee and scone arrived. He thanked the girl before returning his attention to the detective.

‘I know what you did and I want you to never contact Chloe Parker again.’

‘Mm.’ McKeown sipped more coffee, and when he put the cup down, it clattered on the saucer. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘If you don’t do as I ask, Chloe is taking it further, and you really don’t want that, do you?’

‘You’re delusional.’

‘No, you’re the delusional one if you think you’re getting away with this. Contact her again and it won’t be me you’re dealing with, it will be Inspector Parker.’

McKeown glared, showing his teeth in a smarmy sneer. ‘I did nothing that little whore wasn’t asking for. Now fuck off back to whatever stone wall you crawled out from under and leave me alone.’

Mooney had an irrational urge to throw his frothy cappuccino into the other man’s face. His hand trembled on the cup, and before he could stop himself, he’d pushed it across the table with force. It landed on McKeown’s lap.

McKeown jumped up, crockery hitting the floor, his crotch stained. ‘You fucking bastard. That’s assault.’ He wiped furiously at his trousers, the paper napkin disintegrating in his hand, leaving white flecks embedded in the navy material.

‘No, Detective, what you did to Chloe was assault.’

With that rejoinder, Mooney stood, wrapped his scone in a napkin and left McKeown there with his trousers wet and his mouth open.
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Chloe saw Detective Mooney’s name flash on her phone. She answered immediately.

‘Hi, Matt. Any news? Did you talk to Mam?’ She was breathless for his answer and at the same time didn’t want to hear it, because if he’d spoken to Lottie, then she could no longer pretend this had happened to someone else. But then she remembered that she’d already been on the phone with Lottie earlier. She realised Mooney had said nothing to her mother.

‘I met her at your home out in the sticks. And I thought Connemara was bleak. Anyhow, Mark Boyd was there, so I didn’t think it was right to impinge on their happy family charade.’

‘They broke up. He doesn’t actually live there.’

‘Something about his flat being flooded, yeah, but the atmosphere was chilly, so I kept my mouth shut.’

Disappointment weighed down her shoulders. ‘I’m sorry for annoying you and dragging you all the way to Ragmullin, but thanks. I appreciate it.’

‘Hold on a minute, not so fast.’

He sounded like he was eating and talking at the same time, and this made Chloe smile.

‘Finish your food and ring me back.’

‘No, it’s fine. I’m sitting in my car outside Ragmullin Garda station eating a dry scone.’

‘What’s going on? Why are you still there?’ She was genuinely puzzled. ‘I thought you were back in Galway.’

‘I stayed the night in a lovely hotel. James Joyce or something. And I’ve just spoken with that prick.’

‘James Joyce?’ She couldn’t help the amusement in her tone.

‘Huh? No, McKeown.’

‘You didn’t, did you?’ Shit, shit, shit. Chloe didn’t know whether to hang up or thump the wall.

‘I sure did. He’s fucking full of himself, the prick. The sort of shithead who gives us guards a bad name. I’ve a mind to lodge the complaint myself.’

‘What complaint?’ She felt the blood in her veins clog as if dry ice was pumping in. What had Mooney done?

‘What he did to you, it needs to be reported, Chloe. You have to make it formal.’

She heard him take a bite out of his scone and wondered how he could eat it without even a spread of butter. It almost turned her stomach.

‘I… I can’t. Honestly, it will ruin my career before it even starts.’

‘He’s dangerous.’

‘Really?’

‘Chloe, he’ll be gunning for you. I know his sort. I’ve met them across an interview table. Think they’re untouchable. Convince themselves they’ve done no wrong and that it’s everyone else’s fault. You need to talk to your mother and you have to make a formal complaint about him.’

‘Mam will kill me.’

‘No she won’t.’

‘Well if she doesn’t kill me, she’ll kill him.’

‘No loss there.’

‘Be serious.’ She felt tears flood her eyes. She wiped them with her free hand before they could fall down her cheeks. No way was she about to waste her time shedding more tears over McKeown. ‘Thanks for your help, Matt. I’ll talk to her. I honestly appreciate you taking the time to do this for me.’

‘Hold on a minute.’ Paper rustled. He must have finished his dry scone, she thought. ‘My chat with him will have rattled his cage. I’m going to hang around today.’

‘No, Matt, leave it. I’ll decide what to do.’

There was a prolonged silence before he spoke again. ‘I’ll get back to you.’

‘What are you going to do?’ Chloe asked, as he hung up.

She wondered if she had made a huge mistake getting Mooney involved. No going back, though. What was done was done.
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Grainne Nixon talked with Jane Dore at length. The forensics were irrefutable, but what stumped Grainne was the lace collar found under Lily Clarke’s bed.

Jane said, ‘It looks similar to the collar on Freya Healy’s dress. It could be hand-made.’

‘It’s old, then?’ Grainne enquired. ‘Handmade?’

‘Not necessarily. Nowadays some items of clothing are created to look as if they’ve been made by hand when in fact they’re mass-produced in China.’

‘How would I go about discovering where it was made?’ Grainne fingered the collar through its clear evidence bag. It was such an odd item to find under a twelve-year-old’s bed. Hidden, lost? What was its significance? She was intrigued.

‘Contact lacemakers, perhaps.’

‘I’ll check them out.’ She didn’t hold out much hope of success. ‘It could have been made at someone’s kitchen table.’

‘Then there’s no way of tracing it,’ Jane said. ‘Did anything come back regarding DNA on it?’

‘Still waiting. And I’m getting a bit like Lottie Parker. I’ve no patience.’

As she hung up, Grainne was surprised to see an alert for a DNA result on the collar. She entered the required passwords and completed the encrypted checklist before opening the results.

‘Good God,’ she cried.
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Lottie had spent ages compiling a report for Superintendent Farrell, and had just put her arms into the sleeves of her jacket to go visit Martina in hospital when Grainne Nixon burst into the office.

‘It’s polite to knock.’ She tried to drag her jacket off.

Grainne looked animated. Hopefully she had positive news, because Lottie couldn’t cope with any more negative shit. She needed the investigation to move forward.

‘The lace collar we found in Clarke’s house. Got a DNA hit,’ the SOCO said, gasping for breath. ‘Sorry, I ran over here.’

‘You could have phoned, but sit down before you fall down.’

Both women sat, and Lottie waited while Grainne slid a sheet of paper across the desk.

‘You’ll have to tell me what I’m looking at.’

‘I can email it to you, but I knew I’d have to explain it, so here I am.’ She slid another page onto the desk, lining them up side by side.

‘Okay,’ Lottie said. ‘Looks the same. Explain.’

‘The first analysis is from the lace collar found under Lily’s bed.’ Grainne pointed to the second page. ‘This is DNA from the collar on the dress that Freya Healy was dressed in. They match. But the DNA is not from Lily or Freya.’

‘So it links Lily’s abduction to the Healys’ murders. We kind of guessed they had to be connected, but I figure that’s not what has you so excited. Spill.’

Grainne then put a third page beside the other two.

‘Where is this from?’ Lottie asked.

‘A cold case from twenty years ago. A lace collar on a dress worn by a child who was murdered after a birthday party.’

‘What?’ Lottie stared at the pages, then bit her lip before speaking. ‘Chloe, my daughter, she’s in Garda training…’

‘I heard she got in. But what has⁠—’

‘She phoned me earlier this morning. Talked about some case that was similar to the Healys’ murders. Jesus. What’s the case, Grainne?’

‘A mother and daughter were murdered in their home. Someone phoned 999 and said, “I killed them.”’

‘Was anyone prosecuted for it?’

‘No.’

‘Tell me what the link is to my current investigation.’

‘That’s just it, the DNA is a match across the cases via the lace collars, but it doesn’t match anyone on our database. Bear in mind that technology then was not what it is now.’

Lottie groaned and ran her hand through her hair. ‘So we’ve gone and added another layer to the puzzle. Damn. We’re no further along.’

‘Don’t despair, it gives you a link to this twenty-year-old case. There has to be someone in common across the board.’

‘You’re right. I need to search for it. Thanks, Grainne. On another note, did you find anything to tie Liam Scanlan’s shoes to the mark on Caroline Healy’s back?’

‘Didn’t get to them yet. I’ll do it now.’

When Grainne left, Lottie clicked on the files the SOCO had emailed over. Her heart rate rose, beating blood through her veins at a dangerous level as she read the names on the old case.

Denise and Poppy Tormey.

Mother and daughter.

Tormey.

Sadie Clarke, née Tormey.
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Kirby had tried phoning Clarice Shaw when he discovered she wasn’t at the Canal Bar for her shift. She had told Martina she’d spent part of a night with Liam in his apartment, so he hoped she would remember something to help trace him, because no leads had turned up at his flat or office.

Kirby was on his own and didn’t care. All he wanted to do was talk to the young woman. He’d interview her out on the street if need be.

He pressed the bell a second time. Clarice didn’t appear. He put his fist to the door, and was about to knock when it swung inwards.

‘Hello?’ he called out.

He stepped over the threshold, instantly noticing the disarray. Two stools were upturned and cupboard doors hung open. Then his eyes travelled to the floor in the living space.

‘Clarice?’ He dropped to his knees. ‘Clarice, talk to me.’

There was a bump the size of a golf ball on her forehead and her T-shirt was saturated with blood, which had seeped from beneath her waistband. He pressed two fingers to her wrist and felt a faint pulse. He immediately called for an ambulance. Tugging a throw off the couch, he laid it on top of her. There might be transference from her attacker to be gathered by SOCOs, but his immediate concern was to keep the young woman alive.

She groaned.

‘Who did this to you?’ he whispered.

No further sound came from her.

Two young women stabbed within a day of each other. On the one hand, Kirby cursed his luck that he was the one to find them, but on the other, he was glad he’d got to them in time. At least he hoped that was true in Clarice’s case.

He kneeled beside her, holding her hand, talking softly until he heard the sirens out on the street.
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Thomas was dressed in tan chinos and a long-sleeved navy polo shirt, and was shaved and sitting in his kitchen when Lottie arrived. He made coffee for them both on his fancy machine, and she showed him the still from the video McKeown had found on Freya’s iPad.

‘What is this supposed to be?’ Thomas asked. ‘All I see is trees.’

‘Look again. I think Freya Healy accidentally or otherwise videoed a person watching her bedroom from the trees beyond the perimeter of their house.’

‘And you think it was me?’

‘I think you might know who it is.’

He moved the image close to his eyes, then held it out at arm’s length and shook his head. ‘It’s too blurry. It could be a bear, for all I know.’

She took it back. ‘It was a long shot.’

‘Any word on the whereabouts of my family?’

‘No news.’

‘Like you’ve no news on who killed the Healys?’

‘Afraid so.’ She felt sorry for him. Sorry for her ineptitude in bringing his family home safe. Sorry for not finding whoever had killed the Healy family.

‘I’m sorry I haven’t been more help,’ he said.

Jesus, they were both sorry. Both pathetic. She needed to get her game face on or she was in danger of asking for another cup of delicious coffee from a man who remained on her suspect list.

‘Did Sadie ever talk about her family?’

‘What family?’ He raised an eyebrow.

‘Her father, mother, sister?’

‘I told you, she was an orphan since she was a teenager. She had no one.’

‘I find it hard to believe she kept her family history secret from you, Thomas.’

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. You came here yesterday telling me she was in a young offenders place as a teenager, and now this? Honestly? Are you saying she had a sister, a family? Who are these people?

‘Who is Sadie might be a better question to answer.’

Thomas finished his coffee, put the cup in the sink and turned on the tap to rinse it. ‘You better tell me what you mean, Inspector, because like I said yesterday, I fear I don’t know my wife at all.’

Lottie’s phone rang.

‘Apologies, but I have to take this.’ She stood, moving reluctantly away from the aroma of freshly ground coffee beans. ‘Please think long and hard about your wife, your marriage and the lies you’ve been spun. Somewhere among all that you will find the truth.’

She answered the call. ‘Kirby, what’s up?’

Lottie strode up and down the narrow pavement outside Clarice Shaw’s apartment. Kirby walked by her side on the road, which was now cordoned off.

‘Why was she attacked?’ she asked.

‘It’s possible she knew something Liam Scanlan didn’t want her to tell us.’

‘And what might that be?’

Kirby shrugged, annoying her further.

‘You came here for a reason,’ she pressed. ‘What was that?’

‘She’d told Martina that she’d gone up to Scanlan’s place one night and almost slept with him. I thought she might be able to give us a handle on where he’d go.’ He raised his face skywards, hands following suit. ‘God, boss, I don’t know.’

‘Makes two of us then.’

‘She’s a spiky girl. Bit of a dry wit about her. Martina liked her. Maybe that’s why he came after her.’

‘But he’d never met Martina before yesterday. Why would he attack her and then come after Clarice?’

‘Because he’s insane? Because he felt backed into a corner? Because he killed the Healys and we were on the right track?’ Kirby scratched his woolly head. ‘Any or all of the above.’

She watched the ambulance negotiate its way out of the cordon and speed off up Main Street. ‘He neglected to tell us he was at Healy’s on Sunday. But the background checks came up clean, didn’t they?’

‘Unless there’s something from when he was a child or a teenager that we haven’t found yet.’

‘He’s been on the run since yesterday afternoon, when he stabbed Martina. He had the audacity to waltz into town and attack another woman. When was Clarice attacked?’

‘I’d say in the last hour or so,’ Kirby said. ‘Though don’t quote me.’

She glanced up at the nightclub across the road. ‘Get McKeown working on any sort of security footage he can find.’ She looked around again. ‘And there may be dash-cam footage. Issue an alert for whatever you can get your hands on.’

As Kirby ambled off with his phone to his ear, Lottie went inside the small, stuffy apartment. It had been ransacked, and it would be impossible to know if anything had been stolen until the young woman regained consciousness. She prayed she would, and that when she did, she’d be able to tell them something to tie Liam fucking Scanlan to everything that had happened.
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McKeown had sat in the café in his damp trousers for a long time after Matt Mooney had pitched out his final salvo. What did Mooney mean about Chloe taking it further? It wasn’t assault anyhow. How could it be? The little bitch was gagging for it. Wasn’t she? Fuck it, he thought, whether she was or not, nothing had happened. A bit of rough-and-tumble. No harm done. So why was she making a big deal out of it? She had contacted him, for Christ’s sake, not the other way around.

He kept this internal monologue going until his brain buzzed with frustration. The truth was that Mooney could make life difficult for him. If a formal complaint was filed, he’d be suspended pending an investigation. That would mean he’d be stuck at home with his wife and kids. If she didn’t kick him out. Again.

No, that scheming Chloe Parker bitch was not going to ruin his life. He would not allow it. No fucking way. If he had hair, he’d be tearing it out right now.

Kirby rang him about some chick who’d been attacked, possibly by the lunatic who’d stabbed Martina. There was CCTV footage to be collected and analysed. ‘Fuck off, Kirby,’ he muttered.

When he regained some semblance of what could pass as composure, he left the café, his coat buttoned to hide the stain on his trousers, and headed towards the area where all the activity was centred.

As he walked, he came up with a plan. Something that might solve his problem. Risky, but it might work. It had to work.
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The cold case brought them to a house in the Dublin suburbs. The area had once been a rural setting, but the Celtic Tiger had seen a boom in apartment building, and the horseshoe of terraced and semi-detached houses was now dwarfed by high-rises. Time had buried them and forgotten they were there.

Lottie zipped up her coat and walked with Boyd to the door, resolve in every step. The fact that Sadie’s mother and sister had been murdered and the case appeared to be unsolved twenty years later, made the current murder case more personal. And it validated Lottie’s feeling that Sadie had lied to her.

Eugene Tormey was aged in his sixties, according to their files, but he looked like a stereotypical ninety-year-old. Walking stick gripped with bulging arthritic fingers, and Velcro tartan slippers on his feet. A beige Aran cardigan with a cloth handkerchief sticking out of a pocket hung from his bony shoulders over a blue shirt with tea stains down the front.

‘My carer’s just left,’ he said as they joined him in his living room. ‘Josie’s a nice girl. From the Philippines, not that I’ve anything against where anyone comes from. Great worker. She knows what to do around here without any shite talk.’

He sat into a faded floral armchair, the arms black and frayed from years of use. The television was switched off and a mug of tea sat on a table beside him. He slid the walking stick into the gap beneath the chair. The floor was freshly hoovered, and the smell of air freshener masked the odour of what Lottie thought was illness.

‘You’re lucky to have Josie, Mr Tormey,’ she said. ‘Are you sick?’

‘Sick of life. Sick of being on my own. Sick of my arthritis. Bad liver, too. Bit of Alzheimer’s, according to the shrink, but other than all that, I’m hunky-dory.’ He held her gaze with a rheumy eye. ‘Why are you here?’

‘It’s about your daughter, Sadie,’ Lottie said. ‘When did you last see her?’

‘No one other than Josie visits me. Youse can sit down. I don’t bite.’

Lottie and Boyd obliged him by sitting on the couch, which was less stained than the armchair. They both sank down into the springless cushions.

‘What can you tell us about your daughter?’ Lottie hauled herself upright.

‘I’m presuming she’s done something?’

‘We’re not sure yet. We’re trying to find her.’

‘Good old Sadie. She runs when she’s cornered. Like an animal that way. You need to treat her nice and fair or she’ll run or retaliate.’

‘It’s a bit late for that, because she has either run or someone has taken her.’

‘No one would dare take that girl. If she’s gone, it’s because she wants to go.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Sadie went through so much in her young life, I’m sure she’s grown the skin of an armadillo. Saw a nature programme on the telly one Sunday night about⁠—’

‘When did you last see her?’ Lottie interrupted.

‘Must be fifteen or so years ago. Might be longer. Time blindness I have too.’

‘She doesn’t visit?’

‘Nah. I’m a reminder of her past. Sadie has moved on to greater things.’

‘What sort of things?’

‘I don’t know. I’m presuming. But they can’t be too great if they’ve brought you knocking on my door.’

‘We believe she was detained in Oak House when she was barely a teenager.’

‘What’s that?’

‘A young offenders institute. Can you tell us about that?’

‘Oh.’ He clicked his false teeth. ‘That was a long time ago.’ He picked at his eyelid without looking up.

‘Why did she end up there?’

‘Mixed with the wrong crowd maybe?’

This resonated with what Alice Quigley had said about Caroline.

‘What sort of crowd?’

‘Druggies. You have to realise we were living in extreme poverty. Our lives were shit. Denise and I were drinking hard back then, and she was a tyrant when drunk. I was blind to what was going on in front of my eyes. Got kicked out of the house eventually.’

Lottie waited for him to explain, but he clamped his lips shut. She’d have to prise it from him, even though according to the file he was not around when his wife and daughter were killed.

‘Why did you leave the family home?’

He kept his head down. ‘The wife threw me out, so she did. Can’t blame her one bit. I was a bit of a bollox on the drink back then. Anyhow, I quit the booze some years back. So all is not lost.’

‘What happened to your wife?’ She feigned ignorance, hoping to snatch a piece of information not in the file.

A solitary tear rolled down the man’s cheek, followed by another a few seconds later. He tried to wipe it, but his gnarled hand wouldn’t play ball, so he let the tears fall.

‘Denise is dead. But it’s my younger daughter, Poppy, I mourn. You already know about them, seeing as you tracked me down.’

‘What age was Poppy?’

‘Ten. My wife was gone thirty-nine when she died. It seems like a lifetime ago now, which I suppose it is.’

‘And where was Sadie when this happened?’

‘I don’t know, do I? The wife sent me packing not long after Sadie came out of that juvie place. Denise blamed me for it, but she was no fucking angel herself.’

‘Can you tell me anything at all about the murders?’

‘They said Denise did it. Killed Poppy and then herself. But I don’t know. I often wondered if it was Sadie.’ He sniffed loudly.

‘Is there any reason you can think of that might have driven Sadie to murder them?’

‘Denise was a drunk and a hard taskmaster. Ruled the house ruthlessly. I wasn’t around much. Sadie was a bit of a tearaway, but no, Inspector, I can’t think of anything that would drive her to murder her family. She wouldn’t have hurt Poppy. Could have been that druggie crowd. Retaliation or something. I don’t know and the cops hadn’t a clue.’ He snorted.

‘Were you a suspect?’

‘I was in Liverpool drinking my brains out at the time. I had an airtight alibi. A publican attested to throwing me out on my ear around the relevant time.’

‘Where was Sadie when the murders happened?’

‘Not a clue. Wouldn’t surprise me if she’d been back to hanging out with that crowd that got her in trouble.’

‘Was she considered a suspect by the Gardaí?’

‘Don’t know. I came home to be interviewed, once I sobered up for long enough. Detectives told me about the 999 call, but they couldn’t match a voice to the recording.’

Lottie wondered if the tape had survived the passage of time. Forensic technology was more sophisticated nowadays.

‘Did she ever admit to you that she’d killed her mother and sister?’

‘No.’ He shook his head adamantly. ‘Because she didn’t do it.’

‘How can you be sure of that?’

‘Sadie was streetwise. A tough nut. But behind it all she was a good girl. She tried to look after her little sister. She ran with the druggies for money. We hadn’t a penny, and what we did have, me and Denise drank.’

‘Do you know anything of Sadie’s time in Oak House?’

‘Think she was only there a couple of weeks. She didn’t say much about it. That would have been a year or more before the murders.’

‘Did you ever hear her speak of a girl called Caroline Quigley?’

He shook his head slowly. ‘Name doesn’t ring any bells, but it was a long time ago when I last saw Sadie and my brain was boozed up, so I can’t swear to it.’

‘What about the name Liam Scanlan?’

He shook his head once more. ‘Means nothing. Like I said, I have a touch of Alzheimer’s. Memory is kaput.’

Lottie persisted with her questions, not buying his failing-memory defence. ‘Was your wife in a relationship after you left?’

‘She kicked me out, I told you. I’d never have gone of my own free will. And to answer your question, I don’t know who Denise might have been shacked up with, if anyone at all.’ The man’s hands were trembling, one knee jiggling up and down.

She didn’t know whether to believe him or not.

‘Mr Tormey, we’re investigating a triple murder in Ragmullin. A father, mother and their twelve-year-old daughter. I believe the woman was once known to Sadie as Caroline Quigley. The murders bear a resemblance to the deaths of your wife and daughter. Do you think Sadie could have been involved?’

He was silent for a long time before he looked up. Lottie could read a world of sadness in his eyes. And regret. Eugene Tormey knew he had failed his family.

‘Sadie was traumatised and damaged even before her mother and sister died. Poverty, neglect, beatings. The one thing I can tell you is that I believe she was capable of doing whatever was necessary to save her own skin.’
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On the way back to Ragmullin, Lottie was quiet while Boyd drove. Her head was a mush of what-ifs. He pulled into the service area off the M4.

‘Why are you going in there?’ she asked.

‘I need a coffee.’

‘Get me a Diet Coke and a croissant.’

‘We will sit down and eat something proper.’ His tone suggested there was to be no argument.

Inside, it was busy. Boyd ordered coffee and sandwiches and Lottie found a vacant table by the window.

‘Great view,’ he said as he sat.

‘It’s a garage forecourt.’

‘Duh.’ He put the tray down and dished out their food and drinks. ‘Do you want to talk about old man Tormey?’

Lottie took the empty tray from him and placed it by the leg of the table. ‘He’s not that old, just looks it.’

‘I felt sorry for him.’

‘I didn’t.’ She removed her jacket and folded it on her knee. ‘He was a drunkard and must have been a tyrant for his wife to kick him out. He left her all alone with two young children.’

‘What went wrong then? After he left?’

She took a slug of coffee. ‘I think it’s possible that Sadie killed her mother and sister.’

‘Never proven.’ He shook his head and took a bite of his chicken and stuffing sandwich.

‘I’m going to see if the 999 recording has survived. DNA testing and forensics are more advanced now. The DNA on that lace collar we found in Sadie’s house is a match to DNA found at her mother’s murder scene twenty years ago, though it’s not a match for Sadie herself. I have no idea what motive she would have had if she did in fact kill her family, but with regard to the Healys… I don’t know. Maybe Caroline found out about the old murders, threatened Sadie with exposure.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Don’t talk with your mouth full.’

‘Sorry,’ he said, pulling a crumb of stuffing from his lips. ‘Going with your hypothesis, what did Caroline find out, and how?’

‘If we’re to believe Alice Quigley, Sadie originally met Caroline in the Oak House detention centre. According to Eugene, this was maybe a year before the murders, though we need to verify it. It’s possible that Sadie may have at some stage, accidentally or otherwise, told Caroline about the crime, perhaps long before they met again a couple of years ago.’

‘Do you think Caroline orchestrated that meeting?’

‘Don’t know. But if the relationship had recently soured, it could be that Caroline was about to spill the beans on Sadie’s past.’

‘You have no proof of any of that.’

‘Like you said, it’s hypothesis.’ Lottie ate some of her cheese and tuna sandwich, glad of the food whatever about its nourishment value. ‘The Tormey murder file is slim. Either there was nothing to find, or the investigators didn’t waste time on a destitute family’s misfortune.’

‘That’s hard.’

‘But we know it happens.’

‘Okay. Where does Liam Scanlan fit into the puzzle?’

‘We can be certain he stabbed Martina and I like him for the attack on Clarice too. But how he fits into the bigger picture, I have no idea.’

‘You don’t think he killed the Healys?’

She took another bite of her sandwich before continuing. ‘If it was him, we have no motive, unless it was over money.’ She picked up her mug and looked out the window at the busy forecourt. The coffee was like a third cousin of the real deal she’d had at Thomas Clarke’s house that morning.

‘We have no hard evidence, just supposition,’ Boyd said.

‘That’s not good enough this many days after a triple murder. I can feel the heat of Superintendent Farrell’s anger coming at me down the motorway, and I don’t blame her. I’m mad too.’

‘What about Christy Kearney and Dermot Macken? Either or both of them might have been involved.’

‘No matter which way I look at it, I can’t come up with a motive for them either. But they’re still in the mix.’

‘We should interview them again.’

‘I’m not sitting in the same room as Dermot Macken.’ Lottie rubbed her nose. ‘I can still smell the chicken shit.’

A few heads turned in their direction. Boyd said, ‘Not so loud. They think we’re talking about the food.’

Lottie sipped her coffee. It had gone cold. ‘Both of those men were at Healy’s on that Sunday afternoon. Could there be a connection other than balloons and a bouncy castle?’

‘Wouldn’t we have found it by now?’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘If McKeown would knuckle down and do what I asked him, we might have a better picture.’

Boyd made a face at his own coffee. ‘Want a fresh one?’

‘No, I’m fine, thanks. It’s like dishwater.’

‘Oh, you’ve tasted dishwater?’ His lip curled in a grin.

‘Stop, Boyd. What else do we need to put on the table for this discussion?’

‘The person who apparently climbed up a tree to spy on Freya Healy.’

‘I wonder did Freya take the video by accident or did she see someone out there?’

‘Tech hasn’t been able to make any headway on the image.’

‘Feck it. We’re going round in circles, Boyd.’

‘If we could get a look at the Oak House records, we could find out who was there at the same time as Sadie and Caroline.’

‘Need a court order for that.’

‘It’s time we got it.’

Lottie stared at him. ‘You’re right, but I don’t hold out much hope. And another thing. I want a look at the post-mortem results for the Tormey family.’
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Jane Dore had taken a call from Lottie asking her to pull the post-mortem results for Denise and Poppy Tormey from the archives. She was relieved to find that the file was in a digital archive and not buried in the separate archive building.

She split the screen and loaded both files. The Tormeys, then the Healys. She scrolled down to locate the toxicology report for the two Tormey victims. Both had been sedated with high doses of benzodiazepine. Denise Tormey had been strangled to death. Her daughter, like Freya Healy, had been dead from the drugs before being strangled. A belt was missing from a dressing gown, and in its absence this was deemed to be the likely murder weapon.

She let her eyes lead her between both reports and wondered about the likely murder weapon for Caroline and Freya. It hadn’t been found, but was it something as innocuous as a belt from a robe? Something that might still be at the scene. But still she vacillated. It was too neat a presumption to make. And then there was Cameron Healy. He had not been strangled. And there was no male victim in the Tormey murders.

But the lace collar found in Sadie Clarke’s house had DNA matching the old case. What was that all about? Not having logical answers annoyed Jane.

She needed to talk to Lottie.
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Lottie kicked off her boots under her desk. She was wondering if that had been a mistake, since she might never get them back on again, when Jane Dore rang.

‘I haven’t anything to add to what you already know about the Tormeys,’ Jane said. ‘Just that a belt from a dressing gown was the most likely murder weapon. You should go back over the Healy crime scene with a fine comb. The cord used to strangle them may still be on site.’

‘I doubt it, but we’ll check. Wasn’t there a tie in Cameron Healy’s pocket?’

‘Not the murder weapon.’

‘Okay,’ Lottie said. ‘Anything else?’

‘There are some similarities, but I don’t know if or how they are linked.’

‘Both houses had a birthday party earlier in the day. Ten-year-old Poppy and twelve-year-old Freya,’ Lottie said.

‘There must be someone else involved. Someone who straddles both cases because of the DNA on that lace collar.’

‘Yes, and it’s not Sadie’s. I have a few others in mind. But there’s no mention of Liam Scanlan, Christy Kearney or Dermot Macken in the Tormey file.’

‘Have you talked to any of them about that case?’ Jane asked.

‘No. I could bring them in about the Healy case and drop in the Tormey murders and see how they react.’

‘Better than nothing at this stage.’

She wandered into the incident room in her socks and felt an overpowering tiredness swamp her body. The afternoon was blending into evening, and she had no idea which way to turn or what to do next. They had three missing people. Liam Scanlan was wanted for attempted murder, and it was impossible to know whether Sadie Clarke was a victim or an orchestrator. Then there was little Lily. Had someone abducted her? Could Liam Scanlan be that person?

‘This is a minefield,’ she said to Boyd.

He was biting into a Kit Kat and offered her a piece. She took it.

‘I did as you asked,’ he said. ‘Dermot Macken is in Interview Room 1.’
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Macken must have used an entire aerosol can of Lynx Africa. Lottie wasn’t entirely sure if it was any better than the chicken-shit smell at his farm.

He sat ramrod straight on the uncomfortable chair, his wary green eyes scanning his surroundings. A piece of toilet paper was stuck to his chin and the hollows in his face were red raw. From shaving, she presumed.

After Macken reluctantly agreed, Boyd did the honours for the tape.

‘I’m a busy man, and you dragging me in here at this hour of the evening doesn’t help. It’s hard enough to make a living as it is.’

‘May I remind you that three people have been murdered, one a child,’ Lottie said. ‘And you were at their house on the day they died.’

‘I know all that, but so were a lot of other people. I didn’t kill that family. I try to make an honest living. I work hard. I keep my head down and mind my own business. And this is how I’m repaid. It’s a glorified nightmare, if I’m being honest.’

‘Were you ever married, Mr Macken?’

He jerked back on his chair as if she had hit him. ‘What has that got to do with anything?’

‘Just asking.’ Lottie kept her cadence even and low.

‘No, I did not marry, and I’m sure you could find that out without asking me.’

‘Any partners?’

‘No, so there you go.’

‘There I go what?’

‘Jesus, woman, will you ask me proper questions so I can get back to my balloons and my chickens.’

‘You said you inherited the farm.’

‘Is that a question?’ He shook his head. ‘Yes, I did, and it’s costing me a fortune to run.’

‘Have you an accountant?’

He was silent. It stretched into the corners of the room. Lottie waited him out.

‘Yes. And before you ask, it was Cameron Healy’s outfit, though I’d never met the man myself.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Because I dealt with that lug who works in his office.’

‘Do you mean Liam Scanlan, Mr Macken?’

‘My name is Dermot, so call me that.’

‘Okay. Dermot. Answer my question.’

‘Yes, it was Scanlan I dealt with. Like I said, I never met Healy.’

‘That’s not entirely true, is it?’

He looked perplexed before it dawned on him. ‘I meant that I never met him before Sunday, when I installed the balloon arch there.’

Lottie unfolded her arms and opened the file in front of her. She kept her eyes downward, as if she was reading something important. ‘Did you know it was your accountant’s house that you were at on Sunday?’

‘How could I? How in God’s name would I put two and two together when there was no fucking equation to be solved at the time?’

She looked up at him from under her eyelashes. ‘But did you recognise him then?’

‘I told you I dealt with that eejit in his office. I drop my box of invoices and receipts on his desk and they lodge my tax return and then I pay their bill.’

‘Are you happy with their service?’

‘I’m not happy with my tax bill, but that’s not my accountant’s fault, is it? Are we done here?’

‘Not quite.’ She flicked through a few pages in the file before closing it. ‘You failed to provide us with vital information and I find that odd.’

‘What vital information?’

‘That Cameron Healy was your accountant.’

‘It never occurred to me. And why is it vital? I told you I didn’t kill them.’

Lottie was silent. Macken stared at his hands on the table. Picked a piece of dirt out of his index fingernail. Chewed the inside of his cheek. Still she said nothing.

‘What?’ he said eventually.

‘I’m waiting to hear the next thing you forgot to tell us. About Sadie.’

He suddenly looked old. The flesh on his acne-scarred face seemed to sag, and his hands half clenched into fists that reminded her of Eugene Tormey’s.

‘I knew her.’

His voice was so soft, Lottie wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.

‘Knew who?’

Now it was his turn to fill the air with silence.

‘Dermot?’ She tapped a finger on the table. ‘Who did you know?’

‘Years ago. It’s nothing. Not relevant to anything.’ He took a deep breath, and when he spoke, the stench of whatever he’d eaten hit Lottie between the eyes as he spat out the name. ‘I knew she was Sadie Tormey when I saw her at that party.’

Lottie let a pregnant silence fill the room. She feared that Dermot Macken’s next words would be a request for a solicitor, but she was wrong.

‘She was young when we met. I was young. Afterwards, I thought… no, I hoped I’d never set eyes on her again. It was such a long time ago, I didn’t think she’d remember me. I could never forget her.’

‘So you saw her at the Healy house?’

‘Yes. When I was called out to check that the arch was secure. She was staring out the window at me. Her hair was darker and longer. She was slimmer, older. But I could never forget those mesmerising brown eyes.’

‘And did she recognise you?’

‘I assume so. She had a look on her face like she’d seen a ghost. I suppose I had a similar expression plastered on mine. I could barely say goodbye to Mrs Healy, I was so shocked.’

‘In what way did you know Sadie before last Sunday?’

Silence once again swirled around. Macken scratched at the skin around his thumbnail, looking anywhere but at Lottie. ‘It was years ago.’ He bit his lip so hard, Lottie saw a bead of blood pool on the skin.

‘I need to know more, Dermot. The Healys are dead. Sadie and her daughter are missing.’

‘I didn’t kill anyone and I did not do anything to Sadie or her little girl.’

‘Tell me why I should believe you.’

‘Because I was in love with her. I only knew her for a short time, but troubled and all as she was, I loved her.’

‘Go on.’

‘Ever hear of Oak House detention centre? She was in there for a short time.’

Lottie heard Boyd release a low whistle of air. She’d forgotten he was still seated beside her. The recording still active.

‘Tell me about that time.’

‘There’s not much to tell. She was stunning. Long hair, those eyes. God, her eyes. I think I fell in love with her the very first day I met her. But she was a troubled soul. So much angst and no outlet for it. She should never have been put in that awful place, even for a short time.’

‘Did you remember Caroline from there too?’

He swallowed hard. ‘Mrs Healy? She was that Caroline? From back then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Dear God in heaven. What’s going on?’

‘Did you remember her?’

‘Not much to remember. She never made an impression on me like Sadie did. Caroline was plain and meek. It was like she was under Sadie’s spell, and I can understand that because I was too.’

‘Tell me more.’ Lottie had to mask her eagerness and excitement at Dermot’s revelation. It could change the complexion of everything they’d thought so far.

‘Sadie acted like she owned the goddamn city. She blinded me to everything and everyone else. Afterwards I realised she had filled me with lies. Telling me she loved me. I was a stupid eighteen-year-old and she was, what… fourteen? Puppy love, they call it, don’t they? Ruined me, because I could never look at another woman in that way again.’

‘Was it by chance that Caroline called you to install the balloon arch last week?’

‘As far as I know.’ He looked at a spot on the wall behind Lottie, so intently she had to stop herself turning around to see what he was staring at. ‘But I don’t know why she called me out a second time.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘There was nothing wrong with the arch. I can see why she might have been worried about the bouncy castle, but the balloons weren’t going to hurt anyone.’

‘What reason do you think she had for wanting you there?’

‘Maybe it was to do with Sadie. I don’t know. When you find her – if you find her – you can ask her. I won’t speak to her anyhow. She ruined my life.’

‘In what way?’

‘She used me. Now that I look back at it, she was always in control. She pulled all the strings. And like a fucking puppet, I jumped around to her tune.’

Something in the way he spoke jarred with Lottie. What was he not saying? ‘Did she make you do something you regretted?’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘Did Sadie make you do something that you did not want to do but you did it anyhow?’

Once again he was silent for a long time. ‘Not that I’m aware of.’

‘Did you help her murder her family?’

His jaw dropped and his eyes widened. ‘Are you mad? No, God no. From what I remember, Sadie had a hard life, but she would never murder anyone. And I didn’t either. Ask her when you find her.’

‘Do you believe she’s been abducted or harmed in any way?’

‘Sadie was a tough nut. She mixed with a drugs crowd and that hardened her. No one would be brave enough to tangle with her. I certainly wouldn’t.’
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They had to let him walk out of the Garda station, as he’d known they would. There was no evidence that he’d done anything wrong, not recently anyhow, except be economical with the truth. He was shocked by their questions, going back to Sadie Tormey. Sadie was just one of the many people and things he’d consigned to a far corner of his brain, where they were filed away and forgotten.

He’d seen the inspector turning up her nose at him. He sat into his jeep and knew that no matter how often he washed or what he sprayed on his body, the chicken shit was rooted in his very pores. And he realised that Sadie was rooted there too, deep beneath his skin. He had never succeeded in ridding himself of her memory, even though he’d packed it away along with everything else he wanted to forget.

Once he had the engine running and the jeep started to warm up, Dermot wondered if he should go back inside and tell the inspector the truth. He sat there for a long time before he put the vehicle in gear and drove home.
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Christy Kearney could smell an odour in his house that even the most meticulous of cleaners would never be able to remove. He was sure it had leached into the wallpaper and paint, even seeping up through the floor.

It came from the old man’s room, and Christy wasn’t sure he had the will to empty the commode. Each day it became more difficult to attend to the basic task of caring for his father. But he needed the money. Though the carer’s allowance wasn’t a whole lot, it helped cushion the household expenses. Especially as the winter season was a bleak time for his business. The increase in storms in recent years had eaten into his autumn business too. Who wanted bouncy castles in stormy weather? Not many.

He was reluctant to finalise his finances even with the annual tax deadline looming. He hadn’t the luxury of being able to afford an accountant to wade through the mess of invoices and the dwindling receipts. The prices those people charged were a crime.

Oh yes, he had met Cameron Healy before he’d found him dead in his house. The mean bastard couldn’t have an iota of good luck because of the mad fees he charged to tot up a line of numbers and fill out a tax form. Not that Cameron Healy would be banking any more money ever again. That made Christy smile. It quickly died, because he still had to do his own accounts. He was glad of the extra work he’d agreed to take on. It was a risk, but the money would make a difference. Not enough to rescue him from his father, though.

‘Christy, are you going to leave me sitting in this filth all day? Where are you, you bastard?’

‘Coming.’

He didn’t move. He sat at the kitchen table and stared at the gnarled knots in the wood. They reminded him of hands that had wrapped themselves around his neck, threatening to choke the living daylights out of him. He’d been younger then, nimbler on his feet, and he’d been able to squirm his way out of the hold. His father had a mean streak. Now Christy’s past was back to haunt him.

‘You fucking bastard,’ the old man roared. ‘You better come and get me or I’ll throw it all around the room and you’ll be shovelling shit for a week.’

With a heavy sigh, Christy stood and made his way down the hall to tend to his dad when what he wanted to do was strangle him.
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The sleeves of his sweater were damp from blood and the tears he’d cried on his folded arms. He had no clothes to change into, and those he was wearing were now sopping wet.

Liam Scanlan sat in the ditch beside the canal bank and sobbed in sorrow for himself. None of it was his fault. Not one thing. She had made him do it. It was all her. But no one would believe him. Why would they when she could be so convincing. But then again, wasn’t he to blame too? He had not said no. Though he knew no one could say no to her.

Maybe he should talk to Thomas Clarke. Tell him the truth. But why should the man believe him? He didn’t know him.

He recalled the start of this misery. The day Caroline had walked into the office looking to speak to her husband when she knew right well Cameron was working from home. Was all this Caroline’s fault?

He shuddered.

He’d stabbed two innocent women, just because he was afraid. Frightened of what they might know, scared of what they might say about him. Terror had driven him. Shock had stopped him. Now the tremors were back and he was riddled with self-doubt.

Maybe he was imagining everything.

He looked down at his sleeves. The blood was real. What he had done was real.

What had he become?
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Lily had cried like a baby for most of the day. At age twelve, she rarely cried. Stomped her feet, yelled, got her hair cut to annoy her father. All that, but not too many tears.

Sadie held her tight, soothing her with whispers. ‘I’m sorry, pet. It will be fine. Don’t cry.’

‘Why, Mam? Why all this? I want to see Dad.’

‘I know you do, but it’s too dangerous. Trust me. You need to be quiet or the bad people will kill us like they killed Freya and Caroline.’

‘And Freya’s dad too. Mam, you can’t forget him.’

‘Of course,’ Sadie said. ‘Listen, pet, you have to be good.’

Lily pulled out of her mother’s embrace. Her eyes bored into Sadie’s like hard pebbles. ‘I’m not a baby. I think you know something. You have to tell me what’s going on. Please. Maybe then I can trust you.’

Sadie felt like crying herself, but she’d exhausted her well of tears. What could she tell her daughter that wouldn’t cause her more upset? It had been torment from start to finish, but she had to do what she could, in order to survive. She hoped she’d done the right thing, because if not… No, that didn’t bear thinking about.

The door opened and a smell entered before the man did. He set a tray of food and bottles of water on the small table and walked out again.

The odour that had whooshed into the room lingered for some time after he was gone.
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McKeown had a contact in Templemore who told him that Chloe Parker had gone home for the weekend. He knew she was driving her grandmother’s car, and he found the registration number and the car description. Then he had to check the ANPR. It was a hard slog.

‘Find anything?’ Kirby asked.

‘Huh?’

‘The footage from around the Canal Bar area where Martina was stabbed and from the street where Clarice lives?’

‘Oh. No. Not yet. There’s hours of stuff to go through. I have Lei working with me.’

‘Good. Keep you out of trouble for a while.’

‘What do you mean by that?’ McKeown felt a harsh flush creep up his cheeks and settle on his skull.

‘You’ve been missing a lot this week. This will keep you glued to the chair.’

‘None of your business where I’ve been or what I’ve been doing. Arsehole.’

‘Whatever it was it hasn’t softened your bite. Arsehole,’ Kirby mimicked.

‘Lads,’ Lottie said, ‘we have too much work to do to be arguing among ourselves.’

McKeown hoped she wouldn’t do an about-turn and look over his shoulder. He sighed with relief when she went into her office and closed the door. Turning back to his screen, he blocked out Kirby’s idle chatter with Lei and concentrated on the images playing out before him.

‘I think it’s time we finished up for the night,’ Lottie said, coming out with her coat over her arm. ‘I better head. Chloe is coming home for some party.’

‘Where’s it on?’ Kirby asked.

‘Cafferty’s, I think.’

‘Isn’t it well for the young.’

‘Jesus, look at the time,’ Boyd said. ‘I better pick up Sergio. Amy will kill me.’

Kirby laughed. ‘You know she loves him. She’d keep him all night if she could.’

‘All the same, I’m off.’ Boyd grabbed his jacket and ran out the door.

‘You going too?’ Lottie asked Kirby.

‘In a while. Someone has to supervise the gobshites.’ He indicated McKeown with a nod.

‘Fuck off, Kirby,’ McKeown said.

‘Enough.’ Lottie put her arms into the sleeves of her coat, picked up her bag and left them to it.
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Chloe normally liked the atmosphere in Cafferty’s, mainly because it was old-style and not in-your-face flashy like some of the newly decorated pubs in town. In Cafferty’s you could find a corner in the midst of a crowd to be alone with your own thoughts. Tonight she did not want to be alone with her thoughts. She did not want to be in the crowd either. She wanted to feel normal, but she was numb, moving around in a comatose version of herself.

The regulars were seated around the bar. Some of the party crowd were in the entertainment extension down the back and others were in the beer garden freezing their tits off. At least the rain had dissipated for the time being. Not that it worried her. No way was she going out there to have her lungs swamped with cigarette smoke and vapes.

She was debating with herself why she’d come home, why she was at a party in a pub that was packed, raucous and loud. She didn’t want to be with people who didn’t really know her, and was thinking of leaving when she felt someone squeeze in beside her in the snug.

‘Fancy seeing you here,’ he said.

Her body froze. Without looking at him, she knew it was McKeown. Every muscle in her body, every sinew tightened and she had a feeling of her blood ceasing to flow. Dots danced before her eyes. She wanted to scream but couldn’t; she could barely breathe. It was the night in the hotel all over again.

‘What’s up, princess? Cat got your tongue?’

Eventually she was able to swallow. She tried to speak, to tell him to shut the fuck up and get away from her, but any words she wanted to utter were lost in the racket around her. She had never felt so alone or so frightened in a public place full of people.

‘Go away,’ she managed at last, not even recognising her own voice. ‘Leave me alone.’

He leaned his lips to her ear, his thigh dangerously close to hers. ‘Don’t think that’s going to work, sunshine. We need to talk. This has to be sorted out now. Otherwise I will ruin the career you haven’t even started yet. And don’t think that I won’t. You see, I don’t like being accused of something I didn’t do. I do not like being backed into a corner, no matter who you think you are. And I hate the fact that you sent a country hick of a detective to do your dirty work. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘No,’ she croaked. She felt nauseous and trapped.

‘No? Come on, princess. You can’t go around throwing out accusations that are utterly false. We can sort this out amicably. I got you a Coke.’

He placed a glass on the table in front of her. If she was in a desert dying of thirst, she wouldn’t drink it.

She shook her head. She felt his hand grip her arm, his fingers piercing her skin through her clothing. She wanted to lash out, to scream her head off, but she could do nothing, deadened by fear. How could she even explain it? She had always been a strong young woman, but he had taken that from her. This animal beside her. Cafferty’s was so busy that no one was passing any remarks on her. She was on her own. With a monster.

She felt herself being dragged to her feet, one of his arms heavy on her shoulder. She was manhandled through the door and found herself out on the street. No one noticed. Everyone was too busy in their own little world. Too drunk. Too happy. God help me, she silently screamed.

A car was parked on double yellows, but he ignored it, tightened his grip on her arm and propelled her down the dimly lit lane at the side of the pub. She smelled chips and vinegar, the odour so strong she could taste it. It was starting to rain again. Soft rain, feathering her cheeks like she was caught in a spiderweb. That’s it, it’s just a spiderweb, she thought irrationally. Then reality hit with a physical impact. The spider had her snared.

He pushed her against the wall, pressed his body to hers. She could feel how hard he was through his clothes.

Dear God, she thought wildly, he’s going to do it. This time he’s going to actually rape me. She shouldn’t have said anything to Mooney. Should have kept him out of it. She should have…

That was when she felt the sharp pain in her side, beneath her ribs. It was like something cutting through her so quickly she wondered had she imagined it. She tried to cry out, but his other hand was over her mouth. The last time she’d felt such intense pain was when she’d had a bout of shingles. Where had that memory come from? It was after her dad died. And now she was going to die. Would she see her dad again? If she thought she could see him, she’d suffer the pain gladly. She loved her daddy. She thought she’d called out to him, but she hadn’t. The soft rain began to beat a little harder, and it hurt. Hurt so bad.

Someone was breathing in her ear. That’s odd, she thought as she slipped slowly to the wet ground. Then she was alone. With her pain. With the darkness. With the spiderweb rain. Soon she’d be with her daddy.
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‘Boyd, can’t you see how impossible this is? I can’t cope with her any more. I know you had a good relationship with your mother, but this is so hard.’

‘I miss my mother a lot,’ he said. ‘Rose is totally different, but at the same time she reminds me of her.’

‘You didn’t live at home since you were what? Eighteen, nineteen? You left Grace alone to care for her.’

‘My mother could take care of herself.’

‘Rose thinks she can too, but she can’t and I’m at my wits’ end.’ Lottie slapped the tea towel against the cupboard door, feeling so much pent-up frustration that she knew if she didn’t do something to calm down, she might combust. She dumped the cloth in the sink and sat with Boyd at the table. ‘Did you have a happy childhood?’

‘Can’t complain,’ he said. ‘Open fields, the sea, fresh air. It was good, but it was also kind of claustrophobic.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘All that vast expanse of land and sea, but in here,’ he thumped his chest, ‘I always wanted to escape. That’s probably why I got married young, without giving much thought to my wife’s personality or her past.’

‘Big mistake.’

‘Definitely, but now I have Sergio. Something good came of it. Something good always surfaces in the end.’ He reached out and took her hand. ‘Lottie, I can see you’re struggling, but the thing is, only you can make the decision on what’s best for your mother.’

‘It’s such a huge responsibility. It’s daunting.’

‘I know. Rose is in the throes of this awful disease. It has altered her personality to make her unrecognisable as the woman you once knew.’ He paused before continuing. ‘As you said, she can’t care for herself. It’s time to find the answer to the hard question.’

‘What would the question be?’

‘Can she be better cared for elsewhere? Somewhere other than here.’

‘Of course she can.’

‘Then you have your answer.’

‘But I can’t abandon her.’ She was almost crying now and hated herself for showing weakness.

‘It’s not abandoning her,’ he insisted. ‘It’s making sure she’s in the best possible place. She needs carers, nurses, activities. She also needs the company of others her own age.’

‘But that won’t make her better.’

‘What will you do if she gets worse? She fell the other day. What if she hurts herself badly?’

‘Honestly, Boyd, I don’t know. No one tells you how to manage this disease. There’s no quick-fix manual to read. I made mistakes in the past. So did she. Maybe those mistakes have caught up with us.’

‘Just like with Sadie and Caroline.’

‘What do you mean?’ She was surprised at his change of subject.

‘I think everything that happened this week has a connection to their past mistakes. How that works, I don’t know.’

‘I tend to agree with you.’

It felt good to be back on safe territory, talking about the job. She was worn out thinking about her mother. She was about to continue the work conversation when Rose hobbled into the room, dressed in a pair of Lottie’s jeans and a T-shirt.

‘I’m going out,’ she said.

‘It’s eleven o’clock at night.’ Lottie stood up, her arm outstretched to catch her mother before she reached the back door.

Rose slapped her hand away. ‘Don’t you dare touch me, missy.’

Lottie looked helplessly at Boyd.

He remained seated. ‘Rose? Would you like me to make you a cup of tea before you go out?’

‘Who is this mannerly man? Are you here to drive me into town?’

‘I can do that,’ he said, ignoring Lottie’s gaping mouth. ‘After we have the tea.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Lottie said, mesmerised by Rose, who was smiling like a teenager beside Boyd. She felt her phone vibrate in the back pocket of her jeans.

Holding it up to show Boyd she had a call, she scooted out to the hall before he could protest.

‘Kirby, what’s up?’ she said, feeling guilty at the relief of escaping.

‘We got a call, boss. There’s been an assault. A stabbing.’

‘Where?’

‘Priory Lane. It’s across the road from where Liam Scanlan works.’

‘Who did he stab this time?’ she asked, jumping to the one conclusion that made sense.

‘Lottie, this is bad. It’s… Meet me outside Cafferty’s. Don’t delay. It’s…’

The call dipped, but she caught something in his tone. ‘It’s what, Kirby? What are you not telling me?’

‘It’s personal this time. Boss, it’s Chloe.’

Boyd agreed to stay with Rose to keep her calm, even though Katie was upstairs with Louis and Sergio. Lottie didn’t argue. She couldn’t think straight as she skidded the car along the gravel drive and out onto the road. What did Kirby mean? Chloe?

She stabbed her finger at her daughter’s number on her phone as she drove. Unable to get it into the hands-free holder, she placed it between her chin and shoulder. The call rang out.

Chloe had gone to a party. Reluctantly. She was tired, she’d said, after the drive from Templemore. Lottie had told her it was good to get out for an hour or two after the weeks of study. Now that she thought about it, something had been off with her daughter. Not talking much. Distracted. Distant. That was it. Chloe had been distant, and that was unusual. She’d been so happy about getting into Garda training college. Excited. Vocal. Boisterous. Not distant or distracted.

She tapped Kirby’s number. ‘Are you still at the scene?’

‘Yes, boss.’

‘Is Chloe… is she with you?’

‘She’s gone in the ambulance.’

‘Shit, Kirby, why didn’t you tell me that? I’m after driving past the hospital.’ She did an illegal U-turn, screaming into the phone, ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Boss, it’s bad. She lost a lot of blood. It’s like Martina and Clarice.’

‘God, no, don’t say that.’ Then she realised something. ‘They’re doing okay now, aren’t they?’ She hoped they were, because wouldn’t that mean Chloe would be fine? ‘So we have nothing to worry about.’ She knew she sounded hysterical. In the circumstances, she couldn’t be anything else.

‘I honestly don’t know. Come down here. There’s nothing you can do at the hospital.’

‘She’s my daughter, Kirby! My little girl.’ She hung up on him and drove into the hospital forecourt, parking in a set-down area near the front doors.

She prayed to any God who could hear her. Pleaded with Adam, her dead husband. ‘I’ll never forgive you if you let her die,’ she shouted at the heavens as she jumped out of the car.

Inside, the bright lights blinded her. The hum of the crowd in the A&E waiting area deafened her. The smell of damp clothes and ill health threatened to drown her. Overwhelmed, she swayed against the wall. McKeown was coming towards her. He grabbed her elbow in an attempt to steady her. She swatted him away.

‘Where is my daughter?’

‘I accompanied her in the ambulance,’ he said formally. ‘They brought her this way.’

‘Is she okay?’ She noticed the blood on his coat and her whole body trembled. Chloe’s blood.

‘They say she needs surgery.’

She pulled up short and he was two steps ahead of her before he turned. ‘Why aren’t you with Kirby? Why aren’t you out looking for Chloe’s attacker?’

‘I thought it best to wait for you.’

‘Go do your job. Find the bastard who hurt my little girl.’

‘Okay.’ Then a flicker of uncertainty flitted over his face. ‘If you’re sure?’

‘Just go.’ As he turned, she added, ‘Thanks for staying with her.’

She continued down the wide hallway with curtained-off cubicles on each side. She could see the open double doors at the end, the rain and a cool breeze blowing leaves inside. An ambulance stood outside. She walked to the end before she turned, pulling back curtains. Searching.

‘Chloe?’

‘You a relative?’ A green-suited paramedic came towards her, folding up a blanket.

‘She’s… she’s my daughter.’ She pointed back to the ambulance with its open doors, lights still flashing. ‘You brought her here. Chloe Parker.’

‘Oh. Yes. I did. She’s been rushed up to theatre. The lift’s over there. You might get to see her before they take her in.’

‘How is she?’

‘Afraid she’s in a bad way. I’m sorry.’

But he didn’t look sorry. She presumed he’d seen too many strangers after they’d suffered violence. Like so many she’d seen. But this time, as Kirby had said, it was personal. Her little girl had been hurt, and she hadn’t been there to protect her. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she ran to the lift.
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The rain poured down in torrents on the area where Chloe Parker had been attacked. Two women taking a shortcut down the lane to Cafferty’s pub had stumbled across the unconscious young woman. They’d tried to stem the bleeding with a jacket, so the likelihood of SOCOs finding anything forensically viable was greatly diminished.

Kirby patted his pocket for a cigar, but was unable to find one. That stressed him out more. Even if he never lit it, having a cigar was like a life belt. It kept him afloat, kept his fears at arm’s length.

He’d seen Chloe as she’d been put on the stretcher, mask over her face, wrapped in a silver hypothermia blanket, gauze and other stuff he couldn’t name stemming the blood.

Three young women had now been attacked in the last few days, and he’d been first on the scene for all of them. Well, second on the scene for Chloe, after McKeown, but this was the most traumatic. The girl’s vital signs placed her in a critical, life-threatening state, according to one of the paramedics. Kirby hadn’t been brave enough to tell Lottie. She’d find out for herself how grievously hurt her daughter was once she got hold of someone at the hospital to interrogate.

Onlookers were gathering at the outer cordon, some holding drinks in their hands. The light was dim and he’d requested SOCOs to bring lights as well as a tent, but he was experienced enough to realise that the bulk of their work could not commence until morning.

He eyed McKeown as the detective dipped under the tape.

‘I thought you were supposed to stay with Chloe at the hospital?’

‘I didn’t want to hang around after her mother arrived. She wasted no time telling me to get back here and do my job.’

‘That’d be Lottie all right.’ Kirby once again wished he had something to hold, to smoke, to pretend to smoke. He felt around his pockets and was rewarded with a vape.

‘You have no idea what’s in those yokes,’ McKeown warned.

‘Would you ever mind your own business?’ Kirby sucked hard and coughed before putting the device away. ‘How come you were first on the scene?’

‘I was walking down Gaol Street and heard the commotion. Called it in once I realised what was going on. I tried to stop the bleeding.’ McKeown held out his hands and coat to demonstrate. ‘Have you interviewed the two women who found her?’

‘Not yet,’ Kirby conceded.

‘I’ll do it.’

‘No, I will. Did you notice anyone else around when you arrived?’

‘It’s Friday night. The place was buzzing. The Court pub over there has bouncers on the door. They might have seen something. I’ll start with them, will I?’

‘Yeah, why not?’

Kirby watched McKeown saunter across the street and wondered why he was being so helpful all of a sudden. It was unusual not to be on the receiving end of more insults from him. Maybe he was in a state of shock also. As he moved back to talk to the two Good Samaritans, he wondered why McKeown had been walking the streets of Ragmullin on a Friday night and not at home with his family in Athlone.
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Lottie crumpled up the paper coffee cup and threw it in the bin beside the chair. She wanted Boyd with her. To hold her hand. To talk sense into her brain. What brain? She felt disembodied. This was happening to someone else. Not to her family. Not to her beautiful, carefree daughter. Not to Chloe.

Glancing around, she tried to ground herself. She’d sat on the edge of this same chair on one of her cases a while back. She’d been talking to a mother, holding her hand when the surgeon had come out to tell the woman her little girl had died. No one was going to tell Lottie that Chloe was dead. No one. She would not allow it.

She went thought the blame game. Boyd’s fault for helping Chloe get into Templemore. If Chloe had been at home, she’d have been working the evening shift in Fallon’s pub. No, that wasn’t true. She’d have got the night off to go to the party. But then wasn’t it her own fault for telling Chloe to go out and enjoy herself, even though her daughter had told her she was tired? Or was it Rose’s fault because she had dementia and Lottie was exhausted and confused over what to do about her, so much so that she had barely spoken with Chloe that evening. She’d been selfish, craving peace and space. It was in fact her fault.

Who had attacked Chloe? The most likely candidate was Liam Scanlan, but why target her daughter? He didn’t know Chloe, did he? She thought of the Tormey murders that Chloe had phoned her about, but she couldn’t recall Scanlan’s name cropping up anywhere in relation to that crime.

Maybe Chloe hadn’t been targeted at all, Lottie reasoned. It could have been a random attack by some random guy with a knife on a random night down a random lane. A lane that Chloe had randomly walked down. She swallowed a sob. She was making no sense. Everything was irrational.

Staring at the double doors, she willed someone to come out to tell her not to worry, that Chloe was going to be fine. She had never felt so alone in all her life. Maybe in the days after Adam had died. The uncertainty. The pure heartbreak. If her daughter didn’t pull through this, she had no idea how she could go on.

It felt like hours she’d been sitting on her own when the lift doors opened. She looked up expecting to see Boyd rushing towards her. It wasn’t him. When she realised who it was, she began to cry in earnest.
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Boyd paced the kitchen. Lottie wasn’t answering her phone. He wanted to be with her, but he was trying to keep Rose calm. It was like the woman could sense his anxiety.

‘I know there’s something wrong, so you better tell me, young man.’

This sentence was on repeat. As was his reply.

‘There’s nothing wrong, Rose.’

‘It’s about Peter, isn’t it? He didn’t come in for his dinner. Did someone hurt him?’

‘No, it’s not Peter.’ Boyd knew Rose’s Garda husband was decades dead.

‘It’s a dangerous job being a guard. I know there’s something wrong, so you better tell me.’

The cycle began again. Boyd’s patience was wearing thin. He boiled the kettle for what must have been the tenth time. Even though Rose refused to drink any tea, it gave him something to do, a reason to turn away from her. No wonder Lottie was always teetering on the edge of exhaustion.

‘Hey, Gran, why are you still up?’ Katie asked as she came into the kitchen.

‘Up where?’

‘I’m bringing you to your room and then I’ll get you a cup of cocoa.’ Katie took Rose’s arm and helped her up from the chair. ‘Is your ankle still sore?’

‘Why would it be sore?’

‘You twisted it on the stairs.’

Katie gave Boyd a sad wave as she hustled her gran out of the kitchen. When he heard Rose’s door open then shut, he grabbed his coat, left a note on the table for Katie and ran out to his car.

He felt torn. He should be helping Kirby and McKeown at the crime scene, but he wanted to see Lottie, to hear first-hand how Chloe was doing.

Lottie’s car was in the set-down area. Luckily it hadn’t been clamped. He found a parking space and sprinted back through the murky mist.

After making enquiries, he made his way up to the surgical level. He was too impatient to take the lift, so he flew up the stairs. He was girding himself for whatever news Lottie might have about Chloe when he realised she was not alone. He stopped before she saw him and backed around the corner. What was Matt Mooney doing here? What was going on?

Back in the car, he tried to deny the emotions swirling in his chest. He had no right to feel any sort of jealousy. He had ended things, not Lottie. He no longer had any claim on her heart. He had made that clear despite her attempts to rekindle their relationship in her own awkward way.

One positive way he could help was to find whoever had hurt Chloe. He sped through the town.

After parking, he pulled on his rain jacket and a woollen hat and found Kirby, who relayed the full story. Or as much of it as he knew at that point in time.

‘What’s McKeown at?’ Boyd asked.

‘Interviewing the bouncer at the Court pub. Trying to find witnesses.’

‘Do you think it’s the work of Liam Scanlan?’

‘It could be, but why would he target Chloe? Surely he wouldn’t know her relationship to Lottie? Not that that connection is any reason to stab her daughter.’

‘It must be him, otherwise she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. And I find that hard to believe.’ Boyd had to focus. ‘Chloe was at a party in Cafferty’s. Have you talked to those inside yet?’

Kirby made a scene of checking his watch. ‘I’d say most have left by now. I hadn’t time to go in there yet.’

‘It’s okay. I’ll take a quick look.’

Boyd was anxious to get moving. He had to distance himself from the place young Chloe had been almost killed.

It was warm in Cafferty’s. It should have been buzzing with a crowd, but it appeared to be empty.

Darren, the barman, looked bewildered. ‘It’s yourself,’ he said.

‘You heard what happened outside?’

‘Awful business altogether.’

‘She was in here earlier, I believe,’ Boyd said. ‘The girl who was stabbed.’

‘I wouldn’t know. It was manic all night before they headed to a nightclub. Two parties. One in the beer garden and the other down the back. A lot of the regulars had decamped to Wallace’s for their quiet pints.’

‘Notice anything unusual? Anyone acting suspiciously?’

‘Jeez, man, everyone acts funny on booze and God knows what else they snort in the loos. Not funny ha ha, just out of character, you know what I mean?’

Boyd tried to keep his frustration under wraps. He turned his phone towards Darren. It displayed a photo of Chloe. ‘This is the girl. Do you remember her in here tonight?’

‘No, and I told you, the place was jammed. Inside and out. My granny could rise from the dead and walk in and I wouldn’t have noticed her.’

‘Any of the other bar staff around?’

‘I told them to go home. It’s as dead as a graveyard here now.’

Irritation edged into Boyd’s words and his hands twitched to hit something. Someone. ‘Jesus, Darren. Look at the photo again. Please. Try to recall if you saw her. Where she might have been. Who she might have been talking to.’

The barman shook his head slowly. ‘I spent the night behind the bar, up to my elbows in pints of Guinness. It was three or four deep out there at one stage.’

‘Grand so. I’ll be back tomorrow to talk to the other staff. I’ll phone you beforehand.’

‘Sure thing.’

Boyd turned away and glanced around the space. He walked out to the beer garden. Helium balloons lingered above his head. Streamers fell from the walls and curled around abandoned pints on tables. A few stragglers remained dotted around both spaces. He showed them Chloe’s photo but was met with shoulder shrugs and slurred denials. He hoped McKeown was having more luck at the pub down the street.

Before he left Cafferty’s, he wondered if Dermot Macken had provided the party balloons. The week had started with murders after a party, and here he was again, at the aftermath of another.

He went back to ask Darren where the balloons came from.

‘Haven’t a clue. Sorry.’

Boyd slapped his damp hat back on his head and left.
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McKeown had been waiting for Kirby to ask him why he’d been in Gaol Street and not at home. But the fat fuck was too stupid to ask. The boss would, though. Once she got her head together. He had a ready answer when and if needed. Working late. Loads of CCTV to search through. Decided to stay the night in Ragmullin and get back to it early in the morning. That was the excuse he’d given his wife on the phone earlier, and no one could debate it. He’d been in the office as it had emptied, and he didn’t think anyone had noticed him in Cafferty’s. It was too busy and people were too drunk. And it had no CCTV. He pushed out his chest, a photo of Liam Scanlan in his hand as he stood with the bouncer at the Court pub.

‘See this man around tonight?’

‘Can’t say that I did.’

‘Take a good look,’ McKeown insisted. ‘A young woman was stabbed around the corner.’

‘Yeah, I’m not blind. I can see all the activity over there. Doesn’t stop this lot having a good time. We have a licence to stay open late.’ He indicated the pub behind him, people milling around oblivious to the drama up the street.

McKeown waved the photo in front of his face. ‘This guy has already stabbed two women this week, one of them my colleague.’

‘Oh, I heard about the young guard. Awful. This town is a no-go area some nights.’

McKeown didn’t enlighten him that Martina was stabbed in the late afternoon and Clarice at home in the morning. ‘This guy is our number-one suspect.’

‘They all look the same to me.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Those office types. Getting drunk out of their skulls on a Friday night after a week twiddling their thumbs. Did he work in the council?’ He nodded down the street.

‘No, he worked around the corner. Hallblack Lane.’

‘Jesus, that’s where that murdered accountant had his office.’

‘This dude worked for him. Hence he is also a suspect for the Healy murders.’

‘Should be locked up. How can I help you?’

‘You saw him tonight, didn’t you?’

‘Wouldn’t swear on a stack of bibles, but he might have been around.’

‘Thanks a million, man.’ McKeown took down the bouncer’s details.

This was going to be so easy.

Once Chloe Parker died on the operating table, he’d be safe.
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Katie was waiting for Lottie when she arrived home from the hospital.

‘Mam?’ She jumped up, wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck. ‘Is she… Is she going to make it?’

‘Surgeon claims the operation went well. She’s in an induced coma. Time will tell.’

Untangling her arms from around Lottie, Katie didn’t seem to know what to do with herself.

Lottie glanced at the clock. ‘All asleep?’

‘Eventually got Gran settled. Boyd is still out.’

‘Where did he go?’

‘He left a note to say he was going to the hospital.’

‘I didn’t see him. God, I’d murder a drink.’

‘And I’d murder you if you took one.’ Katie’s white face paled further. ‘Mam, who attacked Chloe?’

Lottie slumped down on a chair and rolled her coat into a ball on her knee. She hadn’t the energy to hang it up. ‘We have an idea who it may have been, but it makes no sense. Nothing makes sense tonight.’

‘Mam, she’s going to be okay,’ Katie said. ‘She’s a fighter.’

‘But what if she doesn’t make it? What then?’

‘Don’t be catastrophising. It does no good.’

‘It doesn’t stop the agonising doubt. You go on to bed, Katie. I’ve a few calls to make.’

At the door, her daughter turned. ‘Whatever you do, don’t wake Gran.’

‘I certainly won’t.’

Left in the silence of the kitchen, Lottie leaned over the table and rested the side of her face on the cool timber.

It was there that Boyd found her asleep hours later.
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Thomas Clarke had never been to Alice Quigley’s house, but after what he’d found hidden in his garage safe, he had to talk to her.

He’d been searching the house manically since Inspector Parker had told him of Sadie’s past. And then he’d remembered that Sadie had organised to have a floor safe installed in the garage. She’d wanted to keep her late mother’s jewellery safe for Lily’s future. That was what she’d told him. More lies. He’d never thought to question it. Stupid of him, seeing as Sadie claimed to have been destitute when her parents died. He’d never even looked inside.

When he discovered the contents, what he should have done was bring it to the guards, but he’d had enough of Lottie Parker’s inquisitions to last a lifetime. She had mentioned Caroline’s mother knowing something about an affair, and now he felt it was time to talk to her.

It was gone one in the morning. Too late? Maybe, but he didn’t care. After half a bottle of wine, he shouldn’t drive. He couldn’t risk a drink-driving charge on top of everything else. He called a taxi.

The rain poured down as he exited the vehicle and he realised he’d left home with no coat. A car was parked outside the dated bungalow where Alice lived. He girded himself and went over his prepared speech in his head. Two wires hung where the bell should be, so he knocked hard on the door.

When it opened, he was surprised at the dishevelled woman standing there. ‘Alice? We need to talk. I’m Thomas Clarke.’

‘I know who you are,’ she said. ‘Sadie’s husband. It’s late, but come in. It’s nice of you to call at such a sad time for me. I’d love the company.’

Thomas had no say in the matter as she put out a hand, grabbed him by the shoulder and propelled him inside. The door slammed behind him.

‘I want to talk about my wife and your daughter,’ he said.

‘Well then, you’ve come to the right woman.’

He followed her down the cluttered hallway, his thoughts full of his need to find Sadie and Lily. He feared greatly for them, despite or maybe because of Sadie’s lies. He hoped now he could find some answers.

[image: ]


‘What’s the story with Mooney?’ Boyd woke Lottie with a mug of tea.

‘What do you mean?’ She realised it was the middle of the night and she was still at the table.

‘Saw him in the hospital with you.’

She sipped the tea. The milk had turned. She pushed the mug away. ‘And you didn’t come over and say hello?’

‘You were waiting for Chloe to come out of surgery. I didn’t want to intrude.’

‘Right.’ She was in no humour for this conversation.

He sat beside her. ‘I was at the scene. Talked to Cafferty’s barman. No one saw anything. The two women who found Chloe arrived soon after it happened. Maybe even saved her life.’

‘You sure have a way of cheering me up.’

‘Is that you being sarcastic?’

She was too tired for this. Too wound up. She stood. ‘I’m going back to the hospital.’

‘Sit down before you fall down.’

Lottie sat and picked her coat off the ground. Boyd took it and hung it on the back of her chair.

‘How’s Chloe doing?’ he asked.

‘Out of surgery and in an induced coma for a few hours. The doctor said they’ve stopped the internal bleeding.’ She stood again. ‘I should be there when she wakes up.’

He grabbed her hand and pulled her close. She sank down onto his knee, nestled her face into his neck. Smelled the damp from the rain on his skin as he wrapped his arms around her.

‘Rest here for a minute,’ he said softly. ‘Then you’re going to bed.’

‘I’m too exhausted to argue,’ she said, and with her head on his shoulder, she promptly fell asleep.
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A mist hung over the trees surrounding the lake as Lottie drove to the hospital, her heart heavy with the weight of life. The landscape was grey and sombre, pulsing beneath a threatening veil. She’d been on the phone to the hospital twice during the night, and then she’d overslept.

She parked in a legal space this time and made her way inside. Chloe was out of ICU but was still asleep. The surgeon told her she had been taken out of the induced coma earlier and her vital signs were positive.

After an hour sitting holding her daughter’s hand, Lottie kissed her forehead and visited Martina. There, she gleaned nothing other than what the young guard had told Kirby. Was it a load of hogwash that Liam Scanlan had spouted about someone threatening Cameron Healy? Was it in fact Scanlan himself who was the threat?

At Clarice Shaw’s bedside, Lottie laid eyes on the young woman for the first time. She was hooked up to a machine. Her eyes fluttered into wakefulness, childlike.

Lottie introduced herself.

Clarice smiled weakly. ‘I got myself caught up in a real-life crime drama, didn’t I? My dad would be… I suppose he would be sad.’

‘Did you see who attacked you?’

‘Lucozade Zero man.’

‘Who?’

‘Inside joke, sorry.’ She wheezed when she spoke, and Lottie wondered at the internal injuries she’d suffered. ‘Not the time for it, is it?’

‘Whatever gets you through this ordeal is fine by me.’ Lottie smiled at Clarice’s humour. Would Chloe ever get her sense of humour back, after what she’d been through?

‘Liam Scanlan,’ Clarice said.

‘Why do you think he came for you?’

‘Because I’ve a big mouth?’

‘Really?’

‘I don’t honestly know,’ Clarice said. ‘I didn’t believe little old me could be a threat to anyone. But there must have been something. Maybe he realised I’d called Garda Brennan. But that doesn’t make sense. He attacked her. Why did he need to come for me? Unless…’ Her voice trailed off.

‘Unless what?’ Lottie prompted.

‘Unless it had to do with the night I ran out on him.’

‘Tell me about that night.’

‘It was nothing. We went up to his apartment. I wasn’t drunk or anything, I just felt like having a bit of fun. He looked harmless. Famous last words.’ Clarice tried to cough, her breath catching in her throat.

‘Go on, if you can.’ Lottie admired the young woman’s stamina.

‘He had no condoms. That kind of dampened my mood. I wasn’t about to take a risk, so I ran. Don’t know what possessed me to go with him in the first place. Loser.’

‘And you had no dealings or contact with him after that night?’

‘No. He could have been in and out of the pub when I wasn’t on shift. Or maybe I just didn’t notice him. He’s the type of guy who blends into the background.’

Scanlan was doing a good job of blending in somewhere, Lottie thought. There had been no sightings of him. Hopefully McKeown would soon get his act together and find him on CCTV. Scanlan had made it personal.

‘Can you remember anything else that happened that night?’

‘I don’t know,’ Clarice murmured. ‘Sorry.’

‘Something that could give him a reason in his own twisted mind to come after you.’ Lottie inched closer, as if that act alone could extract a clue. ‘When exactly did the encounter between you happen?

‘Must be three weeks ago.’ Clarice closed her eyes, the exertion of talking wearing her out. Then her eyes flicked open. ‘Maybe there was something. I don’t know…’ Her voice faded with fatigue.

‘Tell me. Please.’

‘There was a woman on the stairwell when I rushed out of his flat. I thought it odd at the time, but it didn’t come back to me until now. Strange.’

‘Strange woman or strange that you didn’t remember it?’

‘Both, I suppose. She was well dressed. Lovely designer scarf around her neck. I remember thinking she must have wandered into the wrong place. But at the same time, she gave the impression of knowing where she was going.’

‘And where was that?’

Clarice tried to shrug, but an expression of pain crossed her face. ‘No other apartment up there, just his.’

‘If she’d been a few minutes earlier, she’d have walked in on you.’

‘I remember he took a call when we first entered the flat. He didn’t speak. Just listened. Then he hung up. It could have been her.’

‘Okay.’ Lottie wondered how long it would take to get the call log from Scanlan’s phone. He had attempted to murder three women, including Chloe. She felt sick to her stomach.

‘You okay?’ Clarice asked. ‘You look like you saw a ghost.’

‘He’s no ghost. I intend to find him.’

‘Thank you. How is Martina?’

‘She’ll be fine, in time. Like you will be. I’m sorry this has happened to you.’

‘Not your fault. If I wasn’t in so much pain, I’d think I could become a detective myself.’

‘Hasn’t put you off?’

‘God, no. If I was a guard, I’d go to the ends of the earth to see that bastard behind bars.’

Lottie took her phone out. ‘Would you mind looking at a few photos for me?’

‘Photos of what?’

‘I’d rather not say up front. I don’t want to colour your judgement.’

‘Show me.’

‘Tell me if you recognise any of these people.’ She found the photos she needed and held the phone up to Clarice, swiping them one by one until the young woman told her to stop.

‘Her. That’s her,’ she said, agitated. ‘The woman I met on the stairwell.’

‘You sure?’ Lottie felt her heart rate speed up. She had been hoping, not anticipating, that Clarice might be able to identify someone in one of the photos. She had most definitely not been expecting it to be the woman she had pointed to.

‘What did she do?’ Clarice asked.

‘That’s the thing. I don’t know.’

‘But you didn’t think she was the woman I’d point out?’

‘No, I did not.’

‘I’ve put the cat among the pigeons.’

‘Something like that. Thanks for your help, Clarice. Now get better soon.’
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The car was speeding. Blue and white strobe lights flashing. No sirens.

Lottie had to keep moving. Otherwise she would vegetate with worry. She couldn’t stop catastrophising over Chloe’s condition. She should be sitting by her daughter’s bedside, but she had to find the bastard who’d attacked her beautiful girl. That pursuit had brought her on an unexpected route.

‘I still can’t believe it. Clarice identified Alice Quigley. What was Alice doing at Liam Scanlan’s? What the hell, Boyd?’

‘Scanlan worked for Alice’s son-in-law, Cameron Healy.’

‘Yeah, but it was late at night when she visited Scanlan’s apartment. She was up to something.’

‘How long ago was it?’

‘Three weeks,’ Lottie said.

‘Was there anything significant going on then?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘In the Healys’ lives. Maybe Caroline was having an affair with Liam Scanlan, not Thomas Clarke as we thought, and Alice went there to confront him.’

Lottie shook her head. ‘Why would she even care? No, it must be something to do with money.’

‘She’d have confronted Cameron if it was about that.’

‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ Lottie had to force herself to think rationally. ‘What if Cameron had got her to invest in something and it went belly-up? Or maybe he was embezzling money. Alice might have wanted Scanlan to confirm or deny it before she did something about it.’

‘I don’t buy it,’ Boyd argued. ‘You’re in the area of speculation and hyperbole now.’

‘Tough. I need to be in some area or I’ll combust. Chloe is badly injured and God knows what mental trauma she’ll endure in the future. I can’t begin to think about that, so I need to catch the bastard. The clearest clue we have so far is Alice Quigley. She knows something, and by God she is going to tell me what I want to know.’

She bit her nails, mulled over everything.

When they pulled up at Alice’s house, she spoke again. ‘It was Alice who offered up the information about Caroline having an affair. She also told me about her daughter having been in Oak House, where she met Sadie. What if she was misdirecting us towards Sadie all along?’

‘It’s a possibility,’ Boyd said. Getting out of the car, he asked, ‘But why?’

‘Million-dollar question.’ She followed him. ‘Keep a close eye on Alice’s reactions and see what you make of her.’

Alice was not in her garden, nor did it appear that she was inside the house. They had tried the front door, then the back door, and looked in windows where they could see the house still in a state of disarray. Her car was nowhere to be seen.

‘Looks like someone ransacked the kip,’ Boyd said.

‘It was like that the last time we were here.’ Lottie walked slowly back around the other side of the house, peering in through windows as she went. She stopped outside one, pointing. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘Depends on what you’re looking at.’ He was at her shoulder, his breath on her skin. She had to stop herself leaning into him for support.

A pile of boxes sat on a bed. One had torn gift wrap.

‘Shit, that’s a PlayStation,’ Boyd said.

‘Thought so.’ Her brain was going a mile a minute. ‘Freya Healy’s birthday present?’

‘If so, why has her grandmother got it?’

‘Maybe she bought it for her or something.’ Slowly shaking her head, she ducked as a drop of rain trickled down her cheek. ‘None of this makes sense. We need a warrant for the house, for the whole property.’

‘I’m surprised at you, Lottie.’

‘Why?’

‘There was a time you’d have had me kicking down the door to get in.’

‘Hadn’t thought of that. Good idea, though.’

‘I wasn’t serious.’

‘I know. But what if Alice is in there, injured? We should go in to check.’

‘Sorry I opened my mouth now.’ He moved away from her. ‘There’s no car, no sign of life. She’s not here.’

‘Get an alert for her car. But honestly, she could be dead inside the house.’

‘If she is, she’s going nowhere. My bet is she’s with Scanlan. The two of them have to be in on this together.’

She turned to look up at him, her mouth hanging open. ‘You can’t mean…? No, Boyd. There’s no way Alice Quigley was involved in the murder of her daughter, granddaughter and son-in-law.’

‘It’s unlikely, but I wouldn’t be too quick to rule it out.’

She stared back in through the window. ‘She is up to something, and I want to know what that is.’
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Grainne Nixon had spent a late night in the lab logging the little they’d found at Priory Lane, where Chloe Parker had been attacked. This morning she decided to have a quick look over some of the outstanding work.

She’d been following up on the shoe print found on Caroline Healy’s back. It annoyed her when things were right in front of her that she couldn’t see. Everything and everyone left a trace. Fact. So why couldn’t she find a match? It was there somewhere. Hidden in the banks of data that had been amassed since Caroline and her family had been murdered. She had to keep digging. Grainne was not a quitter. And this time would be no different.

She glanced at the paperwork that had accumulated for the lace collar found at the Clarkes’ house. The DNA matched the cold case. Freya Healy had been dressed in similar clothing. A thought came to her, and she pulled up the Healy crime-scene photos. Her eyes kept coming back to Caroline in the old-fashioned clothing. The plain rustic brown shoes.

The shoes.

Shit.

She scrabbled around on the computer, pressing keys, pulling up reports and databases and images until she found what she was looking for.

‘How did I miss this? How did everyone miss it?’

Then she scrolled through the evidence inventory, looking for a log number. Once she was armed with that, she went in search of the actual evidence.
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‘As far as we know, Liam Scanlan did not own a car.’ Lottie rubbed her brow, a headache brewing. The incident room was freezing cold, but she had broken out in a sweat. ‘Nothing has shown up for a rental in his name either, which means diddly-squat, nor has any vehicle been stolen. We now have an alert on Alice’s car. We have an eyewitness, Clarice Shaw, who places Alice at his apartment three weeks ago. We can assume either of two scenarios. One is that Liam Scanlan has abducted her. The other is that she is colluding with him.’

‘You can’t mean she’s behind the murder of her own family, can you?’ Kirby asked.

‘Everything is possible until we prove otherwise. However, the most likely scenario is that Scanlan took Alice and her car. He went on a stabbing spree when he figured we were on to him.’ Lottie paused, gathering her strength. ‘On another note, and I hate to say this, I don’t see any reason for him to attack and stab my daughter.’

‘He’s on the run,’ McKeown said. ‘He may have been staking you out and followed her from your house.’

‘But he has no car,’ Boyd said.

‘He may have had Alice Quigley’s.’ McKeown looked at Lottie. ‘Like you already said. And the bouncer at the Court pub ID’d Scanlan.’ When Lottie stared at him, he added, ‘Not a positive ID, but he said he might have seen him last night.’

‘Okay, that’s something, but there’s still no motive to attack Chloe.’

‘To get at you?’ Kirby offered.

‘Perhaps.’ Lottie was still doubtful. Could Scanlan have learned that Chloe had dug into the Tormey case? If so, how? And why would it even warrant an attack on her daughter?

Boyd said, ‘There’s often no rhyme or reason to the actions of a cornered animal.’

‘He’s not bloody well cornered,’ she said, the tone of her cadence shrill. ‘We don’t even know where he is. How is that possible in this day and age? Everyone leaves a footprint. I want him found!’

‘Can I say something?’ Boyd asked, and it was clear he wanted to say it without his head being snapped off.

‘Go ahead.’

‘You mentioned this earlier, and I tend to agree. This case has been about misdirection. We only see what we’re being led to see.’

Her headache was now in full thumping mode as she caught his drift. ‘Smoke and mirrors?’

‘We’ve cleared away some of the smoke, but it’s hiding something deeper. Freya’s birthday party links back to the old Tormey case and another birthday party.’

‘But that’s connected to Sadie, not Caroline’s family,’ Lottie countered. ‘It was Sadie’s younger sister’s birthday party. The girls only met in Oak House a year before the Tormey murders.’

‘I think we should talk to Eugene Tormey again. He has to know more.’

‘Okay, I agree.’ She peered pointedly at Kirby and McKeown. ‘When we get back, I want Liam Scanlan and Alice Quigley freezing their arses off in the cells. And organise a warrant to search her property.’

‘What about Christy Kearney and Dermot Macken?’ Kirby asked. ‘Are they in the clear?’

‘Not by a long shot. See if a judge will approve a search warrant for their properties too, though I doubt it.’

‘What reason can I give?’

‘It’s weak, but Macken intimated that he knew Sadie when she was in Oak House. Kearney must have some connection to her too. McKeown, where the hell are those background checks?’

‘Working on them. But accessing Oak House records is like breaking into Fort Knox.’

‘Get on with it. We need to tick all the boxes on this. Sadie and her daughter are still missing, in case you lot forgot.’

‘Do you think they’re dead?’ Kirby asked.

She thought about it. ‘As Boyd said, smoke and mirrors. I believe they’re alive.’
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Boyd drove in silence. It suited Lottie fine. She’d checked in with the hospital before they’d left. No change in Chloe’s condition. She popped two paracetamol into her mouth for her headache and closed her eyes.

‘We are backtracking over all we’ve already done,’ Boyd said at last.

‘We need to see where this leads us.’ She gave up on trying to rest her head and straightened her back. ‘Denise and Poppy Tormey were murdered after Poppy’s tenth birthday party. The similarities to the Healy murders are too great to ignore when you consider that Sadie Clarke was a friend of the Healys. We have to find another thread that connects both cases. Then we tug hard on it and everything will begin to unravel.’

‘As long we don’t unravel too,’ he said, eyes focused on the traffic ahead. Careful as always, she noted. ‘And for the record, I don’t share your optimism.’

‘Who said I was optimistic? I’m clutching at proverbial straws here, Boyd. Something nasty went on back then, and I want to know what, and how it has resulted in three murders this week along with three stabbings and two disappearances.’

‘When you put it like that… it still makes no sense.’

‘And Dermot Macken’s role? What the hell is he at? A fucking chicken farm and party balloons? Now that definitely makes no sense.’

Eugene Tormey’s carer, Josie, shepherded them inside and then went into another room without a word.

‘You’re back,’ Eugene said with little enthusiasm. ‘Have you found Sadie?’

‘No, we haven’t found your daughter or granddaughter.’

The man did a double-take, his gnarled hands clutching the dirty armrests on his chair. ‘You never said I had a granddaughter. Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I thought I did.’

‘No, I’d have remembered that. And you’re telling me she’s missing too?’

‘Yes.’

‘So you’re digging for more dirt on Sadie. Jesus.’ He clacked his teeth, the sound grating.

‘We don’t know what’s happened to either of them. They just disappeared.’

‘I didn’t disappear them, so what do you want with me?’ His knuckles were white and his face red. She hoped he wasn’t going to have a heart attack, but she had to keep going.

‘We mentioned when we were here yesterday morning about a family who were murdered in Ragmullin last Sunday. Did you see it on the news or read about it?’

‘When the news comes on, I channel-hop. I’m bad enough without being depressed over things I can’t control.’

‘The thing is, the Healy family murders bear a striking similarity to the deaths of your wife and daughter twenty years ago. The current crime occurred in the hours after their daughter’s birthday party. Freya was just twelve years old.’

‘You wouldn’t be here unless you thought my Sadie had something to do with it, would you?’

‘We have no evidence to suggest that, just suspicions, but the very next day, Lily, your granddaughter, went missing. Then the day after that, Sadie was gone too. No sign of a disturbance or a break-in.’

‘Is she married? Sadie?’

‘Her husband is Thomas Clarke.’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘He’s an architect.’

‘Girl did well for herself then. Good on her.’

‘She claimed he was… ehm, rough with her.’

Eugene snorted. ‘Maybe she ran away from him. He could have killed these Healys.’

She’d thought the same herself at one stage. ‘We have nothing concrete to tie Thomas Clarke to the murders. It’s a mystery.’

‘Youse are the guards. You can’t expect me, a disabled alcoholic, to solve it for you.’

‘No, but we think you might have information that could help us. Something you don’t even know is relevant.’

‘If I don’t know, how can I know what it is? Can’t you come straight out with what you mean?’

‘Are you sure you don’t know anyone named Liam Scanlan, back then or now?’

‘Told you already, I don’t have a head for names. Do you have his picture?’

Boyd scrolled on his phone. He turned it round with the photograph.

Tormey shook his head. ‘Don’t recognise him.’

Lottie sighed. They’d wasted so much time on this journey, they had to come away with something. ‘I asked you about Caroline Quigley yesterday, and you didn’t recognise the name. What about Alice Quigley?’

He ran a finger along his stubbly chin. ‘Maybe. I’m not sure. Show me her picture.’

Boyd did the honours and Lottie kept her eyes on Eugene’s expression.

He was about to shake his head when he said, ‘Where the hell are my glasses? Josie?’

The young carer rushed in. ‘Yes, Mr Tormey?’

‘My glasses. Where are they?’

She found them in his shirt pocket and placed them gently on his face.

‘Ah, that’s better. Thanks, Josie.’

She scuttled out of the room, closing the door behind her.

He took the phone and studied the image. ‘Holy God. It’s her. I might not have a head for names, but by Jesus I have an eye for faces. She was much younger when I knew her. Alice. Yeah, that was her name. Don’t think I ever knew her surname.’

Lottie felt the palms of her hands sweating. She rubbed them on her jeans. ‘How did you know her?’

‘It was before Denise kicked me out. This woman had started to come around to the house. Fucking magpie, I called her. I had my suspicions she was looking to steal from us. Not that we had a thing ourselves. Nothing worth stealing, anyhow. But it was like Denise was under her spell.’

‘Eugene, are you telling me that your wife, Denise, was friends with Alice Quigley?’

‘Why else would that woman be sitting in my chair most evenings when I came home? Not that I remembered much after a few hours in the pub. Awful affliction, the curse of alcohol. Like being in an abusive relationship. AA got me on the straight and narrow. For a time, anyhow. My old brain is fucked now. I remember stuff one minute, then it’s gone.’

‘How did the friendship between Alice and Denise come about?’ Lottie wanted to keep him on track and not allow him to ramble.

‘Fucked if I know. Pardon the language. One day she was there and that was that. I think Denise worshipped the ground she walked on. This Alice had some sort of hold over her, though that’s hard to believe.’

‘Did Alice have a daughter with her?’

‘No memory of her. But my girls were not allowed to be under their mother’s feet. Denise was a bit of a tyrant that way, especially when she had a bottle hid down the back of the couch. Might be the reason I spent so much time in the pub.’

‘What do you mean?’

He took off his spectacles and slipped them into his shirt pocket, staring into the distance. ‘Denise was not a nice woman, Inspector, especially with drink in her. She was hard on Sadie and Poppy and hard on me. I admit I wasn’t real sorry when she died. But my little Poppy… I’ll regret to the day I die that I wasn’t around to keep her safe.’

‘Do you think Alice could have murdered your wife and daughter?’

‘I’d love to say yes, but the truth is, I wasn’t there. I don’t know what happened. The guards never got anyone for the crime. Not even a suspect. They said it was a family-side thing or whatever it’s called. But who made the 999 call then? I’ve no idea if they interviewed this Alice woman or not. But you could find that out, couldn’t you?’

Lottie knew there was no mention of Alice or her daughter anywhere in the slim Tormey murder file. There’d been no suspects and it had been ruled a possible murder-suicide. Not good enough, she thought.

‘Where was Sadie that night?’

‘I don’t know, and I don’t know where she is now either.’ Eugene began to cry. Loud, racking sobs.

Josie flew into the room. ‘What did you do?’ she said accusingly before kneeling by her charge, rubbing his shoulders, comforting him. ‘It’s okay, Mr Tormey. Would you like something to eat? I think these people should go.’

He put up a hand to stay her. ‘It’s fine, I’m fine. I’d love a sandwich, Josie. Thanks.’

She disappeared into the kitchen.

‘We have a few more questions, Eugene. Can you continue?’

‘This is hard, resurrecting the past. Will it help you solve these murders?’

‘The honest answer is that I don’t know. But it might help us find Sadie and Lily.’

‘I’d love to meet Lily. I could be a better granddaddy than I was a daddy.’

Lottie blew out a breath. ‘Did you ever know of a man called Dermot Macken?’

He shook his head slowly.

‘Do you want to see a photo… his picture?’ she added, using the man’s own terminology.

‘Sure. Show me.’

Boyd did the honours again.

Eugene blinked behind his smeared spectacles. ‘Had he something to do with chickens?’

‘That’s him.’ Lottie grew excited. ‘How did you know him?’

‘The pub. He often drank there. You’d smell him before you’d see him. Young lad. He used to ask about Sadie. Think he had a thing for her, but he was a good bit older than her. Why are you interested in him?’

‘Another piece of the jigsaw puzzle that we can’t fit in anywhere.’

Her mind was in overdrive. If Eugene’s memory was credible, and that was a huge doubt given his supposed Alzheimer’s, she now had two people with connections to the recent murders who had also known Sadie’s family twenty years ago. How could she knit it all together?

‘Can I ask one last question?’ She leaned forward in her chair. ‘Was Alice Quigley acquainted with Dermot Macken?’

‘Now how on earth would I know that? You should ask her yourself, if she’s still around.’

‘She is.’ Lottie wondered where Alice was. ‘And so is Dermot Macken.’

‘That boy wouldn’t say boo to a goose. You know something? Thinking of him makes me smell chicken shit.’

‘I feel the same way.’

‘Here you are.’ Josie arrived with a plate of sandwiches and a mug of tea.

‘Hope them aren’t chicken sandwiches,’ Eugene said with a glint in his eye.

Lottie’s stomach flipped.
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The rain was forming a second skin on Liam Scanlan’s exposed flesh. His clothes were soaked through. He’d been running and hiding for too long. He was weary. Hungry, cold, wet and fed up with everything. Backed into a corner.

He’d done what had been asked of him and still they weren’t satisfied. Then he’d lost it altogether. Stabbings were not on his CV when he took the job with Cameron Healy. What he thought was the best decision of his life had turned into a nightmare.

Now he was paying the price. There was no escape for him. He’d ruined everything, so he’d been told. Well fuck you, he thought, I did what I was told to do. The rest was collateral damage.

The thing was, he didn’t see how he could get out of the mess. He was going to prison, that was a certainty if they caught him. And they would catch him, because he had no means to go anywhere, to escape. That was why he’d made his biggest mistake yet. Asking for help from someone he knew was the wrong person to ask.

So here he stood, teetering on the edge of the station platform, waiting for the Sligo to Dublin train. He was standing at the very end of the platform, where the train entered the station, slowing down. He would suffer a slow death. Good enough for him, he thought. He didn’t deserve to die quick and painless.

The hooter sounded in the distance. Inching closer to the edge, he tried to see under the bridge and around the corner. He hadn’t decided if he would jump or just fall out in front of it. A few seconds more. Another hoot, louder this time. He stepped forward, the toes of his shoes over the edge. He felt himself sway between life and death.

He looked up as the train made its appearance from under the bridge. Looming like a grizzly bear stretching from hibernation. Angry and hungry for food. Hungry for him. And he was hungry for oblivion.

One more step and it would be over.

Then he was being hauled backwards, and he heard a voice in his ear.

‘Whatever it is, young man, it’s not worth it.’

He fell to the ground, a sobbing mess.

When the guards came for him, Liam Scanlan didn’t even get to thank whoever had saved him. But then again, he was long past saving.
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The interview room seemed to have sucked the heat from the rest of the building, and it settled like an angry visitor within its four walls. A mist rose from Scanlan’s clothing like a busy launderette offering cleaning and pressing. Lottie had just arrived back from Eugene Tormey’s and was tired and ratty.

A doctor had checked him over at the scene, but Liam had vehemently declined a psych evaluation. She decided not to offer him a change of clothes. He could stew in his own filth. Seated across from him, she realised it was not one of her better ideas. The stench from days living wherever the hell he’d been holed up was also ingrained as dirt in his skin. He looked and smelled a foul wreck. Good enough for the prick who had stabbed her daughter. Allegedly.

She was about to commence proceedings when a sharp knock on the door was followed by Superintendent Farrell barging in, halting everything. She apparently noticed the green light on the recording device that Boyd had activated, and without uttering a word, she jabbed a finger into the rancid air, indicating that she wanted Lottie outside. Now.

In the corridor, Farrell loosened her tie and said, ‘What do you think you’re doing, Parker?’

‘Interviewing a suspect.’ Lottie thought she could see steam rising from her boss, or was it just the effect of having been in the airless interview room with Scanlan?

‘Have you lost all of your marbles at once?’ Farrell gritted her teeth, as if she was trying not to shout. Unsuccessfully. ‘You cannot interview him.’

‘Why not?’ Lottie protested. ‘We’ve been after him for days. He needs to be questioned and I can do a better job than most.’

‘He allegedly attacked your daughter. Let me reiterate this in no uncertain terms. You fucking cannot be anywhere within an ass’s roar of Liam Scanlan. Do you understand?’

Lottie felt like thumping the wall, but instead balled her hands into fists. She must remain calm. ‘I do understand, but I don’t agree. I want a chance to look him in the eye and ask him why he did what he did to Chloe.’

‘Not on my watch, you don’t.’ Farrell rubbed her eyes. Was the super tired? Lottie was absolutely faint with fatigue, which the capture of Scanlan had done little to abate. In reality, it made her realise how exhausted she was feeling. But right now she needed her wits about her, to be on her toes, all the bloody clichés rolled into one.

‘Trust me, Superintendent Farrell, I’ll do it right. By the book. Within the law.’

Farrell was still having none of it. ‘What about the solicitors who will succeed in getting the case thrown out because you had a vested interest in seeing him charged? What if he gets to walk because he allegedly harmed a member of your family and you were the detective who got him to admit it under duress? You’re too close to this and I can’t risk it going belly-up. Go find something else to do.’

‘Do what? I should be in there.’

‘Log evidence, check fingerprints, count sheep. I don’t care what you do, but you are not going back into that interview room. I’ll sit in with Detective Sergeant Boyd.’

‘Please,’ Lottie pleaded. ‘I need to do this.’

‘And I said no. So fuck off. That’s an order.’

Farrell entered the interview room and slammed the door behind her.

Lottie seethed in the heavy silence in the corridor. ‘Dammit.’ She’d have to wait for Boyd to relate the outcome. New and all as the renovations to the station were, they still didn’t have the luxury of being able to view interviews live.

‘Damn,’ she repeated, trying not to swear. Losing that battle, she shouted, ‘Fuck and more fucks.’ She kicked the wall so hard, she was surprised it didn’t bring Farrell rushing out to slap her with a ruler.

Shrugging back her shoulders, she made her way to the office.

‘Fuck them all.’
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‘What are you all looking at? Don’t you have work to do?’

Heads that had risen when she’d stormed into the office were quickly lowered.

‘Listen to me.’

They did.

‘We may have Liam Scanlan in custody, being spoken to nice and calmly by our beloved superintendent,’ she rolled her eyes so that they would get her sarcasm, ‘but we still have to link him to the Healy murders. What evidence do we have for that?’

McKeown spoke up. ‘Nothing to tie him to the scene conclusively. Una Savage confirmed he was the man she’d seen at the Healys’ house that afternoon while the party was ongoing. But we haven’t found any forensic evidence of his presence other than in Cameron Healy’s office.’

‘There must be something to link him to the three bodies.’

‘Nothing so far. Everything is circumstantial.’

‘Damn,’ Lottie said. ‘We can have all the circumstantial evidence in the world, but that’s not going to convict a slimy customer like Scanlan. I’m hoping we have enough to convict him on the three stabbings. Do we?’

McKeown shrugged.

‘Jesus, ye are all useless.’ She felt like crying, such was her frustration.

Kirby spoke. ‘Regarding Martina and Clarice, we have physical evidence linking him to those crimes along with their eyewitness testimony. But we have nothing other than a bouncer’s weak ID that Liam was in the vicinity when Chloe was attacked.’

Lottie shivered, thinking of her daughter. She’d seen her for a few minutes earlier and she was awake, though groggy. The hospital ward was full of flowers and cards from her Templemore classmates, which was good to see. Hopefully she’d be back there soon.

‘Get on to Grainne Nixon. Emphasise the importance of her work and that we need the lab to hurry the hell up.’

Kirby nodded. ‘Will do.’

‘Have you anything else for me? What about you, McKeown?’

‘I’m being stonewalled getting the Oak House records. I’m also working on the warrants you requested.’

‘I want Alice Quigley and Dermot Macken’s background reports on my desk in fifteen minutes. And I know you’ve checked PULSE for any prior criminal activity, but do a deep dive on Macken. Also, Eugene Tormey thinks Alice Quigley was friends with Sadie’s mother. How did we not know that? Any sign of Alice?’

Blank faces and head-shakes greeted her.

‘Scanlan might know, but I’m not allowed to talk to him. What about the whereabouts of Sadie and Lily Clarke?’

‘Nothing. Sorry, boss,’ Kirby said quietly.

‘Don’t sorry me.’ She scanned the room. They were so short on personnel. ‘People don’t just disappear.’

But she knew they did. All the time.
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She had just seated herself in her office and was searching her drawer for something to eat when Grainne arrived. The SOCO was breathless, red hair flying around her face as if she hadn’t brushed it in a week. Probably had no time, Lottie thought, and couldn’t remember when she’d last brushed her own, not to talk about washing it.

‘I have a breakthrough regarding the shoe-print bruise on Caroline Healy’s back.’

‘That’s fantastic,’ Lottie said.

‘Yes. I worked into the night. By the way, how is your daughter doing?’

‘Recovering. Any discoveries to help us nail the bastard?’

‘Rain washed most of the evidence away, but my team are still on site.’

‘I appreciate it. I know you’ve all been working around the clock this week.’

‘No problem.’

‘Tell me about the print on Caroline’s back. And no scientific-speak.’

‘You’ll find this hard to believe, but the shoes Caroline herself was wearing when her body was found, the right one is an exact match for the mark on her back.’

‘Wait a minute. What?’ Lottie was incredulous. ‘A woman’s shoe?’

‘Yes, and it’s an old style shoe too,’ Grainne emphasised. ‘I checked everywhere I could access. Those shoes went out of production about ten years ago.’

‘Could the person who killed her have once worn the shoes she was found in?’

‘Jane confirmed that the mark on Caroline’s back is days old. It didn’t happen at the time of her murder.’

‘And she couldn’t have done it to herself?’

‘It’d be impossible.’

‘So someone had held her down with their foot on her back wearing these shoes, pressing hard enough to leave a bruise. Why? Who? And how did Caroline come to be wearing them when she died?’ Lottie looked all around the office, as if she could pluck the answer out of the air. ‘Thank you, Grainne, but you’ve given me a bigger mystery.’

Alone again, Lottie turned to her computer and pulled up everything she could find on the Tormey family killings. The shoes found on Caroline were old but not necessarily twenty years old. She zoomed in on the photos of the victims. Both Denise and Poppy Tormey were barefoot in death. She scanned the file for the inventory. No shoes had been found that were anything remotely like the shoes found on Caroline Healy’s body. The same shoes that now matched the bruise on her back.

Was it possible that a woman had assaulted Caroline? Was it Sadie all along? But why? Mary Jane shoes were back in fashion, but Grainne had said the particular shoe they’d been searching for had been out of production for over ten years. Someone had owned or borrowed them, or even picked them up in a charity shop. Endless possibilities, none of them helpful.

She checked the evidence inventories from the Healy crime scene and also from Sadie Clarke’s house. Nothing similar had been located at either site. The shoes had been on Caroline’s feet and it was obvious there was no way she could have stamped on her own back. So who had done it?

A man wearing the shoes? Possible. Liam Scanlan? Maybe. If he squashed his feet into them. But why? What about Thomas Clarke or Cameron Healy? They’d have some job getting their feet into them too. But not impossible.

She studied the Tormey crime-scene photos, still learning nothing useful. It was time to concentrate on the living.

Lily Clarke was missing. Sadie Clarke was missing. Abducted or on the run? Anyone’s guess. Alice Quigley was not at home. She was the only other female connected to both cases. Surely she could not have murdered her own daughter and granddaughter. Then again, if husbands could take a knife or hatchet to their wives and children in acts of familicide, then anything was possible.

She studied the photos again. Side by side.

The birthday parties.

The balloons.

And it brought her back to Dermot Macken.
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Lottie thanked her lucky stars that Macken was at his balloon workshop in Forestry Industrial Park, where he agreed to talk to her. She didn’t think she could face another visit to his farm.

Boyd came along with her, mainly to calm down after he’d spent an hour listening to ‘no comment’ from Liam Scanlan and being in close proximity to an increasingly angry Superintendent Farrell.

Macken wasn’t much better. With a surly scowl, he kept his eyes trained on his feet.

‘I should probably get a solicitor at this stage,’ he mumbled half-heartedly.

‘Call someone if you think you need them.’ She hadn’t meant to sound sharp, but feck him.

‘Costs money I don’t have. I’m struggling to make ends meet.’

‘I see. Were you paid to murder a family? And you accepted the offer to get out of a financial hole?’

The shock was evident as his mouth drooped. ‘That’s absurd. I never hurt a living thing.’

‘What about your chickens? You kill them, don’t you?’

‘I do not. I bring them to a facility that does that sort of thing.’

‘Can we sit somewhere, Dermot?’ She wanted him to relax, but also her feet were killing her in her damp boots.

‘Come through,’ he said. ‘It’s small and smelly, but not as bad as the farm.’

At this stage, she didn’t care. Her anger at not being allowed to interview Scanlan had sapped her energy. But it had been a shit show, so she should be glad she hadn’t had to sit through it.

Macken wasn’t joking when he said it was a small space. Boyd had to stand by the door. Macken pulled out two small three-legged stools from under a bench. Lottie sat facing him, her back creaking, their knees almost touching.

‘We have Liam Scanlan in custody,’ she said.

‘Who is he?’

‘The guy you said you dealt with in Cameron Healy’s office.’

‘Oh, right. What’d he have to say for himself?’

‘Not much.’ Lottie stared at him, hoping she could shock him into opening up. ‘Did you have an affair with Sadie Clarke?’

For the second time, his bottom lip hung down. ‘Are you mad? No. Definitely not. She’s married to that hotshot architect. Her sort wouldn’t give me the time of day.’

‘You told us you knew her as Sadie Tormey, from Oak House. Why were you there?’

‘I was never in that place. You must have misinterpreted what I said.’

‘How did you know her, then?’ She wondered why everyone in this case had fudged the truth.

He fidgeted with his hands, kneading each finger before tightening them into fists, which he rested on his knees. In an effort to stop the fidgeting, Lottie assumed.

‘I drank with her old man.’

Now they were getting somewhere. Lottie felt her lethargy evaporate. ‘Okay. Go on.’

‘This was up in Dublin, years ago. He used to drink in a pub called the Tavern. It’s gone now. Old-style place. Good Guinness.’

‘Why would you want to drink there?’

‘My life was shit. I worked for my aunt and uncle on their farm near the Dublin mountains. This was before she bought the farm down here. It was all I knew to do because I had no proper education. I now know I was dyslexic. Maybe on the spectrum. But the only spectrum I was on back then was the Tavern.’

‘And that’s where you met Eugene Tormey?’

‘Yes. He was always moaning about not wanting to go home to his family. I’d have given my right arm for a family; even a drunken father and mother would have been better than my indifferent aunt and uncle. It wasn’t their fault. They didn’t know how to handle me. They got lumbered with me when my mother died. I never knew my father.’

He picked at his acne scars and Lottie hoped he didn’t draw blood. She could not cope with that right now.

‘You cosied up to Eugene Tormey. And then what?’

‘He told me about his two girls. Their bitch of a mother. And that I was better off with my aunt. At least she didn’t hit me or neglect me. Just made me work hard.’

‘What else did he tell you?’

Macken drew into himself. She felt like reaching over and nudging him, but as it was, their close proximity was giving her the shivers.

‘Eugene spoke about his daughter Sadie like he adored her. Apparently that made his wife jealous as fuck. She took it out on the girl. Beat her black and blue, he said.’

‘So you met Sadie. How did that happen?’

‘I kind of became infatuated with his family. That sounds mental, but I was young and it’s who I was back then. Not now,’ he added hurriedly. ‘I followed Eugene home one evening and she was sitting on the wall outside their terraced council house. The gate was gone and the bins were overflowing in the front garden and scrawny cats slept on the steps. It was a mess.’

‘And?’

‘Sadie was beautiful, with her teardrop-shaped face, long hair and deep brown eyes. Like a princess kept locked in an ugly castle.’

‘That’s very poetic, Dermot,’ Lottie scoffed. ‘Thought you said it was a council terrace?’

‘You know what I mean. She looked lost. Eugene hugged her and stumbled inside. She sat there and caught my eye. She called me over, and that was that. I was hooked.’

‘What did you talk about to this fourteen-year-old girl? You were a man then.’

‘I was eighteen, and it wasn’t anything dirty or sexual, no matter what you think. She was nice to me. No one had ever been nice to me. Maybe my mother, but I hardly remember her at all.’

‘You saw Sadie again after that?’

‘Yes. But it was a friendship. Nothing else, I swear.’

‘Tell me about Oak House.’

‘I visited her there.’

‘Why?’

‘Because she’d treated me like a proper human being. She was in there for a week or two. Stupid guards. She just wanted to make a few quid to help out at home. To feed her sister. She got caught up with a druggie crowd.’

Lottie wondered why the original investigation hadn’t concentrated on a drug connection to the murders. But as with the Healy case, the Tormey crime scene was too ordered, neat and methodical. Nothing like what it would be if a drug gang was out for revenge.

‘Did you meet with her much?’ she asked.

‘Used to see her around. She was a lost girl after her mother kicked Eugene out. She took the brunt of her abuse.’

‘So she killed her mother and little sister.’

‘She did not.’

‘How can you be so certain?’

He rubbed his hands together, head down. ‘Sadie would never have hurt her little sister. She tried to protect her.’

‘Protect her from what? From whom?’

‘Her mother maybe. I don’t know.’

‘Perhaps she thought killing Poppy was a form of protection?’

‘No. She loved her.’ Macken paused, stared at Lottie as if weighing up how much he could say. ‘She told me who did it.’

‘Who?’ The sweaty hands returned, but Lottie was afraid to wipe them in case she put Macken off his stride.

His face was suddenly drained. ‘If I want to keep my dick, I will never tell.’ He wrung his hands in knots. ‘Sadie was terrified. She tried to keep her little sister safe, but failed. She said she could never tell anyone what happened that night. She made me swear to keep her secret. And I have.’

Lottie was about to outline why he had to tell her what he knew, but before she could speak, he shook his head and said, ‘What I can’t understand is that the Healy murders seem so like Sadie’s family murders. I think the killings were to hide something much more evil.’

‘What can be more evil than a triple murder? Were the Tormey killings to do with drugs?’

He shook his head, sniffed loudly and looked her in the eye. His voice low and wavering, he said, ‘It was worse. You should be looking at grooming, child exploitation and abuse.’

Now Lottie found her own mouth hanging open, stunned. She recalled the video Freya had captured on her iPad of someone in the trees. Probably an accidental recording, but still, it was one of the many unsolved issues around the murders.

‘I don’t know about that, Dermot. I think you’re inventing this scenario of child abuse carried out by some unknown person to get yourself off the hook.’

‘Off the hook for what? You can’t honestly think I was involved. I’m trying to help you.’

‘Tell me who was abused.’

He inhaled before speaking, ‘Back then, it was Poppy.’

‘Good God.’ Lottie tried to maintain a stoic expression. Failed. She was horrified. ‘Have you proof of this?’

‘No. Just that Sadie told me.’

‘Who was orchestrating this abuse and grooming? Was it Denise Tormey?’

‘She was always drunk, so I don’t know.’

She felt he did know. ‘This may be relevant to the Healys’ murders. You have to tell me.’

‘It was a long time ago. I had nothing to do with it.’

‘I find that hard to believe, since you’ve been economical with the truth so far.’

‘Look, I didn’t know the Healys before Mrs Healy phoned me up to make the balloon arch for her daughter’s birthday. At least I thought I didn’t know her. But when she came to the door on Sunday, I nearly fainted.’

‘I thought you never knew Caroline?’

‘I didn’t. Jesus, you are one difficult woman to talk to.’

Boyd coughed, and Lottie looked back at him, surprised to see him nod in agreement with Dermot Macken. She threw him a filthy look and returned her gaze to the big man sitting on the small stool.

‘Tell me why you nearly fainted at Caroline Healy’s door on Sunday.’

‘She was the spitting image of someone I’d seen at the Tormey house back in the day, when I used to sneak over there to talk to Sadie. Not that I ever went inside. We usually walked down the street.’

‘So Caroline Healy reminded you of the young Caroline, the girl you’ve told me you never met.’

He looked like he wanted the ground to swallow him. ‘I’m not saying anything else.’

‘Then I will arrest you for perverting the course of justice. That’s for starters. Stand up.’

‘Stop,’ he said, but he did as he was told. ‘She reminded me of Alice Quigley. Now that’s one evil bitch. She was friends with Denise Tormey.’

Lottie recalled her initial encounter with Alice. She’d thought the woman’s features were a bit similar to her daughter’s. ‘How would you know what she was like, evil or not?’

‘Sadie told me what went on in that house once her father was kicked out. She said it was all down to Alice Quigley. And she was terrified of her.’
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Dermot carried the truth buried deep in his heart, a truth he’d all but forgotten about until that afternoon at Caroline Healy’s front door, his arms loaded with the balloon arch. He thought he’d masked his confusion well. The woman was the image of someone from the past. The name came to him instantly. Alice Quigley. She looked like Alice had twenty years ago. It reminded him of his darling Sadie and what they’d once shared.

She sat on the wall, her feet dangling like a child’s, swinging back and forth. Dermot gave her a side-eyed look as he walked past.

‘What you looking at, pervert?’

That stopped him. He turned. Stared. ‘What did you say?’

‘Pervert.’

‘Big word for a little shite. Bet you don’t even know what it means.’

She jumped off the wall. Sashayed up to him, her ripped denim skirt way too short. He liked the orange hoodie though. It suited her eyes.

‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Dermot. What’s yours?’

‘Sadie Tormey.’

‘I know your dad.’

‘God!’ She rolled her eyes dramatically, the whites so white. ‘You drinking buddies with him?’

‘No.’

She leaned up. Sniffed. ‘I can smell the booze. My old man isn’t too bad, so you must be okay. Got any smokes?’

She was so serious, he had to laugh. Then she laughed too. He took out his pack of Bensons and offered her one.

‘Not here,’ she said. ‘Don’t want my ma or her mad friend Alice catching me. Let’s walk.’

They walked and smoked and he was happy. But Dermot didn’t realise that he had just walked into a nightmare that would scar him for the rest of his life.
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McKeown had asked the tech team to get their finger out and prioritise a thorough analysis of everything on the electronic equipment seized from the Healy and Clarke houses. It was taking them too long and he didn’t hold out much hope of anything nefarious being found, other than the video he’d already discovered on Freya’s iPad. All the same, it was a box that had to be ticked.

When Techie Gary walked grim-faced towards him, McKeown knew he was wrong.

‘You found something?’

‘You could say that.’

‘What?’

‘It’s bad. God, it’s fucking awful. I eventually got to restore deleted files from Cameron Healy’s laptop. I’ve compiled a report. Also, Freya Healy’s iPad was hacked.’

‘Could Cameron’s laptop have been too?’

‘Still working on that. What the hell went on in that house?’

‘Am I about to find out?’

‘Yep,’ Gary said. ‘I’ll have to send everything to the National Child Protection Unit. But the inspector and super will want the heads-up. I’ve emailed everything to you, but here’s a sample.’

He left the papers on McKeown’s desk and walked out, his shoulders slumped as if he had the defeat of the human race written across them.

These were images that someone thought they had permanently deleted from Cameron’s laptop, and as McKeown skimmed through them, he felt sick.
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Lottie’s head was swirling after they left Dermot Macken. All they had was hearsay, and even at that she felt it was couched in riddles and lies. Nothing tangible with which to arrest him. She had to walk away. But a gut feeling told her he was still keeping something from her.

The one thing she had to do was to return to Alice Quigley’s house. Whether the woman was there or not, the place needed to be searched. Lottie had seen a PlayStation in its box through the window of one of the rooms. No indication that it was Freya’s gift. Still, it was a red flag. She had the search warrant ready to be executed.

‘I can’t believe we were totally wrong-footed in all of this,’ she said.

‘We need to cross-reference both cases,’ Boyd said. ‘Alice and Sadie, and maybe even Caroline, are connected to the historical case.’

‘We’ve wasted almost a week. If Sadie isn’t the killer, then I fear something dreadful will happen to her and Lily and we’ll be too late to stop it. That’s if they’re not already dead.’

‘I can’t believe Alice could be involved.’

‘I agree. Why would she murder her own family? She presented as a grieving grandmother, drowning her sorrows by tending her garden. We have no evidence to say she’s a killer. But who knows why anyone does anything in this day and age? Playing devil’s advocate, one motive might be greed.’

‘Where did that come from? You saw the state of Alice’s house. She cares more for her bloody flowers, and the Healys only gave the impression of wealth.’

‘Everything was cheap except for Cam’s flashy Range Rover,’ Lottie said. ‘You saw the video of someone watching Freya from a tree. Perhaps images were being taken and sold – that’s greed. Liam Scanlan is involved in some aspect of these crimes. He could hold the key to the finances.’

‘Leaving Alice aside, he is the most likely candidate for the murders.’

‘Yes,’ she admitted, ‘but it’s all conjecture, and there’s no mention of him in the Tormey file.’

‘So what do we do now?’

‘I don’t know.’ She eyed Alice’s door. ‘Break it down and make a big mess?’

Boyd put out his hand and knocked. No one came to answer.

Lottie nodded at Garda Lei, who was struggling up the wet path with the big red key. A battering ram.

Once he had a hole smashed in the door, Lottie put her hand in and unlatched it. Though she had already been inside Alice’s house, she was met with a feeling of unfamiliarity. She welcomed it, because she didn’t want to encourage any false hopes or misconceptions.

The house felt cold. Not lived in. That theory was negated by the accumulation of so many possessions and paraphernalia. In other words, stuff.

‘Is Alice a hoarder, or plain untidy?’ Boyd’s face was a veil of horror as he appraised the random junk stacked in the rooms.

‘Or is she using all this to mask what she really wants to hide? I don’t know. Anyhow. Gloves.’ Lottie pulled her own on and walked into the room in which she’d seen the PlayStation.

Boyd ran his gloved finger along the top of the box. ‘Poor Freya.’

‘Might not be hers.’ Then she came across a gift bag with a dozen or so birthday cards. Behind it was a stack of presents, some with the brightly coloured wrapping paper around them intact. No longer in any doubt as to who they belonged to, she said, ‘This is too sad to contemplate.’

‘What?’

‘That a grandmother was somehow involved in the murder of her grandchild. Of her own family.’

Boyd nodded. ‘She is definitely not who she portrayed herself to be. Otherwise why wouldn’t she have told us she had Freya’s presents here?’

‘And spouting all that trash about Caroline having an affair.’

‘Maybe that was true. Remember those texts? Alice was the one who told us about seeing something on Caroline’s phone, and it led us to Thomas Clarke. Was that to keep our focus away from Alice herself?’

‘Maybe,’ Lottie said. ‘Or to direct us towards Sadie and her family. We have to keep an open mind. She might just have taken the presents to store them.’

‘Do you believe that?’

‘I believe nothing until we get to the bottom of it all.’

They moved on to what they supposed was Alice’s bedroom. More junk littered every surface.

‘Do you give any weight to what Macken said about the grooming and abuse?’ Boyd asked.

‘He’s lied to us already, and I don’t have the evidence to make any sort of call on his claims. But what he said could tie back to the old case rather than the current ones.’

‘Jane found no evidence that Freya was sexually abused.’

‘It might have been at the grooming stage. But I can’t get my head around Sadie. Maybe when she met Caroline two years ago it was the first time they’d seen each other since their time in Oak House, or since the Tormey murders. We can ask Sadie when we find her. If she’s alive.’

‘Maybe she’s the ringleader and has taken Alice.’ Boyd wasn’t giving up on the speculation.

While they waited for SOCOs to arrive, Lottie discovered enough bottles of sleeping pills in the bedside cabinet to kill an elephant. ‘These will need to be sent to the lab.’

‘Jane should review Freya Healy’s autopsy,’ Boyd said.

‘For what?’

‘Signs of sexual abuse.’

‘She didn’t find anything like that.’

‘Perhaps, but all the same…’

Lottie sighed heavily. ‘Sometimes you have to dig deep to find the signs of trauma.’

Her phone rang. McKeown. She answered the call and listened.

Boyd watched as she hung up. ‘You okay? You look like you’re about to be sick.’

‘Jesus, Boyd, it’s bad. So bad.’
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Lottie’s heart was in danger of bursting through her ribs. She was simultaneously hyped and scared. Among the awful photos found on Cameron’s laptop featuring his own daughter, Freya, were some of Lily Clarke, though none portrayed outright sexual abuse. Rather they were of a sexual exploitation nature.

Boyd parked haphazardly, and she was running to the door before he had switched off the engine.

‘Lottie, slow down. You can’t just barge in there with accusations.’

‘I’m not accusing Thomas Clarke of anything. I need to know if he knew about it.’

‘Cameron Healy is dead, so you’re going after Thomas. You think he’s involved. I know you, Lottie. Don’t…’

His voice trailed off as she thumped the door. Getting no answer was a feature of her day, so she ran around the back. The grass was trampled, bearing multiple footprints from their earlier searches.

‘There’s no one home,’ Boyd said.

‘His car is here.’ She wasn’t ready to give up. She peered through the kitchen window. Inside looked tidy except for an opened bottle of wine beside a glass on the counter. No sign of a disturbance or a hasty escape.

Turning to leave, she spied the open garage door. The garage had been searched when Lily and Sadie went missing. Still, she raced towards it.

Inside, she couldn’t see anything that might have been disturbed. She tried to recall the inventory from SOCOs. The space was tidy. Thomas Clarke really was a neat freak. Except…

‘Boyd! Over here.’

He trudged up beside her, shaking rain off his shoulders. ‘What am I looking at?’

‘That treadmill has been moved.’

‘I think it was there before.’

‘Yes, it was, but it’s slightly off centre, don’t you think?’ She moved closer and they both stared open-mouthed at the safe cemented into the concrete floor. ‘I can’t believe this was missed.’

‘We were concentrating on a missing child,’ Boyd said, consoling her.

‘Everywhere should have been checked.’

‘I doubt she was stowed in that safe. It’s more like a cash box.’

‘No need to be smart.’ She kneeled down, hoping for a piece of luck, praying it would be unlocked. It was. When she opened it, she could not keep the disappointment from her voice. ‘Empty.’

‘Told you.’

‘Shut up, Boyd. Whatever was here, Thomas took it and fled.’

‘Where, and how? His car is still⁠—’

‘I know his car is here, but there’s such a thing as a taxi. We have to find him.’
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With the number of missing people rising, Lottie told Boyd to get McKeown to check with taxis and Ubers in order to locate Thomas Clarke.

She knew of one person who could give her some answers. It was wrong, but fuck it.

She marched down the stairs and along the corridor to the holding cells. She unlocked the door. Scanlan was sitting in the corner, knees to his chest, biting his lip.

‘Stand up.’

He shook his head.

‘Stand the fuck up!’

He did, but then slithered against the wall like a coward. ‘You can’t talk to me. I heard your superintendent say so.’

‘I’m not here at all, Liam. Do you see me? I can’t see you. No one saw me. We are both invisible.’

‘Huh?’

‘This is off the record. For now.’

He shook his head.

Fuck him.

She paced up and down the five-metre-square space. ‘I want answers. And you are going to give them to me.’

‘I think I need a solicitor.’

‘Sure you do, and you can have one at the conclusion of this conversation that no one knows about. Because I am not here.’

‘You’re confusing me now.’

‘Why was Alice Quigley at your apartment three weeks ago? And don’t say you don’t know anything about it, because Clarice Shaw confirmed it.’

‘Who?’

‘Clarice is one of the three young women you stabbed.’

‘I never stabbed three people.’

‘Evidence and eyewitnesses say you did.’

He slumped, defeated.

‘Talk to me, Liam. Otherwise you might mysteriously lose your balls.’

‘I didn’t stab three women!’

‘Let’s park that and you can tell me why was Alice at your apartment.’

‘Alice who?’ He feigned disinterest.

She could see he was nervous by the way he picked at his filthy nails. ‘You know right well who I mean. Caroline Healy’s mother. Alice Quigley.’

‘I don’t know who you’re talking about.’

‘Course you do.’

He kept his lips sealed. She moved on.

‘What did you really talk to Cameron Healy about at his daughter’s birthday party?’

‘I was delivering a message,’ he said, as if this was safer ground.

‘What was the message? And don’t spurt out some hogwash about a disgruntled client wanting to kill him.’

‘That’s the truth.’

‘Which client, then?’

‘I can’t say.’

‘You’re not a fucking priest, Liam. You can tell me. And it’s off the record.’

‘Nothing is off the record. I watch Law & Order. And CSI, so I do.’

‘You and everyone else on the planet. I give you my word. You can make a statement whenever you want, but I need to understand what’s going on. Why little Freya and her parents were killed.’

‘I don’t know why.’

‘Did you kill them?’

‘God, no! I couldn’t do that.’

‘You were able to stab three people for no apparent reason,’ she said, watching him carefully. His face struggled with emotion as he realised the hole he’d walked himself into.

‘I… I was in a state of panic when that happened. I’m not a killer.’

She let that weak explanation ride. ‘If it wasn’t you, you must know who did kill them.’

‘No.’

‘I haven’t got all day, Liam. I’m already angry, and you don’t want to see me when I get furious. I’ve known of men who were castrated in places like this. In this very cell, if I’m being brutally honest.’

‘You can’t do that.’ He was sweating now. Large beads of perspiration lined his brow. His lip was bleeding, he was chewing it so hard.

‘Try me.’

He started to cry.

‘Oh for pity’s sake, will you shut up. You make me sick.’

‘None of it was my fault,’ he blubbered. ‘I got caught in the middle.’

Now they were getting somewhere. ‘The middle of what?’

‘Everything.’ He sniffed and ran his hand under his nose.

‘I’m fast losing patience.’ She wanted to blurt out what she thought she knew, but she needed him to confess even though it would be inadmissible. She’d get it legally later, but she had to act fast and this was the best way.

‘It wasn’t me.’

‘Holy God, you’re the proverbial fucking broken record!’

He cowered as if that would shield him from her voice. ‘The money was there in the account and then it wasn’t there,’ he whimpered.

‘What money?’

‘Caroline took it. I think she was going to run away with her daughter, but I don’t know. All I know is that one day it was there and the next it was gone.’

‘Business money?’ It must be, she thought. ‘Did Cameron find out it was gone?’

‘I don’t believe he had any idea at first, but I could be wrong. He was a bully and maybe even a wife-beater. I don’t know how, but Caroline found out about the account and drained it.’

Lottie was trying to maintain her focus. ‘Go on, I’m listening.’

‘Will this help me?’

‘It depends what you can tell me.’

He stopped whining, sat up straighter, still pathetic. She leaned forward, anxious to learn what he might reveal.

‘Goods were sold,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what, because I never saw anything change hands. I set up the account and watched it grow. Then it was to be moved offshore. Tax avoidance, as if anyone could explain to the taxman where that money came from. Caroline must have found out. She must have forged nomination papers and emptied the account. All cash.’

‘What goods are you talking about?’ Lottie hoped she’d been wrong and they were just talking about PlayStations and tech equipment. ‘And don’t tell me you don’t know.’

‘Okay, okay. Photos and videos. I’ve no idea what was on them, but I can guess.’

Dear Jesus. ‘Who set up the account?’

He stayed silent.

‘You’ve come this far, Liam, you might as well tell me.

‘Alice Quigley.’

Bingo. ‘And Cameron was involved?’

‘He might have been. I don’t know.’

‘Who took the photos and videos?’

‘Probably Alice.’

‘When did she find out the money was gone?’

‘Around the time she called to my apartment. She’d been on the phone roaring at me. I let her rant away and said nothing. Eventually she hung up. I thought she’d screamed it out of herself, but then she arrived right after that crazy barmaid had left. I told her she should talk to Caroline and then she left too.’

‘Go on.’

‘When that guard came into the pub looking for me, I panicked. I didn’t know why the guards were after me, and even though I’d done nothing wrong, I knew I’d get blamed. I picked up a knife before I knew what I was doing. I never meant to hurt her.’

‘If you didn’t mean it, why did you go after Clarice?’

‘I guessed she’d seen Alice arriving at mine. I had to shut her up. I panicked.’

‘You panic a lot, Liam. Did you also panic when you attacked the third girl?’

‘What? No! I swear I never hurt anyone else. Your superintendent gave me a hard time on that, but I didn’t do it.’

‘You see my problem, Liam?’

‘No.’

‘You’ve been lying to me from day one, and that makes it hard for me to believe a word out of your mouth. It’s all hearsay about Alice Quigley. You have no proof that it wasn’t you.’

‘Actually, I do. I kept copies.’

‘Of the photos and videos?’

‘No, no, no. Not that. I have copies of the transactions on the account. I have everything on a USB.’

‘Where is it?’

He tried to look smug, but gave off an air of desperation. Despicable. ‘When can I do a deal? Then I’ll tell you everything.’

She heard footsteps coming down the stairs then along the corridor outside the door.

‘We’re not finished, Liam.’

Before she left, Lottie moved closer to him and kneed him in the balls. ‘That’s for my daughter, you heartless prick.’
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Back in the incident room, McKeown was excited. Lottie hoped it wasn’t from viewing the shocking photos that had been discovered on Cameron Healy’s laptop. He was a dose, but not that immoral.

‘Boss, you were right.’

‘I’m always right.’

‘Thomas Clarke got a taxi last night. It brought him to Alice Quigley’s house.’

‘Must be after he took whatever was in the safe.’ She pondered the implications of this. Would there be a major fall-out because they didn’t find the Clarkes’ safe themselves? Time enough for recriminations later.

McKeown wasn’t finished. ‘He must be involved, along with Alice. If so, it’s possible Sadie is in the thick of it.’

‘We have no way of knowing that until we locate her. But I do think Thomas Clarke had either stored something in the safe that he had to bring to Alice, or he found something that made him go there.’

‘Why in a taxi?’

‘He’d been drinking.’ She recalled the bottle she’d seen through the kitchen window. ‘Did a taxi collect him from Alice’s later?’

‘Not that I’ve found.’

‘Her car is gone, so they may have left in that. We’ve yet to determine if they were in this together or one took the other.’

Boyd scratched his chin, and she noted the black circles around his eyes. ‘If things are closing in on them, where would they go next?’

McKeown was studying his screen. He whistled. ‘CCTV caught her car earlier this morning at the M4 toll.’ He showed them the screenshot.

‘We were on our way back from Eugene Tormey’s at that time,’ Boyd said. ‘We could have passed them on the road.’

‘What did I miss?’ Kirby said, walking into the office.

Lottie ignored him. ‘They might have been heading to see Eugene.’

‘Why?’ Boyd said. ‘He didn’t even know he had a granddaughter, let alone that his daughter was married to Thomas Clarke.’

‘When he saw her photo, he remembered Alice Quigley from the old days.’ She grabbed her damp coat and was at the door before she spoke again. ‘Boyd, you’re with me. McKeown, check CCTV and ANPR around the area where Eugene lives. Ask the local guards to do a drive-by. See if Alice’s car is there. Our ETA is about forty minutes.’

Boyd stared at her. ‘At this time of day, if we had wings maybe.’

‘We have lights and a siren. Come on. We need to get there before anything happens.’

They were too late.

The roadway outside Eugene Tormey’s house was alight with squad cars, and two ambulances blocked the entrance to the narrow council estate. Boyd abandoned the car as Lottie hopped out.

She showed her ID, noticing blood on the footpath as she made her way to the door. After hurried introductions, she donned gloves and booties and went inside. Josie, Eugene’s carer, was seated on the bottom step of the stairs.

‘She won’t move. Won’t say a word,’ a paramedic said. ‘I need to see how badly she’s hurt.’

Hunkering down, Lottie took one of Josie’s hands in hers. The other was bleeding profusely. ‘You’re in shock, Josie. But this is very important. I need to know what happened. Eugene’s life could depend on what you tell me.’

The young woman nodded.

‘Is he hurt?’

‘Y-yes. N-no,’ Josie stammered. ‘M-maybe he was hurt.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘They… they took him in a car.’

‘Who did?’

‘The m-man and woman.’

‘Do you have any idea where they went?’

Josie swallowed her tears. ‘One of them said something about Mr Tormey’s granddaughter. If he wanted to see her, he had to go with them.’ She began to cry in earnest.

‘You’re doing great,’ Lottie said. ‘Give me another minute and then that hand will have to be stitched.’

‘No, no. No hospital.’

‘Don’t worry. A doctor can do it here.’

‘We have to bring her—’ the paramedic began, but clamped his lips shut when Lottie caught his eye.

‘Now, Josie,’ she said, ‘think back over the events. I know it’s difficult, but I need you to do this for me.’

‘Okay.’ Josie wiped her nose with her hand, streaking her face with blood. Lottie feared the young woman would freak out, but she remained calm.

‘What exactly happened?’

‘They threatened Mr Tormey with the knife. I tried to stop them. I got this.’ She held up her hand. ‘B-but I think they don’t hurt Mr Tormey.’

Lottie wondered about the blood on the path outside, but she hadn’t time to worry about it. ‘Was anything said about where they were headed?’

‘No.’ Josie shook her head vehemently, then stopped abruptly. ‘Wait. Yes. They said something like he would die in chicken shit. It all h-happened so fast. I’m sorry.’

Lottie almost fell back on her heels. ‘You’ve done so well, Josie. Do you have a phone?’

‘Yes.’

‘This is my number. You’re in shock now, but over the next few hours, things may come back to you. Can you call me then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Thank you.’ She glanced at the paramedic, read his name badge. ‘David here will look after you.’

Leaving the bewildered David with Josie, Lottie filled in the guard on duty and ran back to the car.

‘Where to?’ Boyd asked.

‘Dermot fucking Macken’s farm.’
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‘Are we looking at this all wrong?’ Lottie asked while Boyd drove at speed back towards Ragmullin and the farm.

‘Maybe Macken was pointing the blame at Alice to divert our attention away from himself.’

‘True. After seeing those photos the tech guys found, we could be looking at some sort of child exploitation. Could Sadie be behind it all?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘If Alice is on the warpath looking for her, she might suspect that Sadie killed her family. She nabbed Eugene in order to flush out his daughter. It’s possible Sadie killed her own family twenty years ago, when she was a teenager, and then for some reason we have yet to nail down, she killed the Healys. The two crime scenes are a mirror image of each other, except for Cameron’s stabbing. Also, the mark on Caroline’s back was made by a woman’s shoe.’

‘Hell, Lottie. Sadie did it,’ Boyd said. ‘She did it all and ran.’

‘What about Lily?’

‘She got her somewhere safe. I’d bet my house on it.’

‘You don’t own a house.’ Lottie sighed. ‘The other scenario is that maybe it was Sadie who persuaded Thomas to nab Eugene.’

‘That’s probable.’

‘But why go after her father now?’

‘Things went pear-shaped somehow,’ Boyd said, switching lanes.

‘The images from Cameron’s laptop worry me. It’s possible some prints were stashed in the Clarkes’ safe. Sadie has to be involved. Did Thomas accidently stumble on what was in there? Or was he in on it all along? Jesus, I’m a sucker for a contrite man. Thomas and Dermot both.’

‘Maybe Caroline found out what was going on,’ Boyd said, indicating for the slip road.

‘If Liam Scanlan is telling even half the truth, then Caroline took the money from the account and was planning to run. To save her daughter, perhaps. She approached Sadie to help her. Sadie decided to play the good friend while planning a murder. Could be something like that.’ Lottie paused. ‘But it’s still all conjecture.’

‘At least we’ve identified the major players, not forgetting that Alice is slap-bang in the middle of it.’

‘All of them are involved in some way. Whether by choice, chance or coercion. Are we nearly there? I think I can smell the farm.’
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The air was filled with a shitty ammonia odour. At least the rain had stopped, though the gunmetal sky didn’t provide hope of any long-term relief. Alice Quigley’s car was parked outside the door of the small farmhouse.

‘I’ve called for backup,’ Boyd said as they tightened the Velcro straps on their stab vests. ‘We should wait.’

‘I’m tired of waiting.’

‘How are we going to handle it, then?’

‘Haven’t a clue.’

‘Lottie, we need a plan.’

‘Okay, okay. I’ll go round the back. You stay here. If anyone makes a run for it, stop them.’

‘Sure, like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.’

‘Who are they?’

‘They were…’ He caught her smile and returned it. ‘Forget it, but we should wait.’

They had a job to do, and she was damned if she was waiting any longer for backup to arrive. She wanted to get on with it.

She crept around the side of the house. The ground was muddy underfoot, so she trod carefully. At the rear, she heard raised voices coming from inside. She crouched under the window in an effort to discern the conversation. A female voice was the loudest and angriest. The words indistinguishable.

Slowly she raised her head to peek inside, praying no one would see her.

Eugene Tormey was slumped on a chair by the table, possibly unconscious, his face bloody. She could not see his hands.

Thomas stood at the closed inner kitchen door. Arms folded. Face ashen.

Dermot Macken and Alice Quigley were in a full-flight vicious row. Alice held a knife, he held a small black coal shovel.

If she rushed in, would they kill Eugene? Had he some knowledge that either Alice or Dermot, even Thomas, was afraid of being revealed? She could not decide who was the ringleader and who was the victim among them.

A breath brushed the nape of her neck and she jumped, clipping her head off the windowsill.

‘Sorry.’

‘Boyd!’

‘Shh. Keep your voice down.’

‘I told you to stay at the front.’

‘Door is barricaded on the inside.’

‘How do you know?’ she whispered.

‘I looked through the letter box. No one is getting out that way in a hurry. What’s going on?’

‘I can’t make out what they’re saying. At least no one has a gun that I can see. ETA on backup?’

‘Five minutes.’

‘Someone in there could be dead by then. I’m going in.’

‘Don’t be daft. Do you even know who the primary target is?’

She shook her head. ‘Okay. We both go in.’

‘That’s not what I meant,’ he said.

‘You with me or not?’

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Do we play it cool, like we just dropped by for a cuppa?’

‘Feck off, Boyd. I’ll knock and walk straight in.’

‘What if it’s locked?’

‘They barricaded the front, so they had to leave a means of escape out the back.’

She crawled over to the door and stood. After giving two sharp knocks, she turned the handle and marched inside.

The argument stopped. Three heads turned towards the door. Eugene still appeared to be unconscious.

Before Lottie could speak, Alice beat her to it.

‘Thank God you’re here, Inspector Parker. I’m at my wits’ end with this lot.’

‘Care to tell me what’s going on?’ Lottie wrinkled her nose at the stench of body odour and something that wasn’t farm related this time. Fear and hate.

Dermot Macken said, ‘Yeah, I’d like to know that too.’

‘You shut up.’ Alice brandished the knife.

Thomas said nothing. Hands now in trouser pockets.

‘Put down your weapons so we can talk this out,’ Lottie said.

‘He tried to whack me with the shovel,’ Alice said, pointing the knife at Macken. Lottie could see she was tightening her hold on it.

‘It’s not much good against a knife,’ Macken said, and threw the shovel into the coal bucket.

‘What happened to Eugene?’ Lottie asked. ‘Does he need a doctor?’

‘Old bastard fell over his own front step.’ Alice snorted. ‘He’s fine. Asleep.’

‘He could be concussed.’

‘Good enough for him.’ She folded her arms over a zipped-up dark green fleece and leaned back against the counter, causing a pile of dishes to topple from the draining board into the already packed sink. The noise roused Eugene.

‘What’s going on?’ He rubbed his hand over his forehead. His fingers came away bloody. ‘Did I fall?’

‘You’re an old bastard,’ Alice sneered.

Lottie asked, ‘You okay there, Thomas?’

He nodded quickly in a gesture that suggested he didn’t dare speak for fear he might say something wrong or incriminating. She was still trying to figure out if they were all in this together, whatever this was.

‘Can you take your hands out of your pockets where I can see them?’ He obliged. They were empty and trembling. ‘Why did you bring Eugene here, Alice?’

‘Because the old fart knows where Sadie is. That bitch killed my family like she killed her own years ago. She’s not getting away with it again.’

‘She never killed anyone,’ Eugene said. ‘I reckon it was you.’

‘You really are in the throes of your dotage,’ Alice said.

‘And you.’ Eugene pointed a quivering finger at Macken, who had slunk back against the range. ‘You’re the pup who used to sniff around my Sadie. She wouldn’t touch you with a bargepole.’

‘Not true,’ Macken said softly.

‘That’s my wife you’re talking about.’ Thomas suddenly came alive, waving his hands around the room. ‘You should arrest the lot of them. One of them has taken my wife and daughter. I want my family found.’

Lottie still hadn’t got the answer as to why they were all at the farm. She had to separate them and get them to the station for proper interviews. But Alice was still holding the knife. Boyd was behind her, so she couldn’t even make eye contact with him to make a move.

‘Who do you think has them, Thomas?’ she asked.

‘Alice says the old man knows. Claims he’s Sadie’s father. She says he holds the key.’

Lottie marvelled at how many shades of pale Thomas could turn in an instant. ‘And what key is that?’

‘I thought she meant the key to wherever Sadie and Lily are being held.’

‘That’s exactly what I meant,’ Alice said. ‘Either the old bastard or Macken. One of them knows, but neither will tell me.’

As she and Boyd were outnumbered, Lottie figured she had to keep them talking while awaiting backup. ‘What interest have you in finding the Clarkes, Alice?’

‘I told you. Sadie killed my family. I want revenge.’

‘I thought you’d want justice.’

‘That’s what I meant.’

Lottie wanted to throw a grenade in among them about the photos and videos of children. But she had to hold fire, and it was killing her.

Boyd stepped around her. ‘Alice, I think it would be a good time to give me your weapon.’

‘And why would I do that?’

‘Because you’ll end up getting arrested for threatening detectives with a deadly weapon.’

She seemed to consider his request, then nodded and flung the knife into the sink on top of the toppled dirty dishes.

‘I had to take matters into my own hands. A week into this and you still don’t know who killed my girls. But I believe it was either Sadie Clarke or one of these three.’

‘I tend to agree that it was someone in this room,’ Lottie said, and stepped forward as the sound of sirens filled the air. At last.
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The old shoebox sat on Sadie’s knee. She ran her fingers over the faded lid, felt the battered corners, inhaled its grim memories. It had survived a lot. So had she. It was a reminder. It was security. It was a piece of hell.

‘Why do you have that?’ Lily asked.

‘I need to protect what’s in it.’

‘But how were you able to bring it with you if you were abducted like me?’

Sadie smiled. Lily was a clever kid. Too clever at times. ‘I hid it from him.’

‘But how? I can’t believe he let you bring it. Mam, you need to tell me what’s going on.’

‘Lily, I’m asking you to trust me one last time. I will keep you safe here. This will keep us safe when we get out.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You don’t have to. Trust me.’

Lily pulled her knees to her chest and folded her arms over them. ‘If we get out of here, are you and Dad getting divorced?’

‘We will get out, but me and your dad, we have a lot to work through.’

‘You do know he’s having an affair?’

‘How do you…? Lily, why would you think that?’

‘I figured he was when he told me that if you got divorced, he was going to fight for custody. Why do you even stay with him? The way he treats you.’

‘I am well able for your father and his moods.’

‘But he hit you. Without your make-up, I can see the marks on your face. I say let him go off with her. We’ll be fine on our own.’

Sadie had to smile. Her daughter was a tough cookie. Just like she was. Once she figured out how to navigate her way through the mess she found herself immersed in, then they could make a life together, with or without Thomas.
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Dressed in a Garda-issue grey tracksuit, without his fancy clothing and trappings of wealth, Thomas Clarke looked like a criminal. Lottie knew that looks could be deceiving, but she also thought she had a good handle on Thomas. Boyd did the introductions for the recording, then she launched straight in.

‘Did you know about the safe in the floor of your garage all along?’

‘Sadie said it was for her late mother’s jewellery. I’d forgotten all about it. I never used it.’

‘What made you go and look in it?’

‘I was having a drink in the kitchen, staring at the leaves falling from the trees around the garage. I was thinking of Sadie and Lily when it clicked with me that we had a safe in there. For the first time, I wondered what might be in it. Honestly, it was curiosity that made me have a look.’

‘And what did you find?’

‘Cash. A lot of it, and it wasn’t mine. It had to be Sadie’s.’

‘How much?’

‘I didn’t count it, but going by the bundles, the guts of ten thousand euros.’

Lottie wondered if this was the money Liam had spoken about. ‘Where would Sadie come by so much cash?’

‘I don’t know. We have two bank accounts. A joint one for our household stuff that both of us access. And my business account. Sadie has no secret bank account – well, not that I know of, and after this, what do I know? I thought it might have been her rainy-day fund. I have no answer as to how she amassed it.’

‘Why would Sadie need a rainy-day fund?’

‘Search me.’

‘Maybe it was a running-away fund, if she wanted to leave you.’

He mulled over her words before replying. ‘Maybe. Okay, look, I admit I lose my temper with her sometimes, and maybe she did want to leave me, but I still don’t know where she’d get ten grand.’

‘Why did you go to Alice Quigley’s house after you found the cash?’

He remained silent.

‘Thomas, did you find something else in the safe?’

To her surprise, he started to cry. ‘I went to Alice because of the photos. Awful photos.’ He sniffed, and she handed him a tissue from the box on the table. After he’d composed himself, he said, ‘There were images of Lily and Freya. Two innocent children. Someone might class them as just snaps of kids having showers, undressing and that, but I knew what I was looking at. I couldn’t believe it.’

Lottie tried to keep her voice calm and professional, while wanting to gouge out the eyes of whoever had exploited two young girls. ‘Do you indulge in porn sites, Thomas?’

His eyes bulged in his head. Genuinely horrified. ‘God, no. No way. I’m not into anything like that. I swear.’

‘Your friend Cameron Healy was into it.’ She recalled the asinine porn on his work computer, and then the disturbing images of children found on his laptop.

‘He was not my friend. I hardly knew the man.’

‘What did you do when you discovered the cash and photos?’

‘I took everything out of the safe and went inside and drank some more. I thought Caroline’s mother needed to know about the photos. Her granddaughter was naked in some of them. I can’t believe this. I honestly can’t get my head around it.’

‘Were the children posed?’

‘I don’t think so. It was like they were changing or dressing when the photos were snapped. From where or by what I don’t know.’

Lottie found it difficult to continue the interview. She was thinking of the images they had discovered, and the fact that Freya’s iPad had been hacked. The growing consensus at the National Cyber Crime Bureau was that some sort of virus had been embedded in one of the games the girls played. StarryModel was the likely source. That didn’t explain what they’d resurrected from Cameron’s laptop or the hard copies Thomas had found.

‘Do you know who was involved?’ she asked.

‘I don’t, but I’m horrified. Who would do such awful things?’ He raised his hands towards the ceiling, then let them drop to the table. ‘My little girl. God… It’s unthinkable.’

‘I agree.’ Lottie desperately tried to keep her emotions balanced in front of him. She felt Boyd push his knee against hers to let her know she wasn’t alone. ‘You got a taxi to Alice’s, why?’

‘I’d been drinking. I didn’t want to be pulled over with those disturbing photos in my possession.’

‘What did she have to say when you arrived?’

‘Like me, she was horrified. She talked all sorts of shite, checking stuff on her laptop. She kept saying it was Sadie’s fault. That Sadie had killed Caroline and Freya, and that she must have snapped the photos and hidden them. That she had to be selling them, hence the cash.’

‘Did you believe her?’

‘I didn’t know what to believe. The photos and money were in our safe, for fuck’s sake!’

‘Where are they now?’

‘Alice told me she’d hold onto them until we decided what to do.’

‘Did she talk about Dermot Macken?’

‘She may have done, but I don’t remember. She opened a bottle of whiskey and we drank through the night. I passed out at her kitchen table. Then this morning she said we had to go talk to this Eugene guy. She said he was Sadie’s father and he must know where she was hiding. Why would she say she was hiding? Someone took her and Lily.’

‘The thing is, Thomas, I can’t understand why Alice would trust you.’

‘I can’t understand why I trusted Alice. She drove up to Dublin and went into that house, where she assaulted the young carer. She was like a woman possessed. Said we had to go to a farm. I had no idea what she was talking about.’

‘But you still went along with it.’

‘All I wanted was to find my family. I wanted answers and I was caught up in her mania. That’s the truth. Where are Sadie and Lily, Inspector?’

Lottie shook her head and capped her pen. ‘That’s what I want to know too.’
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Dermot Macken was allowed to have a shower, and his clothing was taken for forensic examination. He was dressed in a grey Garda tracksuit.

Lottie was relieved that the man now smelled of woody oak. ‘Cutting straight to the chase, Dermot, I suspect you are part of a paedophile ring operating out of Ragmullin.’

‘What? No way. You can’t think I had anything to do with all this?’

‘Why would Alice Quigley travel to an arsehole-of-nowhere chicken farm if you’re not involved?’

He shrugged, incensing her.

‘Why did she go straight to you after abducting Eugene Tormey?’

‘She’s a psycho. That woman is mad.’

‘I think Alice Quigley is actually very clever.’

‘Not clever enough to escape from you.’ He folded his arms as if to stop his hands from fidgeting. ‘You got her.’

Lottie tapped her pen on the table. Tap. Tap. Tap. ‘What did she say when she arrived at your house?’

‘Barged in like a wrecking ball. Dragged the old man out of the car, and that other stooge followed along like a lapdog. He was sick outside on the ground before they hunted me in. Maybe she terrified him.’

‘I think Thomas Clarke had a hangover.’

‘Sadie’s husband? Serves him right.’

‘So you let Alice inside. Why?’

‘She had a knife!’

‘Okay. Go on.’

‘When I got into the kitchen, I grabbed the shovel out of the coal bucket, and that put a stop to her gallop.’

‘Did you know who she was when she arrived?’

‘I remembered her from before. She hasn’t changed. Caroline is… was the image of her. From what Sadie told me years ago, I believed Alice was behind the deaths of Sadie’s family. She’ll have to tell you why she did it. Given the way she was so manic today, I can well believe she was involved in the deaths of her own family.’

‘But why would she kill them?’

‘I don’t know. You’re the detective.’

‘Right, and my problem is that you are slap-bang in the middle of everything. Dermot, do you know where Sadie and Lily are?’

‘I do not. And I honestly can’t believe Sadie did anything to the Healys.’

Lottie let the silence permeate the space between them before showing him a selection of the images they’d found on Cameron’s laptop.

The colour left his face. His hands trembled as he reached out to the photos, then flinched without touching them. He sank back into the chair.

‘These are awful. Why are you showing them to me?’

‘It was you who first mentioned grooming and abuse. This is evidence.’

‘But I meant twenty years ago. I know nothing about this.’

‘What do you know about it historically, then?’

‘Just what Sadie told me. That Alice got her mother involved in it. That she feared for her little sister.’

‘That would give Sadie a motive to kill her mother.’

‘Maybe, but not Poppy,’ he said sadly.

‘No, not Poppy,’ Lottie agreed.

‘It was Alice,’ he added.

‘I can’t figure out what motive she’d have to kill the Tormeys. She and Denise seemed to have a lucrative racket going, so why end it in murder?’ It was rhetorical, but all the same, she hoped Dermot could offer her an explanation.

He shook his head, and the silence fell on her shoulders, another unwelcome burden.
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The light on the recording equipment was green, but it didn’t matter, because Alice was saying nothing.

Sitting beside Boyd, Lottie wondered how on earth she could break down the stubborn woman seated across from her. Alice had said she didn’t need a solicitor because she had nothing to say. And nothing was what came out of her mouth after that declaration.

Needing proof, Lottie took a different route. ‘Alice, we got a match for the bruise on Caroline’s back.’

The woman looked interested now.

‘Yeah,’ Lottie went on. ‘We matched it to a woman’s shoe. Can you believe that? And there are similar Mary Jane shoes in your closet, amongst the other crap you hoard there.’ She knew that the shoe that had been used to assault Caroline was on the victim’s own feet when she was found. She hoped Alice might trip herself up.

No reaction. No reply.

‘Why would you harm your own grandchild? I have a grandson, and I’d go to the ends of the earth to protect him.’ A lump formed in her throat as she thought of her darling Louis, a bright light that illuminated her world.

Alice still refused to utter a word.

Lottie decided to plough ahead with supposition, because she was still lacking proof of murder. The only evidence of Alice’s wrongdoings was her assault on Josie, abducting Eugene, and threatening everyone and anyone who’d stood in Dermot Macken’s farmhouse earlier. ‘We believe you were grooming and exploiting children. Two children that we know of. Your own granddaughter and her friend Lily Clarke. How do you account for your actions?’

No answer.

‘We found scores of these in your bedroom.’ Lottie placed a brown bottle of pills on the table.

‘What were you doing in my house?’ Alice snarled, then curled back into herself as if annoyed she’d spoken. A snail sheltering in its shell. Lottie planned to crush that shell underfoot.

‘We were looking for you, actually. Care to comment on why you had a stockpile of sleeping pills? Were you intent on wiping out more than just your own family?’

Alice unwound her body and leaned across the table. ‘For your information, I sometimes suffer from insomnia. I don’t need the pills all the time, hence they build up. I don’t know why I’m even explaining this to you. It’s none of your business.’

‘Caroline, Freya and Cameron had large quantities of benzodiazepine in their systems. So it is my business.’

‘I’m not the only one who takes such pills.’

Lottie produced a photo of the gift bag with the birthday cards and presents. ‘You had these in a room in your house.’

‘Not a crime. I was minding them for Freya.’

‘You neglected to volunteer that information to the investigating team. When did you take them?’

Alice seemed to be considering whether to return to her shell or to talk. Much to Lottie’s surprise, she chose the second option.

‘When the party finished up. Caroline hated mess. I said I’d mind them until the next day. But their next day never came. And you’ve done feck-all to find out what happened to them.’

‘You originally told me they were still at the house when you left after the party, so why didn’t you tell me this before?’

Alice turned up her lip.

‘Were you going to sell Freya’s gifts like you were selling photos online of your granddaughter and her friend?’

‘That’s a lie.’

‘Is it?’

‘Of course it is,’ Alice shouted, slamming her hand on the table. ‘Why would I do such a thing? What sort of monster do you think I am?’

‘Still figuring that out. Did you assault your daughter?’

She narrowed her eyes as if this question had blindsided her. ‘Assault?’

‘Yes. As in holding her down with your foot.’

‘That’s ridiculous. You have no proof I did a thing to any of them.’

Lottie decided to take it easy, because she figured that at some point Alice was going to change her mind and request a solicitor. Then again, the woman was arrogant enough to think she could outsmart the detectives on her own.

‘You intimated to me that Caroline was having an affair. We found no proof of that other than text messages.’

‘Not my problem if you didn’t do your job properly.’

‘You were a friend of Denise Tormey.’

Alice raised an eyebrow, a reflex motion. ‘I was an acquaintance.’

‘Enough of an acquaintance for you to seek out her ex-husband, Eugene?’

‘He has to know where Sadie is, because I don’t believe she was abducted.’

‘Do you think the killer took her?’

Alice turned up her lip, forming a half-smile. ‘Maybe Sadie is the killer you should be looking for.’

Deciding to go back in time, Lottie said, ‘Were you there the night Denise and Poppy died?’

‘What? That was twenty years ago.’

‘Were you there?’

‘No.’

She changed tack. ‘You told me that Caroline delivered drugs back then. You must have known what she was up to. Why didn’t you stop her?’

‘I found out after the event. The guards said they’d caught her riding around on her bike, dispatching bags of weed for some low-level drug gang. She was caught by accident, but they let her out when they nabbed the ringleader.’

‘Are you sure you didn’t coerce your own daughter to deliver drugs when she was no more than a child? A quick way to make a buck.’

‘I saved Caroline from a life of poverty. I worked hard to accumulate enough money to relocate down the country. If it wasn’t for me, that girl would be in the gutter. Everything I did in my life was for her. I worked my fingers to the bone and she was still ungrateful. You’re clutching at straws and I’ve no idea where this is going.’

‘I’m building a picture of the type of woman I believe you to be.’

‘Build away. It’s all a figment of your imagination, because you know nothing about me.’

‘I know you had Liam Scanlan run a financial account for you. Did Cameron know about it?’

She wondered if Liam had visited Cameron Healy on Sunday to either tell him about it or to warn him. Liam was due another formal interview soon, and she hoped he’d tell the truth now that Alice was unable to touch him. He seemed petrified of her, so much so that he’d admitted stabbing two young women because of her. But what about Chloe? He was still denying that assault.

Alice spoke, rousing Lottie from her reverie. ‘There was nothing for Cam to know, because I didn’t ask anyone to run any sort of account for me.’ Her face took on an ugly sneer. ‘Why don’t you talk to Thomas Clarke? He came to my house last night waving a wad of cash. He claimed he found it. Maybe it was his, or maybe it belonged to his lying, murdering bitch of a wife.’

‘Where is that money now? And the photos?’

‘Ask him.’

‘He says you kept everything.’

‘The man is a liar.’

‘Makes two of you.’

‘What exactly are you accusing me of, Inspector?’

‘You’ve been arrested for assaulting Eugene Tormey’s carer, for abducting Eugene and for threatening people with a deadly weapon. I saw that with my own eyes.’

‘You can’t prove that any assault occurred. The old man fell over.’

‘His carer suffered a knife wound to her hand.’

‘Not my doing. Thomas Clarke may have done that when my back was turned.’

She was insufferable. Lottie struggled to keep her tone even. ‘You claimed you brought Eugene to Macken’s farm because you said they knew where Sadie was. Why did you think either of those men would know?’

‘One or both of them hid her. She was a murderer back then and she’s one now too.’

‘You are so sure of that. Why?’

‘I know what she’s like. She killed her family because she was a jealous cow. And then she swanned around Ragmullin like Lady Muck. She had my Caroline in her clutches. Stealing her clothes, taking money off her. I’m sure she physically abused her too. Caroline was too soft. If anyone held my daughter down and stamped on her back, it was Sadie Clarke. She killed Caroline, and then she was canny enough to put those same shoes on my daughter’s feet.’

Lottie was wondering how she could break Alice down when she realised what the woman had said. She couldn’t help a smile forming.

‘What’s so funny?’ Alice asked.

‘I think the shoe is on the other foot now.’

‘What?’ Alice bit the inside of her cheek. Worried now. Good.

Leaning back in her chair, Lottie looked her direct in the eye. ‘I think you might have just walked yourself into a slam-dunk murder charge, Mrs Quigley.’

OceanofPDF.com


98
[image: ]


The formal interview with Liam Scanlan threw up nothing to differ from what he had told Lottie in the cell. He was clever enough not to mention she had assaulted him there. Or perhaps he was fearful she might do it again. She was relieved when the super had allowed her to sit in with orders to keep her mouth shut. At least she could stare Scanlan down.

With the aid of a solicitor, he told them where in the office he’d hidden the USB containing the secret account of Alice’s financial transactions. He also admitted that on the day of the party, he went to tell Cameron everything because Alice was becoming more irrational about the missing money since the night three weeks previously when she’d gone to his apartment. She’d called that Sunday morning, threatening him if he didn’t find it.

Whether that was the catalyst for what ensued in the Healy household later that night, Lottie had yet to determine. Liam claimed he had no idea he was walking in on the child’s birthday party. And he vehemently denied having murdered anyone or having attacked Chloe.

After the conclusion of the interview, Lottie stood with Boyd in the corridor.

‘Liam admitted to everything we can prove he’s done, but he still refuses to admit to attacking Chloe.’ This worried Lottie.

‘Maybe he didn’t attack her.’

‘If he didn’t do it, who did?’

He shook his head. ‘We’re still in the early stages of that investigation, and I’ve yet to interview the party crowd from Cafferty’s.’

‘I don’t want the bastard to think he’s getting one up on me.’

‘He didn’t know Chloe and he had little interaction with you.’

‘Yeah, but Chloe had looked into the old case. And Alice Quigley is clever and wily. She could have put him up to it and threatened him if he opened his mouth.’

‘But he’s confessed to the other serious crimes, so why deny stabbing Chloe?’

‘It’s a mystery to me.’

‘How is she doing?’

‘A lot better. I’ll visit her later. Katie said she was bringing Louis in to see her.’

‘Right, so what’s next on our list?’

She tapped her teeth with her pen, thinking. ‘Find the money and the photos that Thomas claims he gave to Alice. Locate the USB from the accountant’s office. Then we have to find Sadie and see if what Alice claims is true. That Sadie is the Tormey family killer.’

‘I would not believe one word out of Alice Quigley’s mouth.’

‘She walked straight into the fact that the shoes that left a bruise on Caroline were on the victim’s feet. How would she know that if she hadn’t put them there herself? We have to prove she’s lying about everything else she’s told us, and to do that we need the search of her property to throw up something to help us. And we need to find Lily and Sadie Clarke.’
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Kirby was a ball of sweat by the time they had removed the junk from Alice’s bedroom. Garda Lei wasn’t faring much better.

‘Still no photos, cash or computer equipment, Detective Kirby,’ Lei said, bringing out the last box from the smallest bedroom.

‘Thomas said she had a laptop at the table when he was here last night. Where is it?’

‘Maybe it’s in her car. Was it searched? I could phone and⁠—’

‘Yes, it was searched,’ Kirby said, cutting Lei off. ‘It’s being forensically examined at the moment.’

‘Then it must be here. I’ll start going through this stuff again. It’s very dusty. Bad for my lungs and⁠—’

‘I’m going out for a smoke.’

Kirby grabbed his coat and made his way out to the back garden. He lit his cigar and took a good puff, relishing the brief peace it gave him.

The garden had become soggier since he’d last been here, but most of the fallen leaves had been gathered up. He marvelled at the remaining flowers that had survived the deluges they’d endured all week. How did Alice manage to keep them in bloom? He knew that if it was him, he’d succeed in killing every plant, even those marketed as indestructible.

He wandered around the garden puffing at his cigar, clearing his head. He looked back at the dilapidated prefab house, a direct contrast to the meticulous way Alice kept the garden. A psychologist would probably have a name for it, he thought.

Buried deep in a row of bushes, he noticed a compost bin. Must be where she put the leaves, then used the mulch to treat the flower beds. Out of curiosity, he lifted the lid, blowing out smoke to ward off any smell that might rise to greet him.

What he saw nestled among the damp and mangled leaves made him drop the lid.

‘Lei! Lei! Call the boss.’
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Lottie was growing to loathe Alice Quigley and her house with every fibre of her being. She trudged around to the back garden, where she found Lei and Kirby standing in the fading light.

‘This better be good,’ she said. ‘I don’t like getting cloak-and-dagger messages. I’m in the middle of interviewing a host of hostile witnesses.’

‘This might improve your mood.’

‘Who says my mood needs improving? Show me what you found.’

‘Over here. It’s in the compost bin. I didn’t touch it. Called you first. Grainne is on her way too.’

Lottie made her way across the lawn to the bin.

‘Wow!’ An air of anticipation had begun to infuse her, and now she felt elated. ‘Great work, lads.’

‘Alice’s laptop,’ Kirby said with a huge smile.

‘It’s a laptop,’ Lottie corrected him.

‘Yes,’ Lei said, ‘but it’s her house and her garden and her compost bin…’

‘Assumptions are dangerous,’ Lottie said, ‘but in this case I tend to agree.’

‘I took a load of photos,’ Kirby said. ‘It’s wrapped in thick plastic. Will we take it out now?’

‘Ensuring a correct chain of custody is vital, especially if we find hard evidence on the laptop,’ Lottie said. ‘We should wait for Grainne.’

‘Someone mention my name?’ The SOCO leader joined them.

‘Be as quick as you can,’ Lottie said. ‘I think we might have found the missing piece that should explain everything. At least I hope so.’

Once Grainne had finished examining the find in place, taken videos and photos, turned it over and taken more photos, she lifted out the bag containing the laptop, plus a large bulky envelope also wrapped in plastic. ‘I’ll take these into evidence now.’

‘We need to open them,’ Lottie said. ‘Bring everything inside and video our actions. This has to be airtight if we hope to get a conviction.’

Inside the house, Grainne placed a clear film of plastic across the kitchen table.

Lottie removed the laptop from the bag.

‘Password-protected,’ she groaned, and closed the lid. ‘The technical team will have to work on it.’

The envelope intrigued her. She opened it, taking longer than normal because of the gloves. When she tipped it to one side, out slid bundles of cash and photos. Silence filled the space. Anticipation had turned to dread.

‘This has to be what Thomas Clarke found.’ She forced herself to study the photos. There were ten in total. Lily and Freya. All had been taken in Freya’s bedroom. Some from a distance. Possibly from the tree opposite the window. On the surface they were children getting dressed or undressed. But the way the investigation had turned made them decidedly sinister. ‘Goddammit.’

‘Any dates or info on the reverse?’ Kirby asked, his voice quivering.

She flicked them over one by one.

‘Blank,’ Garda Lei said, the one word unusual for the young man who wouldn’t know a short sentence if it bit him.

‘I doubt Sadie or Caroline took these,’ Lottie said. ‘I wonder if they found them on Cameron’s laptop. But how did they print them off without raising suspicion?’

Lei said, ‘They could have downloaded them to a USB and printed them at a self-service printing kiosk. There’s one in the chemist on Main Street and another down at⁠—’

‘Thanks, Lei, we’ll follow up. Will you go out and continue to search the garden, please?’ When he left, she turned her attention to the cash. ‘If this is the money Caroline took from Alice’s secret account, why was it in Sadie Clarke’s possession?’

‘Sadie was helping Caroline?’ Grainne offered.

‘We thought Caroline was having an affair with Thomas,’ Lottie said, ‘but what if the texts were between the two women? A code for their plans, or something like that.’

‘If so, what went wrong?’ Kirby asked.

‘I don’t know. Sadie could still be our killer. Thomas is pleading ignorance. He’s either a great actor or he’s genuinely horrified at what he found in the safe. I’m convinced Sadie Clarke holds the key to all this. In the meantime, I want every flower bed in that garden dug up. There may be more evidence hidden.’

‘What evidence?’ Kirby asked.

‘Damned if I know, but if Alice is involved in this sort of activity, there has to be more.’
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Una Savage was waiting in the reception area when Lottie returned from Alice’s house.

‘Inspector, I have something that might help you.’

‘Oh, I’m in a rush, Una. Talk to the duty sergeant.’

‘Wait. I heard gossip in the shop earlier that you’d arrested Caroline’s mother. I remembered her from Freya’s party because she rubbed me up the wrong way. Anyhow, I have some photos from the party.’ She waved her phone. ‘If you give me your number or email, I can send them to you.’

Interested now, Lottie said, ‘Show them to me.’

She slapped the clear evidence bags on the interview room table and sat. Alice was still waiving her right to a solicitor. Her arrogance suited the detectives just fine.

‘She thinks she can talk her way out of this,’ Lottie had said to Boyd before they entered the room.

He’d replied, ‘She’s steeped in a sense of superiority and her own self-importance.’

She had to agree as she watched Alice turn up her nose, arms folded, eyes dark with disinterest.

‘This is your laptop,’ Lottie said, shuffling out of her coat, thankful that the lab had fast-tracked the fingerprint and DNA comparisons.

Alice shrugged her shoulders. ‘Never saw it before in my life.’

‘Your fingerprints are all over it.’

‘Doesn’t prove it’s mine.’

‘Oh, we can prove it. But that’s something for solicitors to debate in future. Sure you don’t need one?’

‘Guilty people need a solicitor. Does that answer your question?’ The arrogance dripped off each word as if coated in syrup. In danger of slapping the smug smirk, Lottie sat on her hands.

‘The contents of said laptop make for an interesting read.’ She didn’t offer more information. She wanted Alice to dig herself deeper into the hole she had already started. Like how she knew that the shoes that had left the mark on Caroline’s back had ended up on the victim’s feet. Lottie hadn’t brought it up yet because she knew that once a solicitor got wind of it, it could be swatted away as Alice just making an assumption. A confession would be good, but she was too shrewd to slip up again. Silence reigned.

Boyd lost patience before either woman did. He tapped the other evidence bag. ‘These items of clothing belong to you and you can’t deny it. Your DNA is all over them.’

‘So what?’

‘They were buried in one of your flower beds,’ Boyd said triumphantly, and Lottie wanted to warn him. Goading Alice wouldn’t work.

‘Maybe I was returning them to the environment because I no longer need them.’

‘Do you know why they are now part of our evidence?’ Boyd asked.

‘I’m sure you’re about to tell me.’ Alice’s lip curled, but Lottie thought she saw a glimmer of uncertainty flash across her eyes.

‘We found Cameron Healy’s DNA on them,’ Boyd went on.

‘That’s odd.’ Alice had recovered quickly, donning a faux-confused look. ‘I have no explanation for that, unless he came in contact with me at Freya’s party.’

Lottie had had enough of the pussyfooting. ‘When Detective Sergeant Boyd says Cameron’s DNA was on your clothing, he means Cameron’s blood.’

The woman’s thin face appeared to siphon the life out of her body, and her breathing turned raspy. Lottie could see her literally biting her tongue.

‘Care to explain?’

‘Someone is framing me.’

‘And who would that be?’

‘Sadie Clarke and her poxy husband.’

Lottie inhaled deeply. The woman had an answer for everything, and she could pre-empt Alice’s reply before she laid out the next piece of evidence.

‘This envelope of money was found wrapped in plastic in the same bin.’

‘That’s what Thomas Clarke brought over to my house. There’s your proof.’

‘What proof?’

‘The Clarkes are trying to frame me.’

‘There’s a problem with that scenario, Alice.’

‘What problem?’

‘You told me that Thomas took the money back.’

‘I told you he was a liar. I have a good memory, Inspector.’

‘And do you remember telling me that the shoe used to harm Caroline was on her foot when she was found dead?’

Alice paused, and Lottie could imagine the computations going on in her mind.

‘I just assumed that whoever killed her found a clever way of hiding evidence.’

‘The thing is, Alice, your DNA was inside those shoes.’

‘Then I must have given them to Caroline.’

‘We can prove you wore them very recently.’

‘Enlighten me on your work of fiction.’ Too smug. That worried Lottie, but she still had a weapon to use.

She opened her phone and tapped a photo. ‘A party guest took some photos. She emailed them over to me. That’s you, with your fake smile, standing between your daughter and granddaughter.’

‘That awful woman who works in a tiny coffee shop said she wanted our three generations in a family photo.’ Alice continued to stare at the image. Was she wondering what was incriminating about it?

‘Take a closer look at what you’re wearing.’

Realisation dawned on Alice’s face at her fatal mistake, no words emerging from her open mouth.

‘I’ll point it out for you,’ Lottie said. ‘You’re wearing the same blouse and slacks that are now in this evidence bag. You’re also wearing the shoes we found on Caroline’s feet.’

Talk your way out of that, bitch, she thought.

‘Proves nothing.’

God, but she was relentless.

‘It proves a lot. You won’t wriggle out of these murders like you did the Tormey murders twenty years ago.’

‘How many times do I have to tell you? I did not kill the Tormeys.’

‘You knew enough to replicate some of the crime scene.’

‘I did not.’

‘I can’t understand why you would dress your daughter and granddaughter in similar clothing to what the Tormeys were found in.’

A smirk spread over Alice’s face. Lottie held her breath. Was the woman about to gloat over her own genius? No such luck.

‘Sadie killed my family. She must have got Thomas to plant evidence in my garden. And now I think I would like that solicitor.’

In an attempt to hide her disappointment, Lottie asked, ‘How did you know about Dermot Macken?’

‘He hung around Sadie Tormey years ago and I saw Caroline talking to him at Freya’s party. He had to be involved.’

‘He was there to fix the balloon arch.’

Alice sneered. ‘Do your job, detectives. But I’m not saying another word until I get a solicitor.’
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Once the news broke that Alice had been arrested, Sadie Clarke breathed a sigh of relief. She had done what she could to protect her daughter after the original plan she’d hatched with Caroline had failed. She tried not to think about Caroline and Freya. It was too sad and distressing. She folded Lily into her arms and hugged her daughter as tightly as she could without hurting her.

‘Can we go home now?’ Lily asked.

‘We can leave here, but I’m not sure where home is any more.’

And that was the truth. Thomas had been good to her at one time, but then she experienced his true personality. Having been physically abused as a child by her mother Denise, she had dropped into the arms of another abuser. She could take that, but she was also experienced enough to know it might happen to her child too.

She hugged Lily even tighter as the door opened and the man stepped inside.

‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ she said.

She picked up the old shoebox containing the secrets she’d held for twenty years. The time was approaching when it would be safe for her to reveal them.

‘No need to thank me. I’m glad I was able to pull it off.’

Christy Kearney held out his hand and led them out of the house. Sadie could hear his father yelling, glad she’d never to have to listen to that again.
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The hospital ward was flush with get-well cards and bouquets of flowers. Their scents could cause a heart attack in anyone suffering a pollen allergy or incite an asthma attack. Poor Louis had coughed and coughed when Katie visited, and eventually she took her son home.

‘I thought I was Chloe no-mates,’ Chloe said, ‘but apparently there’s a few who miss me.’

Matt Mooney steadied himself on the wonky visitor chair and folded his arms. ‘Or they realised your mother is a detective inspector.’

‘Did anyone tell you you’re a Debbie Downer, Matt?’

‘No, but I’ve been called plenty of things over the years that I dare not repeat in the presence of a nice young lady.’

‘Thanks for taking the time to visit. I appreciate it.’ She smiled at him. Mooney was one of the good guys, which made her think of those at the opposite end of the scale. Sam McKeown. The nerves in her body jingled in fear. ‘What am I going to do, Matt?’

‘I spoke with your mother the other night, when you were brought in.’

‘Did you tell her?’

‘No. I wanted to, I really did, but I honoured your request. You need to speak to her, Chloe.’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘She’ll make me report the sexual assault, and I can’t say he attacked me on Friday night without bringing that up. I don’t think I can endure what comes after.’

‘What do you mean?’

She sighed loudly, almost frightening herself with the exhalation. ‘I’d have to testify against him. He said, she said. You know how it goes.’

‘McKeown almost killed you and he’s pinning it on an innocent man.’

She felt anger surface, surprised at the emotion. ‘Liam Scanlan is not innocent.’

‘I agree, but he didn’t attack you. It’s your duty to report the truth.’

‘The truth? Who cares about the truth in today’s world? Everyone is so angry all the time, the truth gets lost in translation. The bottom line is Liam Scanlan stabbed Martina and Clarice. That is the truth.’

‘But he did not stab you,’ Mooney reiterated. ‘Sam McKeown did. And who’s to say he won’t go on to do similar violent things to other young women who reject his advances. You can’t allow that to happen.’

‘I know all that, but I can’t face the interrogation I’d have to undergo. Honestly, I’m not able for that.’

‘Certainly not at the moment, but you will be stronger in time.’ He sighed and looked around the ward before returning his focus to Chloe. ‘At least talk to your mother. McKeown will be suspended while the investigation is ongoing. There may be forensic evidence to tie him to the attack.’

‘He probably contaminated everything. He’s the hero who was on the scene in minutes to rescue the boss’s daughter. Give me a break.’

‘Not yet. I have something to say and I want you to listen to me.’

‘Why do I get the impression I’m not going to like this?’

‘Because you’re not.’ Mooney braced himself. ‘McKeown has to be reported. I have to tell your mother.’

She made to sit up and the pain was instantaneous. She flopped back onto the hard hospital pillow. ‘Where do they get these things? A steelworks?’

‘I’m serious,’ he said.

‘Can I stop you telling her?’

‘No.’

‘But I told you in confidence.’

‘I’m not a priest.’

‘What has that got to do with anything?’

‘I’m not bound by the laws of the confessional.’

‘Do such laws even exist?’

‘In the Catholic church, perhaps.’

‘Last time I was in a proper church was for my dad’s funeral.’ Suddenly she was crying. Loud, ugly sobs. She couldn’t stop. ‘I miss my dad.’

Mooney was flapping his hands, flustered, as if her tears frightened him more than facing a criminal. ‘I’m sorry, Chloe, I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘My dad would know what to do. I loved him so much, but I never told him. He knew, but I should have said it.’

‘What would your dad tell you if he was here now?’

‘He’d tell me to be honest. To do what’s right even if it makes me uncomfortable.’ She took the tissues Mooney had robbed from a box on another table. ‘And you know the funny thing?’

‘What’s that?’

‘Even though I make it my job to rarely listen to her or do what she tells me, my mother would tell me the exact same thing.’ Chloe wiped her tears, blew her nose and balled up the tissue in her hand.

Mooney visibly relaxed, like someone had let the air slowly out of him. ‘So you’re going to tell her and report the bastard?’

‘Despite knowing what lies ahead of me, yes, I will report McKeown.’ She hoped she would be strong enough to do it. ‘I feel better already. Thank you, Matt.’

‘What did I do?’

‘You helped me see sense.’

‘I think your dear departed dad just did that for you, Chloe.’

‘That’s a nice thought. Thank you.’ She glanced at him side-eyed. ‘You know something else?’

‘Go on.’

‘I’d kill for a McDonald’s.’

‘No, don’t kill anyone,’ he laughed. ‘I’ll sneak it in.’

‘You’re a good friend. I like you. And you know something else?’

‘I’m all ears.’

‘You’d be a good friend for my mother, too.’

‘That’s my exit cue.’ He stood awkwardly, running a hand over his stubbly chin.

‘Don’t be long, I’m starving. And Matt?’

‘Yes?’

‘Thanks again.’
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The largest bouquet of flowers Chloe had ever seen preceded their bearer into the ward. When he lowered them, she almost sank into the bed, trying to disappear.

‘For you,’ he said, and placed them in the window, where they fell over and littered the ground. ‘Ah well, you probably don’t like lilies anyhow.’

He sat on the side of her bed.

She froze, unable to press the call button.

He put out a hand to grasp hers, and still she could not move. She felt she was having a stroke, solidified, numb.

She tried to speak. A croak came out of her mouth. ‘Go away.’

‘There’s something you need to know.’ He looked around, but the ward was currently empty. He pulled the curtain around the bed anyway.

Chloe froze solid. She closed her eyes, not wanting to look at him, then worried he might stick his fingers in her eyes to hold the lids open. All he did was squeeze her hand tighter.

‘I saw your young nephew leave with your sister earlier. Cute little boy. What age is he now? Three? Four maybe. Be awful if something happened to him. Like a freak accident where he’d break his neck.’

All her fear morphed into anger, but before she could speak, he stood and leaned in over her.

‘I’m warning you, Chloe, if you breathe a word, I will choke the life out of the little runt. See how strong my hands are. Imagine them around dear Louis’ tiny neck. One twist would be enough, don’t you think?’

‘Stop. You’re lying.’

‘I am deadly serious. I’ve had a hell of a week. Couldn’t even stay in the office. Wandered the streets getting my head straight. And now we have a guy in custody for stabbing you. Nice and neat for a conviction. So don’t go crying to your pal Mooney. I saw him here too. Remember this. I can discredit him and ruin his career like I can yours. Think of your nephew. Now, I’ll get someone to sort those flowers.’

He leaned down to feather her forehead with something like a kiss, and with extreme terror curdling her stomach, Chloe lurched forward and vomited all over him.
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Sadie’s long black hair had sprouted streaks of grey since Lottie had seen her. It was lank and greasy, and her brown eyes were like dimming embers in a dying fire. Her skin seemed to hang off her bones. Her entire demeanour presented as if an old torment had resurfaced in the last week, shrinking her to near nothing. Lottie wondered if it had in fact been guilt. One thing was certain: she was relieved when Sadie had turned up to announce that both she and Lily were safe.

As the interview commenced, she was sceptical that she’d hear the whole truth. At their first meeting, she’d sensed that Sadie wasn’t being totally honest with her, and she’d found nothing to change that view since. Still, she listened intently to the woman’s mournful tone.

‘It’s hard to believe that this day last week was the last time I saw Caroline and Freya alive.’

‘True,’ Lottie said. ‘I can’t understand how your tears were so believable when Lily supposedly went missing.’

‘I was crying for my dead friend.’

‘Tell me about Caroline.’

‘She was a bit younger than me, but we became close. You need to understand that Caroline didn’t love Cameron. She loved what she thought he stood for. Money – though he never made as much as she’d hoped for – prestige, respect. She craved respect above all else. That was what she yearned for growing up. Her mother, Alice, only loved herself and hated everyone else. She manipulated and used those she came in contact with – from my own pathetic mother to greedy Cameron and stupid Liam. Most of all she used and abused her own daughter. I believe Caroline was controlled by her until…’ Sadie fumbled the jug to pour a glass of water, but she didn’t appear to notice the spillage across the table.

‘Until what?’ Lottie prompted.

Sadie swallowed the water and clutched the glass, her knuckles turning white. ‘The thing that tipped Caroline over in the end was when she discovered Alice had started in on Freya.’ Sadie swept her hair back from her eyes. ‘I don’t think Caroline understood what true love was until she gave birth to Freya. She was determined to protect her daughter at all costs.’

‘Was that what you did with Poppy? Protected her?’

‘What?’ Her eyes came alive, flashing aggressively. ‘My sister has nothing to do with this. Poppy was in the past; this is about now.’

‘Fine,’ Lottie conceded for the time being.

Sadie chewed the inside of her cheek before speaking again. ‘When she was growing up, Caroline was abused by Alice. Photographed and videoed. Child sexual exploitation, isn’t it called? They were poor and so were we. When Alice became friends with my mother, she controlled her too. I suppose because Denise drank so much she was easy to influence. Alice dominated her and they emerged as a unit. Two nefarious women feeding off each other’s badness.’

‘Did you know Caroline before Oak House?’

‘I don’t remember, but I did meet her there. Once Alice had my mother in her clutches, she hardly ever brought Caroline round to ours. Don’t know why.’ She lowered her head as if she was wondering about it.

‘Tell me more about Caroline in recent times.’

Sadie nodded and her hair fell over her face again. Lottie quelled the urge to find a bobbin and tie it up.

‘Originally Caroline thought Cameron would help her escape from her cycle of trauma. Turned out he was a bastard too. And over the last few months, Alice resumed being physically abusive to her.’

‘Why was that?’

‘Caroline was doing her best to be vigilant with Freya, but when Freya started to burst into tears for no reason, her suspicions were roused. The child wouldn’t say what was wrong. Caroline could find no evidence of abuse, but still she tried to keep her apart from her grandmother.’ Sadie paused to take another sip of water. ‘It was difficult, because Alice is the type of woman to bulldoze her way into your life. Makes you think you can’t live without her, and then you wonder how you survived before she arrived. I think that’s how she initially got her claws into my mother. Do you know what I mean, Inspector?’

‘Explain it for me,’ Lottie said, even though she’d come across many people like that in her career.

‘Denise was weak-willed, a drinker and a doormat, but she presented a hard front. She did that by yelling at our dad, beating us children. Dad took to drinking more and staying out longer. When Alice got into her ear, my mother would do anything to impress her. First by getting rid of Dad to show Alice that she wasn’t spineless, even when all she was doing was cementing herself under Alice’s control. Then came the grooming and sexual exploitation.’

‘The problem was solved when your mother was murdered. Who killed her?’

‘Alice, the bitch. She killed my defenceless little sister too. And got away with it.’ Sadie paused as if figuring out where she was going with her story. ‘Poor deluded Caroline assumed that as an adult she could handle her mother. Then she found the images on Cam’s laptop. She realised Alice had her claws into him too, and that’s when she confided in me. The events of twenty years ago were happening again, that’s if Alice had ever stopped.’

‘I find it difficult to comprehend how Alice and Denise abused you, Poppy and Caroline as children. Explain it to me.’

The nod was swift. ‘You have to understand one thing. When Denise and Alice got together, they fed off each other. They saw a way of making money, a step out of the destitution we were in. I think they’d realised it was no longer safe to have their daughters out dropping off bags of weed for a small-time gang, and they somehow found there was money to be made in selling explicit photographs of innocent children. Turns my stomach even thinking about it now. They worked together like a fucking factory line. I was lucky in that I was a bit older, but poor Poppy suffered. Probably Caroline too. Things got worse from there on.’

‘So you think Alice killed Denise and Poppy?’

‘I know she did.’

‘Why didn’t you tell anyone at the time?’

‘Who was going to believe a wayward delinquent girl? Would you?’

Lottie wasn’t sure she believed Sadie even now. ‘I would investigate everything without bias.’

‘Good.’

‘But why would Alice kill your family if she and Denise were making money?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe Denise wanted a bigger cut and Alice flipped.’

‘Flipped? From the file I’ve read, the crime was planned. The investigation at the time was convinced it was murder-suicide, despite the 999 call. No evidence of anyone flipping, as you put it. Similar to the murders of Caroline and her family.’

‘I’m convinced it was Alice. Then and now.’

‘Tell me what makes you think she annihilated her own family.’

‘Caroline was planning to run. She was shell-shocked when she found the images on Cam’s laptop, and she came to me because Lily was in some of the photos. I was incensed. I’d been super-vigilant with Lily, maybe even overprotective because of my own childhood, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.’

‘Why didn’t you or Caroline report it straight away?’

‘That’s my fault. She wanted to, but I said we needed time to get organised. We were convinced Cam had to be working with Alice, and I couldn’t let her get away with her perversion like she did before. And believe me, Cam could talk his way out of it, or else they would blame each other. Anyhow, Caroline agreed to wait. We couldn’t risk doing anything without a proper plan. Big mistake, in hindsight. I’ll never forgive myself. But I had to think of Lily too.’

Lottie thought there’d be tears, but if anything Sadie was more resolute.

‘How did Caroline find out about the money?’

‘If it was history repeating itself, then Alice had to be making a buck from the images. She’s old-style, so there would be no cryptocurrency for her. Caroline went through the accounts. Found an odd one, and when she inspected it, she knew it belonged to Alice. She could tell by Liam’s shiftiness that he was involved in the financial side of Alice’s depravity. I don’t know how she did it, but she cleaned out the account. She asked me to hide the cash for her, along with the images she’d printed from Cam’s laptop.’

‘Why print off the images?’

‘For evidence, if needed. Laptops can be wiped clean, and she needed insurance if that happened. She didn’t even trust keeping them on a USB.’

It was plausible, but Lottie couldn’t understand why they hadn’t gone to the guards. ‘How did you feel when you saw Lily in some of the images?’

‘Devastated. Sick. All the horror one can imagine swamped me. I had failed my daughter like I’d failed my little sister.’ Sadie lowered her head and chewed at the edge of a nail.

Lottie bridged the hush. ‘Caroline took the money, but when did she discover that Alice had found out about it?’

‘She didn’t really, but when Liam arrived at the party in a flutter, she suspected something was up and she freaked. We had already devised an escape plan, so we pretended to argue and went upstairs to discuss it. She was afraid Alice was ready to explode, to cover her tracks.’

‘What did you decide to do?’

‘Caroline called Christy and Dermot to check the bouncy castle and the balloons. She had to warn Christy to be ready at a minute’s notice, and she called Dermot too to make it seem she had a genuine fear for the party kids. But Alice acted sooner than either Caroline or I figured.’

‘How were things originally supposed to pan out?’

‘We had to be careful so that Alice wouldn’t suspect a thing. We started to lay breadcrumbs about a fake affair. I got a pay-as-you-go phone and Caroline texted me using the initial T. I knew Thomas was having an affair with somebody, so it wasn’t too long a stretch of the imagination that it could be Caroline if we needed to use the texts to explain why she’d disappeared. To buy her time. She left her phone where Alice could see it. Always on it, texting when Alice was around. That sort of thing.’

‘Why would she even visit her mother if she knew she was a monster?’

‘Why does any abused person struggle to leave an abusive relationship? Caroline was made to feel it was all her own doing. She had desperately tried to escape her mother’s clutches over the years, but everywhere she went, Alice would turn up. Claiming she was Caroline’s saviour and that everything she did was for her ungrateful daughter. Wheedling her way in under Caroline’s skin again.’

‘Okay. Why were some of Caroline’s clothes at your house?’

‘She was amassing them for her escape. Some of them she couldn’t even afford. You see, she was always trying to keep up with others. Even down to her house, which landed them in debt. Trying to be like me, not that I’d wish being me on anyone. Caroline was so childlike, and that was all down to her mother.’

‘Alice told me you stole Caroline’s clothes. How would she even know about that?’

‘She must have seen Caroline with boutique shopping bags, because one day she asked where her nice clothes had gone and Caroline was stumped. She said the first thing that came into her head – that she suspected I was stealing them from her.’ Sadie’s eyes were wild, dilated. ‘She was mortified telling me afterwards, but I was okay with it because it painted Caroline as the victim. It made Alice hate me all the more, but I could live with that if I could get Caroline and Freya to safety.’ She poured herself another glass of water. Her hand was still shaking.

‘Go on, tell me more about the plan.’

‘As my family had been killed after Poppy’s birthday party, it would be some sort of justice to whisk Caroline and Freya away to safety the day after Freya’s party. Cameron would be in the office on the Monday and Alice in her rotten house and garden. We knew Caroline’s car could be traced so the plan was for Christy to come to collect the bouncy castle and take Caroline and Freya with him. Then I’d bring the clothes and money she had hidden at my house. She was to take their passports with her, and then I’d get them to the airport and out of the country.’

Lottie wanted to ask how they’d got Christy Kearney involved, but that could wait. ‘And what was she to do after that?’

‘She just wanted to escape with her daughter then figure out the rest of their lives. Once they were safe, I could start to deal with Alice. After all, my daughter was in those photos too.’

‘Why did Alice strike the night of the party?’

‘She must have found out what Caroline intended to do.’

‘How, though?’

‘I don’t know. But Liam was the weak link on both sides. I think he figured out that Caroline had taken the money. He probably arrived at the party to tell Cam, then Cam told Alice. And being the callous bitch she is, she re-enacted the murders of my own family. In one blow she had taken out those who defied her and also sent a stark warning to me. When I heard the awful news on Monday morning, I feared she’d come after me. I had to act fast.’

‘The flaw in that theory is that Alice knew the money was missing three weeks ago.’

Sadie paled. ‘Really? Well something spooked her to act like she did.’

‘You could have pointed me in Alice’s direction, but you didn’t. Why not?’

‘I was terrified of her. She’s a clever bitch. I couldn’t implicate her because she might remain free while you investigated. If that happened, she’d kill me and Lily. She’s not afraid to kill. I learned that first-hand.’

‘So you implemented the plan for yourself. The one you’d devised with Caroline for her and Freya.’

‘Yes. Christy came on board with the changes. He hid Lily until I figured out what to do. Then I joined them. He kept us in a decrepit annexe at his house, away from his dad, in case the guards called.’

Lottie was finding holes in everything Sadie said. ‘Are you sure that wasn’t the plan all along? You killed the Healys and fled.’

‘That’s absurd. I would never hurt Caroline. I loved her. I loved Freya.’ Sadie paused. Her eyes flashed anger. ‘Alice has got to you, hasn’t she? Making false claims and you believe her. There’s no hope if that woman isn’t put behind bars once and for all.’

‘Sadie, you should have told me all this at the start.’

Her shoulders stiffened and her mouth hardened. ‘You originally thought it was Cam, and who knows, you might have had an investigative bias in that direction. I laid some groundwork for you, then I fled.’

‘Did you leave the lace collar for us? It was difficult to understand its significance at first.’

She nodded. ‘It was a subtle clue for you to follow. I kept a box of stuff from my old home. It was originally in the safe. I moved it under Lily’s bed when I put Caroline’s money and photos in the safe.’

‘Okay. Continue.’

‘Alice used to crochet those collars and sell them. An innocent front to make people believe she was quaint and harmless. Duh. I hoped her DNA would be on it. I prayed you could match it and haul her in.’

‘But Alice was never a suspect, never even interviewed for Denise and Poppy’s murders,’ Lottie countered. ‘Her DNA wasn’t on file. Then again, technology and procedures weren’t the same back then.’ Lottie knew they’d fucked up not taking the grieving grandmother’s DNA following the recent murders. A recrimination bridge to cross in the future.

‘I had to try something. Did it help?’

‘It did. Can I ask about the 999 call after your mother and sister were killed? Did you make it?’

‘God, no. I wasn’t even there. Alice killed them and got Caroline to make the call.’

‘Did you ask Caroline about it?’

‘No, never. I tried to put that time of my life behind me. I wanted to forget it. But you can’t outrun the past.’

‘Where were you the night your family died?’

‘With Dermot.’

More lies, Lottie thought. ‘You’re not telling me everything, Sadie.’

‘I’m telling you Alice killed my mother and my little sister, and Caroline and Freya and Cam too.’ Sadie took a child’s shoebox out of her tote bag. It was a faded green with a battered lid and frayed corners. She shoved it towards Lottie. ‘Look inside.’

Lottie pulled on gloves and lifted the lid. Inside was a crochet hook and a ball of thin white cotton yarn. She was certain they’d contain Alice’s DNA, but that didn’t prove she was a murderer. She nudged them to one side and saw a bundle of Polaroid photos.

They were stark, the colour dimmed by time. Alice Quigley was in the first one. Her arm around a little girl in a pink party dress with a lace collar.

‘That’s Poppy. My little sister.’

Seeing tears spilling from Sadie’s eyes, Lottie hesitated. The woman had a heart after all. She took out the cache of photographs and spread them across the table.

Sadie spoke haltingly. ‘My mother and that bitch Alice made her do all this.’

The photos were shocking in their depravity. And there was no escaping the fact that Denise Tormey and Alice Quigley were in some of the photos.

‘How did you get these?’

‘Denise usually kept them locked away, but I found some and nabbed them. They sometimes used a Polaroid camera that spat out the photos. They wouldn’t risk trying to get them developed and the internet wasn’t as accessible as it is today.’

Lottie was incensed at the actions of the two women. And she was baffled by Sadie. ‘I honestly can’t understand why you didn’t show me these before now.’

‘Alice got away with murder once, I feared she could again. You have to understand how devious she is. I was petrified of her.’

‘So you say. But you strike me as fearless, Sadie. You should have told me.’

‘I couldn’t just drop her name. She’d get me before you had time to lock her in handcuffs. I hope she burns in hell.’
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Lottie walked Sadie out, telling her they’d be in contact once it was determined what charges, if any, she’d face. Then she hurried to the second interview room.

‘When did you first meet Sadie?’ she asked.

Christy Kearney cut a sad figure in a suit that was too big for him but had probably fitted him at one stage. ‘In Oak House, over twenty years ago.’

‘What were you in for?’ She knew his name hadn’t turned up on the list of detainees that McKeown had finally secured.

‘I was staff. A social care worker. It was my first posting.’

She tried not to let her surprise show. How did he go from that to bouncy castles? First she had to get him to talk about his role in her investigation. ‘Tell me about Sadie.’

‘She was something special. Behind all the anger and pain, I could see she was a survivor.’

‘Did you have a relationship with her?’

‘Good God, no. She was a kid. I was over ten years older than her. We had a connection of sorts. She kept in contact for a few years. I helped her through some of her issues. Then my father had a stroke and I gave up work to care for him. He’s my dad and I’m all he has.’

His words resonated with Lottie. She was all Rose had, not counting her grandchildren and great-grandson. It was a scary thought.

‘When did Sadie approach you with her escape scheme for Caroline?’

‘I couldn’t say anything to you when I was interviewed before. I was as scared as they were. More so when Caroline and her family were murdered.’

‘Go on.’

‘Sadie came across me last year when she was ordering the bouncy castle for her little one’s birthday. We recognised each other. It was awkward. I sensed she’d kept her old life secret from her new family, so I treated it as a business transaction. Until she contacted me again a few weeks ago.’

‘What was that conversation about?’

‘She needed help for her friend. She said Caroline’s life was in danger. I assumed it was from an abusive husband. In my previous work life I saw how those who grew up with abuse sometimes ended up in abusive relationships themselves.’

‘So you planned to hide Caroline and Freya?’

‘Sadie had it all worked out. But she didn’t figure on Alice getting to them first.’ He was in tears, sobbing as he spoke. ‘I was to take them with me Monday morning when I was collecting the castle. But things didn’t work out that way. I nearly died myself when I saw the man through the window. I was about to call Sadie, but I knew the right thing to do was dial 999. Which I did.’

‘When did you contact her?’

‘I stole a minute away from your detectives. She was hysterical at first, but then she turned very calm. Said she would be in touch. A few minutes later, I got a text to go to hers when I could. She said she’d get Lily to me and then she’d figure out the rest.’

‘Wait. She knew about the murders before I went to talk to her?’

‘I would assume so.’

Sadie had put on a good act and Lottie wondered if she could have been more alert at the time. She thought of the wasted resources in the search for two people who were not actually missing, and the torment Sadie had put Thomas through. She couldn’t see that marriage surviving. Both had been deceitful. But had Sadie been something more malicious than that?

‘Did it ever strike you that she could have been involved in the Healy murders?’

‘God, no. She was trying to save Freya and Caroline.’ He lowered his head. ‘That’s why she wanted my help.’

‘Okay,’ Lottie said dubiously.

‘You think she killed them? That’s not possible.’

‘Why not?’

‘I met the two of them. Caroline adored Sadie and I think Sadie would have done anything to protect her friend.’

‘Maybe in some perverse way she thought that killing Caroline was protecting her.’

Christy shook his head, then looked her dead in the eye. ‘You think Sadie killed her mother and sister all those years ago?’

‘Did she?’

He was quiet for a long time. ‘Honestly? I don’t know.’

Christy Kearney would be charged for his role, which had wasted Garda resources, but Lottie knew they had much more important charges to lay on others.
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Alice spent a long time conversing in private with her solicitor, Robert Haugh.

Lottie marched up and down the corridor with Boyd. ‘I wish I could hear the lies she’s spinning him.’

‘I’ve come across Bobby Haugh a few times. He’s old stock and won’t be taken in by her.’

‘I’m not so confident. She blindsided us. She controlled and influenced so many others that I⁠—’

The door opened before she could finish her sentence, and the grey-haired solicitor beckoned them into the interview room. ‘My client wants to make a statement.’

‘Better be the truth this time.’ Lottie brushed in by him and made herself comfortable while Boyd started the recording. ‘What have you to say for yourself, Alice?’

She was different, as if an alter ego persona had slipped like a veil over her features. The mournful lilt of her voice was new too.

‘You may find this hard to believe as a mother, but I was always jealous of my daughter. My husband doted on her and I was relegated to second place in our marriage. Then he died. Good riddance, I figured. I suppose you could say that by then my jealousy had morphed into hate. Yes, I hated Caroline. We looked alike physically but were so different. She was cowardly and whingey. I never understood why she couldn’t be more like Sadie Tormey. Now she had gumption.’ Her voice changed. ‘Then again, you don’t want me to go back to the Tormeys, you want me to discuss the Healys.’

‘Correct.’

‘The only way Caroline could be brave was when the two of them were together. It was like she inhaled an energy from Sadie.’

It struck Lottie that Alice’s view of how Caroline interacted with Sadie echoed Denise and herself, if Sadie was to be believed.

‘Why did you kill your family?’

‘Caroline stole my money. She wanted to steal my granddaughter as well. They were planning to run away.’

‘You had started to abuse Freya and her friend Lily. I’d run away from you too,’ Lottie said, though she would have told the authorities what Alice was up to first. Then again, seeing Alice’s smugness across the table, maybe she would have fled as far from those manic eyes as she could. ‘Tell me what happened.’

She listened then as Alice, her eyes wide with some sort of manic pride, told the story of last Sunday night.
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When she was sure all the guests would have left, Alice returned to her daughter’s house.

‘Thought we’d have another drink,’ she said, waving a wine bottle, the cork already popped.

‘Why?’ Caroline asked frostily. ‘I need Freya to go to bed. She’s wired after being with Lily and the others all afternoon.’

‘She seems exhausted to me,’ Alice said sharply, then mentally kicked herself. She’d meant to keep her snappiness subdued, and had hoped that the sedatives she’d placed in the 7Up would have taken effect by now. Not to mention the wine. She’d need to use more.

‘You know what kids are like, Alice,’ Cam said.

She felt like saying, Who asked you? It was his and Scanlan’s fault for not being more careful with her money.

‘I’ll bring Freya up to bed. You two relax with a drink. You deserve it.’ She poured two large glasses of the white wine that she’d already tampered with. Then she hugged her granddaughter. ‘Come on, chicken, time for bed.’

‘Ah no, Gran. It’s my birthday.’

‘None of that now. It’s been a long day. Some milk will help you sleep.’ She offered the child a glass laced with extra sedatives.

‘Ugh, milk is for babies.’

‘And you are my baby.’

Freya giggled nervously. ‘You’re too old to have a baby.’

‘Cheeky madam.’ Alice forced a smile. ‘Drink up.’

‘Stay away from her,’ Caroline said. ‘I’ll bring her to bed.’

Alice turned. Caroline was staring at her with foggy eyes, swaying slightly, glass in hand. Good. The sedatives were taking effect at last. Once this was all over, Alice could get her life back on track. She despised being outwitted and swindled. For that, Caroline had to pay.

‘Finish your drink and follow me up then.’

Freya was being difficult. Even with the sedation, the child resisted the idea of the pink dress.

‘That’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.’

‘I think it’s pretty. I want to take your birthday photo.’

‘No way am I putting that on, Gran. It’s gross.’

Alice had to act quickly. Caroline could become suspicious. ‘Do it for me, honey. Please?’

‘Don’t want to.’

‘After the lovely presents I got you? I think I’ll have to take them back.’

‘You can’t. They’re my presents.’

‘Just humour me and I’ll bring some of them up to your room.’

Freya looked at her with uncertainty before relenting. ‘Okay, I’ll put on this silly dress, but then I’m taking it straight off.’ She clamped her teeth in defiance as if that was the end of it.

As the child undressed, Alice used her phone to surreptitiously video her.

‘What are you doing with your phone, Gran?’

‘I got a text but I can’t read it.’ Alice fumbled with the phone, hurriedly switching off the video app.

‘I’ll help you.’

‘Ah, it’s fine now. Got it working.’

She slipped it back into her pocket and pulled the dress down over Freya’s head. She hated this child almost as much as she hated Caroline. Freya was too vociferous. Caroline had always been compliant, until Alice discovered she wasn’t. Now she planned to use Freya to help replenish the nest egg Caroline had stolen from her. Once the girl’s parents were out of the way.

Eventually the child lay down, and fell asleep immediately. Alice snapped a few more photos. The dress was not necessary for her plans, but she liked the symmetry it was giving her. And, she’d end up being Freya’s legal guardian when her parents were found dead.

‘I’ll be back for you,’ she whispered.

She left the room intending to make her way down the stairs, but was stopped by Caroline swaying on the landing, waving her empty glass.

‘Wh-what are you up to?’ Her words slurred into each other.

‘Putting your daughter to bed, as you seem to be incapable of it. You need to sleep too.’

‘You’re up to s-something.’ Caroline held the glass like it was a weapon. ‘I want you to leave.’

‘Always the troublesome child,’ Alice said as calmly as she could muster to cover her rising anger. ‘Here, give me that glass before it shatters. You never could hold your drink. No wonder Cam wanted you to be teetotal. Freya is asleep and you need to go to bed.’

‘You… you s-stay away from my Freya. What’d you do…?’ Caroline’s head rolled from side to side but she was unable to form any more words.

Alice grabbed her wrist, steering her into her bedroom. Her main concern now was getting Caroline to change into the clothes she’d brought. The clothing was important because it was a direct link to the old murders. And once the guards made that connection, Sadie Tormey was toast.

Caroline was like a drunk, arms and legs flopping around. With some trouble, Alice undressed her. She noticed the bruise on her back, the one she’d caused, and a wild idea came to her. She then dressed her in the hideous outfit she’d stashed in the bottom of the wardrobe earlier. Soon, like Freya, Caroline was sound asleep.

Now to deal with Cameron.

He was passed out on the couch, half sitting half lounging. Alice took a knife from her bag and approached him carefully.

It was easy to make the cut, but the spurt of blood surprised her. Luckily it sprayed upwards onto the wall behind him. Cam opened his eyes, but just as quickly closed them. Good. She didn’t want to have to make another cut. Too messy. At first glance it had to look like he’d done it to himself, and then the guards would walk the path she’d laid for them. She watched as the life quickly seeped out of him.

Once she was sure he was dead, she washed her hands ferociously under scalding water and pulled on gloves. She would bury her own clothing in her garden when she got home. When things settled, she’d burn them. After cleaning the knife and leaving it with Cameron’s body, she decided to take the presents and cards. If Freya refused to play with them, she could sell them. It took her two trips out to the car before she got back to Caroline.

It was easy to strangle her comatose daughter, and Alice felt no remorse at what she was doing. She hated Caroline and it was a means to an end. She could not have her or Cam ruining her ventures. They thought they were smart, but she was smarter. She spread out her daughter’s hair like she imagined a loving mother would do. For some reason she was unable to look at Caroline’s face, so she placed a pillow over her and then put her own shoes on the bare feet. Perfect!

‘Now to get my little money-spinner,’ she murmured, putting the ligature into her pocket. She hoped the child would not be too heavy to carry down the stairs. Then again, Alice was strong. She kept fit with digging and walking. And climbing trees to peer in at Freya. It should be a piece of cake.

It wasn’t.

‘No, no, you stupid child, no!’ Alice cried, trying not to scream out her frustration. The girl was dead. Her plan had been to say, if asked, that Freya had wanted to spend the night with her. ‘You weren’t supposed to die.’

She must have given her too much of the sedative. Had she had a premonition and that was why she had made sure Freya put on the hideous dress? At least it looked like Cameron had killed his own family. Once the guards no longer bought into that scenario, Alice would lead them to Sadie.

She took the ligature out of her pocket and strangled her already dead granddaughter.
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Those in the interview room bristled in stunned silence until Lottie shook herself.

‘You’re telling us you never meant to kill Freya?’

‘I wanted her for myself. Like Sadie didn’t mean to kill Poppy. At least I can’t see any situation where she would want to kill her. But I underestimated her inventiveness and cunning. Maybe she did intend to kill her own sister along with her mother.’

‘Sadie says you killed them.’

‘She would, wouldn’t she?’

Lottie knew she was unlikely to get a confession for the twenty-year-old case. Not today, anyhow. ‘Why didn’t you just ask Caroline for the money back?’

‘I couldn’t ask outright or I’d be admitting what I’d done. Then last week we had a massive row over nothing. She fell to the floor and I accidently stood on her.’ Alice grinned at her own lie. ‘She mewled like a kitten. I wanted to kill her then, but I thought I’d find my money somewhere in the house once I got a chance to search. And if it wasn’t there, Sadie had to have it. I’m not stupid, I knew she was planning something for Caroline and Freya.’

‘Why dress them in the old clothing?’

‘It was my insurance if things went wrong. To lead you to Sadie. I thought you’d be able to link the two crimes. I gave you the Tormey name, I gave you Oak House.’

‘Why would you want to highlight murders you yourself had committed?’ Lottie asked, genuinely intrigued by how Alice’s mind worked.

‘How many times do I have to tell you? I did not kill Poppy and Denise Tormey. Do your job, Inspector, that’s if you have it in you to solve an old crime.’

‘I think you’re full of bullshit, Alice. You’re so arrogant you thought you’d get away with murder twice in your lifetime.’

‘That’s enough, Inspector,’ Mr Haugh said.

Undaunted, she said, ‘Alice Quigley, you are a deviant paedophile and I hope the court wipes the floor with you.’

The woman ran a hand over her brow dramatically. ‘You know what? I think I went a little bit insane. What do you think of that for my defence, Mr Haugh?’

The grey-haired man looked weary. He’d had enough. So had Lottie.
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Boyd strolled into Lottie’s office and sat on the chair in front of her desk. ‘Have we enough to charge Alice?’

‘Yes.’ Lottie kept her head down, tapping her keyboard. ‘Her confession along with the items we found in her house and garden.’

‘Her confession is fine if it sticks. Despite Cameron’s blood on her clothing, I think a good defence solicitor could argue⁠—’

‘Okay, Boyd. She confessed, and an insanity plea won’t work either because she planned the whole thing.’

‘Then why aren’t you writing up your report instead of studying… What are you studying?’

She raised her head from the screen. ‘Crime-scene photos. I want to see what I missed.’

‘Lottie. Stop. We have the nasty bitch and she’ll be locked up for ever.’

‘Go home, Boyd.’ She gave him a weak smile.

‘I would if I had one to go to.’

‘You know what I mean. Maybe you could get Sergio or Louis to entertain my mother. I’ve to wait around to visit Chloe later.’

‘Katie sent me a snap. Look.’ He took out his phone. ‘Rose is in her element ordering the kids around.’

She took the phone and grinned at the scene. ‘That’s cute. They’re spellbound by her.’

Rose’s dressing gown hung loose over a pair of Katie’s PJs. She had a bowl under her left arm and was whisking some sort of mixture. It looked like most of it had sprayed onto Sergio and Louis. They all looked so happy. But something in the image itched at the outer reaches of her brain. She quickly scrolled through the Healy crime-scene photos on her screen.

‘Not there.’

‘What’s not there?’ Boyd took back his phone, which she’d thrown down.

‘Something.’

‘Huh?’

‘I’ll know what it is when I see it.’

‘Suit yourself. I’m going home, to your home. See you later on.’

When he left the office, Lottie felt his energy depart with him. She checked the sparse twenty-year-old case file. The photos were grainy. Not in any order. Then she noticed what she’d pulled from the recess of her brain. She clicked around the other photos from the current files. Found the one she’d remembered. Split the screen to view them side by side.

‘Got you.’

OceanofPDF.com


108
[image: ]


She’d phoned Boyd, telling him to return to the office and accompany her.

Now, standing outside the house in the rain, he leaned all his weight on the doorbell. ‘You’re clutching at the proverbial straws again.’

‘I’m right. I know I am.’

Lily Clarke opened the door. Bare feet, red leggings and a pink sweatshirt sporting an image of Taylor Swift made her look older. Older than she was in the photo used when she was supposedly missing.

‘Hello, sweetheart,’ Lottie said. ‘Are your mammy and daddy home?’

‘You’re the guards,’ Lily stated. ‘Come in. They’re in the kitchen. I’m watching telly.’

‘All alone?’

‘Yeah, I want a puppy, but they won’t let me get one even though my best friend is dead and I’ve no one to play with.’

‘I’m so sorry, pet.’ Lottie followed her down the hall.

‘Ah, it’s okay. I’ll be fine.’ Lily waltzed into the sitting room like a mini Sadie, Lottie thought. And as confident. Though as they made their way into the kitchen, she wondered if in fact the girl would be fine.

Sadie was sitting on a stool at the island and Thomas, arms folded, leaned against the counter.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Lottie said. ‘Lily let us in.’

‘She shouldn’t have opened the door,’ Thomas said, straightening. ‘Has that child learned nothing over the past week? She could have let a marauding stranger in to kill us all.’

‘I think sometimes the killer is closer to home. Isn’t that right, Sadie?’

‘What are you talking about? Would you like a coffee? Thomas is the master of coffee-making.’ Her words dripped with sarcasm, or maybe disgust.

‘No thanks,’ Lottie said. ‘I’ve been studying the photos from your shoebox.’

‘Oh, did you find enough evidence to convict Alice Quigley of my mother and sister’s murders?’

‘Actually, this concerns you.’

‘Me?’ Sadie jumped off her stool. ‘What do you mean?’

‘We have photos from the searches that we conducted here when Lily, then you, disappeared.’

Sadie’s face relaxed. ‘Oh, please don’t go too hard on poor Christy. He was an innocent in all this. Will he face charges?’ She must have caught the look in Lottie’s eye. ‘Will I?’

‘It depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On whether you cooperate with us.’

‘I’ll do whatever I can to assist you.’

‘Can we talk in your bedroom?’ Lottie pointed upwards.

‘What for?’

‘To help me solve the last bit of the puzzle. Indulge me.’

‘Sure. Thomas, make the coffee. We’ll be down in a minute.’ Sadie exuded a composure that worried Lottie.

‘We have to finish our conversation,’ Thomas said, arms limp by his sides.

‘Can you not get it into your head that I don’t give a rat’s arse about you and Una Savage. She’s welcome to you.’ Sadie’s eyes had darkened dangerously, but she recovered as she turned to Lottie. ‘Now, Inspector, follow me.’

The bedroom had been tidied, the floor hoovered, the blood washed away, though a faint stain remained – a reminder of the row that had occurred earlier in the week. Sadie fidgeted, wary now. Lottie could see it in the tenseness of her shoulders, the way she kept flexing her fingers.

‘Care to tell me what this is about?’

Lottie showed her the photo.

‘Okay. That’s a snap of this room. What has that got to do with anything?’

She walked over to the wardrobe, the bathrobe hanging on the door. ‘Can I?’

‘Go ahead. I still don’t know what this is about.’

She pulled on gloves and took a small clear evidence bag from her pocket. She carefully slipped the belt from the robe and put it in the bag. ‘This yours?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘This belt doesn’t match that dressing gown.’

‘So? I always get stuff mixed up in the wash.’

‘I don’t think you do, Sadie.’ Lottie watched as the tendons in Sadie’s neck went rigid, her hands tight fists of anger. She showed her a crime scene photo of her mother’s bedroom. In it there was a dressing gown with no belt. That belt was now in the evidence bag in her hand. Forensics would prove it.

‘It’s all Alice’s fault.’

‘It may be her fault, but you strangled your mother and sister.’ She held up the bag. ‘With this bathrobe belt.’

Sadie stepped forward as if to snatch the bag, but then deflated like one of Dermot Macken’s balloons and sank to the bed.

Her voice was so low, Lottie had to bend over to hear her.

‘Poppy’s death was an accident. She wasn’t meant to die. But Denise had to be stopped.’

Lottie thought how similar this was to Alice’s claim about Freya. History repeating itself. ‘You kept a souvenir all this time. Why?’

‘To remind me of my escape from the depths of hell.’

‘Okay. You can explain it to me later.’ Lottie proceeded to arrest Sadie Clarke for the murder of her mother and little sister. At last Poppy Tormey would get the justice she deserved.
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I hated them. Both of them. My mother, Denise Tormey, and Alice Quigley. The evil bitches. What Alice and my mother had done to Poppy was downright loathsome. Father bore some of the blame, but he was a useless drunk. How else could he turn out after living with Denise? Once he’d been kicked out of the house, he found freedom at the bottom of another bottle while leaving me with Poppy in that house of neglect and sordidness. I had to save my little sister.

I told all this to Dermot as we sat on a wall down the lane sharing a bottle of cider. Of course I didn’t tell him everything. Just a selection of the horror to get him incensed enough to help me. As would Caroline. I’d bonded with Caroline in Oak House, that juvie place we were sent to after we’d been lifted for delivering drugs. Another of Denise and Alice’s ventures. Caroline helped by stealing the sleeping pills from Alice.

If everything went belly-up, at least I had some of the photos my mother had forgotten to keep secure. My stomach turned just looking at them. Painful. Poor Poppy. In my heightened state of awareness, I knew I had to eliminate Denise so that Alice would no longer have her puppet to support her in continuing the abuse. One sociopath was less dangerous than two. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it was all I could think of.

‘What about Poppy?’ Dermot asked me the night before I planned to execute the plan. ‘She might scream her head off.’

‘I’ll give her some of the sleeping pills. She won’t know what’s happening.’

‘You need to be careful,’ he said. ‘She’s a tiny little thing. You don’t want her to OD.’

‘I’m not stupid,’ I said. But of course I was.

Once I had both Denise and Poppy sedated, I went into my mother’s room, looped the bathrobe belt around her neck and pulled as tight as I could. There was some resistance, but she was so heavily drugged, it was impossible for her to halt her own execution. The guilty deserved the ultimate punishment.

I pulled tighter. ‘That’s for what you did to Poppy.’

I cried then for my little sister. I hadn’t meant to kill her, but the sedatives were too strong. I had to pretend to strangle her to make it look the same as Mother. Hopefully the guards would think it was murder-suicide. That Denise had somehow done all this. And Alice would keep quiet, because I intended to let her know I had the photos that could send her to prison.

I met Caroline outside the house. Dermot had got us a burner phone and Caroline made the 999 call. I knew I hadn’t thought it all out, but it was what it was. I had enough evidence to land Alice in the shit if I needed to shift the blame.

As it turned out, it took another twenty years for my plan to come undone.

the present

‘So Alice was your alibi?’

‘And Dermot was backup if that fell through. As it was, the detectives at the time were stumped. They felt it was murder-suicide, but the 999 call, well they couldn’t make sense of that.’

‘Why even bother with the call?’

‘It seemed like a good idea to my teenage self.’

‘And all this time, Alice knew you were to blame for the murders?’

‘Yes, and she knew I had the incriminating photos. Then when Caroline crossed a line stealing from her, she decided to replicate the murders and lead you to me.’

‘But you still had the photos. She must have known you’d use them.’

Sadie shrugged a shoulder. ‘I reckon she no longer feared me. Maybe she thought I’d got rid of the photos. Who knows what that murdering, abusive bitch thought. When she attacked Caroline last week, kicking and threatening her, and shouting abuse, we knew she was spiralling. We had to act. But we were too late. She was one step ahead of us.’

‘Why keep this belt?’

‘As a reminder of the mistake I made with Poppy. And to use on Alice if I needed to. If I had, then Caroline and Freya would still be alive.’
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Lottie watched Chloe sleep, relieved to have her daughter home. Her mind was racing with the events of the last week. Most of all she struggled over Liam Scanlan’s vehement denial of having attacked Chloe. If she was to believe him, then who had stabbed her daughter? A randomer on a Friday night down a dark lane? Why was Chloe even there?

She wanted to take her daughter in her arms, to hold her tight and never let her go. Never let her walk into danger again. Had that been what Sadie had tried to do with Poppy? Lottie swayed between thinking Poppy’s death was murder and believing it was unintentional. One thing she was sure of was that Alice hadn’t intended to kill Freya. The child was too valuable to her alive.

She graced Chloe’s forehead with a kiss and made her way back down the stairs. To her surprise, she found Boyd sitting at the table with Matt Mooney.

Matt stood. ‘Sorry for barging in on a Monday night. Mark made me tea. A fine cuppa, too.’

‘No problem at all,’ Lottie said, taking a mug of steaming tea from Boyd, raising a questioning eyebrow. His face was passive. No hint. She turned to Mooney. ‘What brings you here?’

‘I had a weight on my conscience. Did Chloe tell you anything? About what happened to her?’

‘She says she can’t remember a thing.’

‘Well, don’t shoot the messenger.’

‘I’m listening.’ Lottie sat at the table.

The two men glanced at each other.

Boyd spoke first. ‘This lunchtime I went back to Cafferty’s. Spoke to the staff who had already left by the time I went in there after the attack. One of them recalled seeing Chloe with someone in the pub a few minutes before she left.’

She held her breath, her eyes darting from Boyd to Mooney and back again. ‘Who was it?’

‘The description I got was vague. But Matt here happened to call the office looking for you this afternoon. I told him you were off, as Chloe was home from hospital.’

Matt took over. ‘I wanted to know if she’d told you the name of her attacker. When Mark gave me the description he’d got from the bar staff, I had to come talk to you.’

‘Are you saying Chloe knew her attacker? Who was it?’

‘I’m breaking her confidence, but Mark has the description, so you’d work it out eventually.’

Lottie stood quickly. ‘Tell me, or I’m going up those stairs to hear it from her.’

‘She told me she was going to tell you,’ Mooney said, ‘but I reckon he must have threatened her and now she won’t point the finger.’

‘Who the fuck stabbed my daughter?’

Mooney bit his lip as if he feared her reaction when he said the name. Boyd stepped in.

‘McKeown,’ he said. ‘Detective Sam McKeown.’

She fell back into her chair. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘We have that eyewitness description,’ Boyd said. ‘Don’t go apeshit, because we need to build a case.’

‘Haul him in. Arrest him. What are you waiting for?’ She stood, went to the door, came back again. ‘Jesus Christ, why are we even here talking about it?’

‘We need to build a case.’

‘You’ve said that already, so please tell me what case you have to build.’

Mooney paused. ‘Attempted rape.’

In that instant, Lottie’s world imploded.

Tears blinding her, her heart shattered into pieces, she raced up the stairs. She flung herself on the bed and hugged Chloe tightly.

‘Mam?’ Chloe said, roused from her sleep. ‘What’s going on?’

‘I love you, sweetheart. I love you more than life. And I will nail the bastard to a cross.’

Then Chloe cried too, mother and daughter joined in their anguish. And Lottie vowed to never let any of her children come to harm again. A promise she would do her absolute best to keep.

‘Mooney shouldn’t have said anything,’ Chloe sobbed.

‘He had to. Boyd got a description.’

‘But you don’t understand. Sam swore he’d get Louis if I talked. Mam, you have to walk away from this. Promise me.’

The Healy murders had happened because Sadie and Caroline had kept quiet about their mothers’ abuse twenty years ago. Alice was allowed to run free to groom and exploit her granddaughter and ultimately murder her and her own daughter. Lottie was not about to allow McKeown a similar freedom. She would protect her daughter and grandson.

She now understood teenage Sadie’s anger, her need for revenge.

‘I can’t promise you that, Chloe. Sam McKeown better watch out, because I am coming for him.’

Chloe nodded. ‘Okay, you’re the boss.’

‘I bloody well am.’

Lottie hugged her daughter tighter until the girl said, ‘Mam, mind my stitches.’

They laughed at that, then cried in each other’s arms.

***

If The Family Secret had you flying through the pages and you can’t wait for more from Detective Lottie Parker then sign up to Patricia Gibney’s mailing list for the latest on her new releases.

Sign up here!
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Want to keep up to date with Patricia’s latest releases? Sign up to her mailing list today to receive an exclusive short story, absolutely free!

You’ll be able to stay up to date with the latest releases too.

Sign up here!

We promise to never share your email with anyone else, and we’ll only contact you when there’s a new book out.
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A LETTER FROM PATRICIA


Dear reader,

I am delighted that you have read The Family Secret, and I sincerely hope you enjoyed it. If you did, I’d be so grateful if you could take a few minutes of your time to post a review on Amazon, or on the site where you purchased the eBook, paperback or audiobook. I’m thankful for the reviews received so far.

If you would like to be the first to know about my next book and to keep up to date with all my latest releases, you can sign up at the following link:

Sign up here!

Your email address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.

The previous Lottie Parker books are The Missing Ones, The Stolen Girls, The Lost Child, No Safe Place, Tell Nobody, Final Betrayal, Broken Souls, Buried Angels, Silent Voices, Little Bones, The Guilty Girl, Three Widows, The Altar Girls, Her Last Walk Home and Hidden Daughters. If The Family Secret is your first meeting with Lottie, her family and the team, I hope you might read the previous books in the series, and I’d love it if you’d join them in the next book. I’m truly grateful for your support.

You can connect with me on my Facebook author page and Instagram.

Thanks again for reading The Family Secret.

I hope you will join me soon for Book 17 in the series.

Love,

Patricia
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DETECTIVE LOTTIE PARKER BOOK 1


The hole they dug was not deep. A white flour bag encased the little body. Three small faces watched from the window, eyes black with terror.

The child in the middle spoke without turning his head. ‘I wonder which one of us will be next?’

When a woman’s body is discovered in a cathedral and hours later a young man is found hanging from a tree outside his home, Detective Lottie Parker is called in to lead the investigation.  Both bodies have the same distinctive tattoo clumsily inscribed on their legs.  It’s clear the pair are connected, but how?

The trail leads Lottie to St Angela’s, a former children’s home, with a dark connection to her own family history.  Suddenly the case just got personal.

As Lottie begins to link the current victims to unsolved murders decades old, two teenage boys go missing.  She must close in on the killer before they strike again, but in doing so is she putting her own children in terrifying danger?

Lottie is about to come face to face with a twisted soul who has a very warped idea of justice.

Fans of Rachel Abbott, Karin Slaughter and Robert Dugoni will be gripped by this page-turning serial killer thriller, guaranteed to keep you reading late into the night.

Get it here!
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DETECTIVE LOTTIE PARKER BOOK 2


The young woman standing on Lottie’s step was a stranger. She was clutching the hand of a young boy. ‘Help me,’ she said to Lottie. ‘Please help me’.

One Monday morning at dawn, a young woman and her son visit the house of Detective Lottie Parker, begging for help to find a lost friend. The same day, the body of a young pregnant woman is found.

Could this be the same girl?

When another victim is discovered by the same man, with the murder bearing all the same hallmarks as the first, Lottie needs to work fast to discover how else the two were linked. Then two more girls go missing.

Detective Lottie Parker is a woman on the edge, haunted by her tragic past and struggling to keep her family together through difficult times. Can she fight her own demons and catch the killer before he claims another victim?

The Stolen Girls is a gripping and page-turning thriller that will leave you breathless. Perfect for fans of Rachel Abbott, Karin Slaughter and Robert Dugoni.

Get it here!
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DETECTIVE LOTTIE PARKER BOOK 3


They placed me in here and threw away the key. I look down at the gown they’ve put on me. I want my own clothes. I don’t know how long I’ve been here.

An elderly woman is found murdered in her own home, and Detective Lottie Parker and her partner Detective Boyd are called in to investigate. When they discover that the victim’s daughter is missing as well, they start to fear for the safety of the whole family…

Two days later as a nearby house is set on fire and with the body count rising, Lottie and her team begin to unpick a web of secrets and lies, as the murders seem to link back to a case investigated by Lottie’s father before he took his own life. 

With little knowledge of what really happened to her father, Lottie knows this is a case that could give her some answers. But how much does she want to know? And how far is Lottie prepared to dig to uncover the truth?

The Lost Child is a thrilling page-turner from the bestselling author of The Missing Ones and The Stolen Girls that will have you guessing right to the very last page. Perfect for fans of Rachel Abbott, Angela Marsons and Robert Dugoni.

Get it here!
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time, and a worryingly high number do not have a single book at home.

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

	Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference 

	Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them! 

	Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations 

	Encourage them to listen to audiobooks 

	Support school libraries 

	Give books as gifts 




There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our websites: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk and www.JoinRaisingReaders.com.

Thank you for reading.
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