
  
    [image: No Safe Place]
  


  
    
      No Safe Place

      A gripping thriller with a shocking twist

    

    
      
        Patricia Gibney

      

    

    
      
        [image: Bookouture]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Marie, Gerard and Cathy

        With love

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Tuesday 9 February 2016, 3.15 a.m.

        

      

    

    
      Her bare feet stuck to the frost, but still she ran. She thought she was screaming, but there was no sound coming from her throat. Her elbow smashed into granite, the pain minimal in comparison to her fear.

      Chancing a glance over her shoulder, she found it was as dark behind her as the blackness that stretched before her. She had unintentionally veered off the path and was now lost among the limestone and granite. Feeling cold stones cutting her soles, she tried to raise herself over the kerb she knew must surely be there, but stubbed her toe and fell head first into the next furrow.

      With her mind void of all thoughts except reaching safety, she hauled herself onto her bleeding knees and listened. Silence. No twigs breaking or leaves being thrashed. Had he left her alone? Had he abandoned the chase? Now that she’d stopped running, she shivered violently in the freezing night. A light down the slope to her right caught her eye as she scanned the near horizon. An enclave of bungalows. She knew exactly where she was. And in the distance, she saw the amber hue of street lights. Safety.

      A hurried look around. She had to make a run for it. Silently she counted to three, getting ready to make her final dash to safety.

      ‘Now or never,’ she whispered, and without a care for her nakedness, she stood up, ready to run like a panther. That was when she saw the breath suspended in the frost of the night.

      She felt his arm encircling her throat, crushing her windpipe, and her body being dragged against his jacket. The sweet smell of fabric softener mixed with the sour scent of anger clouded her nostrils. With one last bout of adrenaline, she jabbed her elbow backwards, thrusting it deep and hard into his solar plexus. A gasp of wind escaped his mouth as he loosened his grip, and she was free.

      She screamed and ran. Banging and crashing into granite, leaping over frozen stones and low kerbs, she tumbled, still screaming, down the slope towards the light. Almost there. She heard his booted footsteps gaining on her.

      No, please God, no. She had to get off this path. Veering to her left, zigzagging, she was almost at the wall when the ground disappeared beneath her. Down she fell, six feet into the cavern, stones and clods of clay tumbling with her.

      Excruciating pain shot up her leg, and an agonised scream exploded from her mouth. She knew that the sound she’d heard had not been the breaking of timber but the bone in her left leg shattering with the fall. Biting hard into her knuckles, she tried to be silent. Surely he couldn’t find her here, could he?

      But as she looked up at the night sky with its twinkling stars heralding further frost, his face appeared at the edge of the hole. All semblance of hope disappeared as the first clatter of clay fell onto her upturned face.

      And as she cried, big salty tears mingling with the dirt, she understood with terrible clarity that she was going to die in someone else’s grave.
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      Lottie Parker woke to the sound of a child crying. She opened one eye and squinted at the digital clock: 5.30 a.m.

      ‘Oh no, Louis. It’s the middle of the night,’ she moaned.

      Her grandson, at just over four and a half months old, had yet to sleep for longer than two hours straight. Throwing back the duvet, she went to the bedroom next to hers. The night light cast a shadowy hue over her sleeping twenty-year-old daughter. Katie had a pillow over her head, the duvet rising and falling in rhythm with her breathing. Louis stopped crying when Lottie lifted him from his cot. She fetched a nappy and a bottle of formula from the bedside cabinet and left her daughter to her dreams.

      Back in her own room, she changed Louis, nestled him into her arms and fed him. She felt the baby’s heart beating against her breast. There was something so soothing and at the same time so grounding about it. Adam would have loved him. Her heart constricted when she thought of her husband, dead over four years now. Cancer. The void left after his passing refused to be filled.

      She feathered her grandson’s soft dark hair with a kiss, and as the baby twisted, pushing the bottle out of his mouth, Lottie winced with the pain in her upper back. She knew she couldn’t afford to be off work. Even though things in Ragmullin were unbearably quiet at the moment, it wouldn’t stay that way for long.

      She winded her little grandson and he smiled up at her. She smiled back.

      A good omen for the day ahead.

      She hoped.
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      Mollie Hunter settled into her seat. She placed her laptop bag on the table, then rolled up her cotton scarf, scrunched it against the window and rested her head. Her eyelids slid closed, blocking out the impending breakthrough of dawn. Earbuds pumped soft music into her ears, muting the shuffling of her fellow commuters. As the train shunted out of Ragmullin station, she fell back into the sleep she’d risen from just thirty minutes earlier.

      Her dreams resurfaced with the rhythm of the wheels, and unconsciously, she smiled.

      ‘What’s so funny?’

      Mollie heard the question through the haze of sleep, and opened one eye. She hadn’t noticed anyone sit down opposite her. But he was there. Again. The second morning in a row he had ignored other empty seats and occupied that one. Straight across from her. Slowly she closed her eyes again, determined to ignore him. Not that he was bad-looking. He appeared to be fairly ordinary, though his mouth wore a smug grin. He was maybe a little older than her twenty-five years. A mental image flared behind her closed eyes and she found herself awakening fully and staring at him.

      Who the hell was he?

      ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

      The cheek of him! There was an unwritten protocol on the six a.m. commuter service. No one annoyed anyone else. They were all in the same predicament. Up at all hours, half asleep, coffee hastily prepared and poured into travel mugs. Phones, earbuds, laptops and Kindles the only accessories of this tribe. So why the hell couldn’t he shut up and let her sleep? Once they reached Maynooth, the carriage would begin to fill up and she could ignore him totally. For now, though, she couldn’t.

      His eyes were a cool blue. His hair was concealed under a knitted beanie. His fingernails were clean. Manicured? She wondered for a moment if he was a teacher. Or maybe a civil servant or a banker. She couldn’t tell whether there was a suit jacket or a sweater under his heavy padded jacket, but she knew from previous mornings that he wore jeans. Blue, with an ironed crease down the centre of the legs. God, who did that any more? His mother? But he looked a little old to be still living with his mother. A wife, then? No ring. Why was she even thinking about it? A tremor of unease shook her shoulders, and immediately she felt afraid of him.

      Closing her eyes, she allowed the music to invade her consciousness and the chug of the train to comfort her, hoping for sleep to help her through the next hour and ten minutes. And then she felt his foot touch her boot. Her eyes flew open and she drew back her leg as if scalded.

      ‘What the hell?’ she croaked. The first words she’d uttered since awakening that morning.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, his eyes piercing blue darts. His foot didn’t move.

      And Mollie knew by the tone of his voice that he was anything but sorry.

      [image: ]

      He looked kind of cute, Grace thought. The way he bugged the woman who just wanted to sleep. She couldn’t help smiling at him. He didn’t notice her. No one did. But she didn’t care. She really didn’t.

      She curled her fingers in her childish-looking mittens and shrugged her shoulders up to her ears, wishing she could pretend to sleep. But she was never any good at pretending. What you see is what you get. That was what her mum always said about her. And now she was stuck living with her brother for a month. Not that he was around too often. Thank God, because he was awfully fussy.

      She looked down at the empty seat beside her to make sure her bag was still there. No one ever sat beside her until it was standing room only. I’m not going to bite you, she wanted to say, but she never did. She just smiled her gap-toothed smile and nodded. A nod usually put them at ease. You’d think I was a serial killer, the way some of them look at me, she thought. She couldn’t help her anxious fidgeting, and she didn’t care about what anyone thought, one way or the other.

      I am me, she wanted to shout.

      She remained tight-lipped.
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      ‘Chloe and Sean! Do I have to make myself hoarse every single morning? Up! Now!’

      Lottie turned away from the stairs and shook her head. It was getting worse rather than better. At least next week they would be on mid-term break and she could escape to work without ripped vocal cords.

      She unloaded the washing machine. The laundry basket was still half full, so she threw in another load and switched on the machine, then lugged the damp clothes to the dryer. At one time, her mother, Rose Fitzpatrick, used to do a little housework for her, but that relationship was more strained than ever before, and now Rose was feeling poorly.

      Sipping a cup of coffee, Lottie allowed it to soothe her nerves. She swallowed three painkillers and tried to massage her back where the stab wound was doing its best to heal. Putting the physical injuries aside, she knew the emotional scars were embedded on her psyche forever. As she gazed out at the frosty morning, she wondered if she should fetch a sweater to keep out the cold. She was wearing a black T-shirt with long sleeves, frayed at the cuffs, and a pair of black skinny jeans. She’d dumped her trusty Uggs last week and was wearing Katie’s flat-soled black leather ankle boots.

      ‘Here, Mother,’ said Chloe, strolling into the kitchen. ‘I think you might need this today.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Lottie took the blue hoodie from her seventeen-year-old daughter. She noticed that Chloe was wearing pale foundation and a smoky eyeshadow with thick black mascara. Her blonde hair was tied up in a knot on top of her head.

      ‘You know you’re not allowed to wear make-up to school.’

      ‘I do. And I’m not.’ Chloe fetched a box of cornflakes and began shovelling them into her mouth.

      ‘And that’s lip gloss. Come on. You don’t want to get into trouble.’

      ‘I won’t. It’s not make-up. Just a soft sheen to protect my skin from the cold air,’ Chloe said, picking cornflake crumbs off her sticky lips.

      Lottie shook her head. Too early for an argument. She rinsed her mug under the tap. ‘I’m just warning you in case the teachers notice.’

      ‘Right!’ Chloe said and turned up her nose. So like her father, Lottie thought.

      ‘I worry about you.’

      ‘Stop fussing. I’m fine.’ Chloe picked up her rucksack and headed for the door.

      ‘I can give you a lift if you like.’

      ‘I’ll walk, thanks.’

      The front door shut loudly. Lottie wasn’t at all convinced her daughter was fine. Being called Mother still rankled. It grated on her nerves, and Chloe knew it. That was why she did it. Only in times of extreme tenderness did she call Lottie Mum.

      ‘I’d love a pancake,’ Sean said, entering the kitchen holding out his school tie.

      ‘Sean, what age are you?’ Lottie looped the tie round her neck and began making a knot.

      He looked out from under his eyelashes. ‘I can’t wait to be fifteen in April. Maybe then you might stop treating me like a kid.’

      ‘I’ve shown you countless times how to knot your tie.’ She handed it back.

      ‘Dad never learned how to do it. I remember you always making the knot for him.’

      Lottie smiled wistfully. ‘You’re right. And I’m sorry, but I haven’t time to make pancakes. You’ve been watching too many American TV shows.’ She flicked his hair out of his eyes and squeezed his shoulder. ‘See you later. Be good at school.’

      She zipped up her hoodie, grabbed her bag and coat and escaped towards the front door.

      ‘Any chance of a lift?’ Sean said.

      ‘If you hurry up.’

      She waited as he took a tub of yoghurt from the fridge and a spoon from a drawer.

      Picking up his bag, he said, ‘I’m ready when you are.’

      Lottie shouted up the stairs. ‘See you later, Katie. Give Louis a goodbye kiss from me.’ Then, without waiting for her eldest child to reply, she followed her son out the door.

      Just another normal morning in the Parker household.
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      The train stopped at the university town of Maynooth. No one disembarked. Not unusual for the first Ragmullin to Dublin commuter train of the morning. No, the college students would crowd the seven a.m. train. The platform was full, though. Coffee steamed in the frosty air and commuters shuffled towards each other for warmth and seats as they boarded.

      Mollie hoped the man sitting opposite her would get out. But she wasn’t going to be that lucky. Like the other mornings, he was travelling to Dublin.

      With his arms folded and his face turned to the window, she studied him again. Though his eyes were averted, she could feel them on her. Yuck, she thought with a shiver. Rubbing her hands up and down her arms, she tried to ward off the cold. But the feeling was something more than the open doors breathing in the outside air. The chill was emanating from the man sitting across from her.

      She watched as he slowly turned away from the window and smiled. Thin pink lips turned up at the corners without the smile reaching his chill blue eyes with their dark pinprick pupils.

      ‘Did you study at Maynooth University?’ he asked.

      His voice cut a shard into her heart. He sounded different from when he’d spoken earlier. Enquiring yet accusing. Gulping, she shook her head.

      ‘What college did you attend?’ he probed.

      She really should tell him to bugger off. It was none of his business. Hell, she didn’t know who he was. He didn’t know her. Or did he? Furrowing her brow, she squinted at him. Was there anything vaguely familiar about him? No, she concluded. Nothing.

      ‘Cat got your tongue?’ That smile again. A smile that wasn’t a smile at all.

      Biting the inside of her mouth, she wished she could get off the damn train. As far away from him as possible. You’re being irrational, her inner voice warned. He’s just being friendly. Making conversation. But no one made conversation on the early-morning commute.

      Wanting to move away, she looked around, but the train was filling up and she might have to stand. She glanced across the aisle and caught the eye of a young woman sitting beside the opposite window. There was a spare seat beside her. Should she move over there? Would it appear odd given that there was still an empty place right next to her? But she didn’t know the man, so what did she care?

      Pulling her black laptop bag towards her chest, she stood, grabbing her scarf before it hit the floor. She edged into the aisle and plonked herself down beside the young woman. But even as she exhaled with relief, she felt the cold air dissipate, to be replaced by the heat of an unspoken anger.

      Blindly she stared straight ahead, hoping the girl wouldn’t try to strike up a conversation. No such luck.

      ‘My name’s Grace, what’s yours?’ The young woman flashed a gap-toothed smile.

      Mollie groaned and scrunched her eyes tightly shut. It was definitely one of those mornings.

      [image: ]

      Two rows down, the man snuggled his chin into his scarf. He’d watched the young woman get up from opposite the annoying chatty man and sit over beside the gap-toothed girl. He knew it was a good thing that she was on edge. The guy had distracted her. Made her fearful. He smiled into the wool of the scarf. She was playing straight into his hands.

      If that other bitch hadn’t escaped, he wouldn’t have need for her. But he always liked to be one step ahead of himself. His mother used to say that.

      The thought of his mother caused his smile to slip, and he shoved his hands deeper into his pockets as the trembling began to shake his joints. It was cold, and the heat was always hit and miss on the train, but now he felt certifiably freezing. Shaking his head, he tried to dislodge the image of his mother and replace it with the girl gripping her laptop to her chest. She’d kept her jacket buttoned up and he wondered what she was wearing beneath it. Did she change her clothes when she arrived at work? He knew a lot about her, but he didn’t know what she did once she walked through the doors of the nondescript office building on Townsend Street.

      The train stopped and started at all the fiddly suburban stations and the carriage warmed up considerably with the pressing crowd. The aisle was now full of people clutching bags and phones, the air clogged with the smell of feet and body odour. It was so crowded that he could no longer see her. He closed his eyes, conjured her up from memory and touched her straight dark hair with an imaginary finger, all the while stroking himself through the pocket of his coat. He couldn’t wait much longer. This evening he would see her again.

      The train swayed and chugged, speeded up and then slowed down as it entered Dublin’s Connolly station. An air of anticipation rose with the heated breath of the passengers as they readied themselves to disembark. He’d have a long day ahead thinking about her, waiting for her. But it would be worth it. Come 6.30 this evening, she would be his.
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      At the garda station, Detective Inspector Lottie Parker climbed the stairs and made her way down the corridor. Her refurbished office was to the rear of the general area. The last piece of the puzzle that had involved three years of renovations and extensions. It even had a door that shut properly. But she couldn’t get used to it, so she sat down at her old desk in the main office. Detective Sergeant Mark Boyd was seated opposite her in the cluttered space he shared with Detectives Larry Kirby and Maria Lynch.

      ‘I can use it if you don’t want to,’ he said with a wink, indicating the empty office behind her.

      ‘Not on your life,’ she said. ‘It’s good to retreat in there when I want; to close the door and scream in peace.’

      ‘You scream out here most of the time. We’re immune to your outbursts.’ He lined pages up in a file and shut it.

      ‘What did you say, Boyd?’

      ‘I’m only expressing out loud what we’re all thinking,’ he muttered under his breath.

      ‘I know when I’m not wanted.’ She picked up her well-worn leather handbag, shrugged it onto her shoulder and marched into her new office, closing the door behind her.

      At her desk, she tapped the keyboard and the computer pinged into life. She opened the page she had been viewing the day before, clicked and zoomed up the photograph of twenty-five-year-old Elizabeth Byrne. Not officially classed as missing because it was too soon. But it was a calm week in Ragmullin, so she’d tasked Boyd with taking a cursory look into Elizabeth’s suspected disappearance.

      Crooking her chin in her hand, she studied the portrait picture, stared into the shining eyes of the young woman and wondered at the sheen on the auburn hair swept up behind her ear and hanging seductively across one brown eye. Instinctively her hand flew up to her own matted tresses. She needed a colour and cut. Payday was a week away, but she still couldn’t afford the eighty-plus euros it would cost.

      ‘Anything else you want me to do regarding Elizabeth Byrne?’ Boyd stood half inside, half outside the door.

      ‘I don’t bite,’ she said, trying to keep the smile from her lips.

      ‘Really? I thought that was you sharpening your teeth a few moments ago.’

      ‘Don’t be a smartarse, Boyd. Come in and sit down.’

      He closed the door and sat on the grey fabric chair, which she had strategically placed at an angle, ensuring he couldn’t see what she was doing. Which wasn’t a whole lot, if she was honest.

      ‘Get anything from CCTV?’ she asked.

      Rustling through the file on his knee, Boyd scanned his eyes over a page then placed a black-and-white image in front of her.

      ‘You know it’s not official,’ he said.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘It’s not yet forty-eight hours.’

      She nodded. ‘Just tell me what you’ve got so far.’

      ‘What has you so cranky this morning?’

      ‘Boyd! Just tell me what I’m damn well looking at.’

      He scrunched his shoulders and leaned over the desk. ‘That’s a screenshot of the CCTV from the train station. Taken as she purchased her weekly ticket, Monday morning at 5.55 a.m., before getting on the commuter train to Dublin. She works in the Financial Services Centre, an administrator at a German bank. According to her colleagues, she was there all day and clocked out at 16.25 in order to get the 17.10 train back to Ragmullin. I asked a friend in Store Street garda station to help. He trawled footage from Connolly station CCTV but as yet he hasn’t come across her.’

      ‘Cameras on each platform?’

      ‘Mainly on the DART lines. Other than that, they’re focused on the general concourse and ticket offices.’

      ‘Damn.’

      ‘That’s mild coming from you.’

      ‘I’m cutting down on swearing. Katie says baby Louis will pick up on it.’

      ‘Ah, for Jaysus’ sake,’ Boyd laughed. ‘Any sign of her going back to college?’

      ‘What do you think?’ Lottie shook her head. ‘She’s hell-bent on heading off to New York to meet up with Tom Rickard, Louis’ grandfather.’

      ‘That might be a good thing.’

      Mulling over Boyd’s words, Lottie was reminded of the trauma her family had suffered the previous year with the death of Rickard’s only child, Jason, Katie’s boyfriend. A few months later, Katie, then nineteen years old, had discovered she was pregnant with Jason’s baby. She’d deferred her college course, and now all her time was consumed with caring for her son.

      Lottie had to admit that little Louis was a great tonic for the rest of the family. Chloe and Sean doted on him. But Katie was struggling, while stubbornly refusing all the help Lottie offered. She’d secured a passport for Louis, and was adamant she was heading to New York. There was still the conversation to be had about the cost. Tonight, maybe. Maybe not.

      ‘A trip away might benefit her,’ she said. ‘But I’m not sure.’

      ‘You’re afraid she won’t want to come home. Is that it?’ he said, seriousness furrowing his brow.

      She watched as he leaned back and folded his arms over his pressed blue shirt and immaculate navy tie. His greying hair was cut short as usual, and his leanness verged on being too thin, but not quite. Mid forties suited him better than it suited her, she had to admit. She liked sparring with Boyd and she knew he liked her, but her life was too complicated to embark on anything serious.

      ‘I’m not sure about anything with regards to my children,’ she said.

      ‘One day at a time, eh?’

      ‘Sure.’ She picked up the CCTV image before Boyd began asking awkward questions. ‘A twenty-five-year-old disappears without trace from the 17.10 Dublin to Ragmullin train on Monday evening. Are we positive she actually boarded that train?’

      ‘She was a regular commuter. I talked to a few people leaving the station yesterday evening. Most said they saw her but then weren’t sure of the day, but two people swear she was on it. They remembered her standing in the aisle before she secured a seat after Maynooth. Neither of those witnesses can tell us anything further, though, because they both disembarked at the next station, Enfield.’

      Lottie said, ‘But Elizabeth never arrived home.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Maybe she got off at Enfield too.’

      ‘Enfield station CCTV confirms she did not.’

      ‘So back to Ragmullin station. You have a CCTV image of her that morning. What about the evening?’

      ‘All the cameras are focused on either the ticket desk or the car park. But we know she has no car so she must have walked to the station Monday morning.’

      ‘She might have stayed on the train and ended up somewhere else.’

      Boyd shook his head. ‘I’ve checked with all the stations up to and including Sligo, where the train terminates, and there’s no evidence she was on it other than the witnesses who think they saw her before Enfield.’

      ‘The media will be calling this “the girl who disappeared from the train”.’ She printed off the photograph and handed it to Boyd. ‘Tell me what you see.’

      ‘A young woman. Hair cut to her shoulders. A scattering of freckles across her nose. Dark brown eyes and full lips. Can I say she’s pretty?’

      ‘Boyd! I’m asking about her personality.’ She shook her head in exasperation.

      ‘It’s just a photograph. I’m not a psychic.’

      ‘Try.’

      He sighed. ‘She looks sensible enough. No nose or eyebrow piercings. No visible tattoos, though it is only a head shot. Eyes appear clear and bright. Probably no drug use.’

      ‘That’s what I thought. Anything show up on her social media accounts?’

      ‘Nothing since Sunday night.’

      ‘What did that say?’

      ‘Just a Facebook post with a GIF of a drowned-looking cat and the caption “Don’t tell me tomorrow is Monday. Just don’t.”’

      ‘Do you think she did a runner?’

      ‘She lives at home and her mother says all her stuff is still in her room.’

      Standing up, Lottie grabbed her jacket and bag. ‘Come on. Let’s have a look round her house and see if we can find out anything.’

      ‘It’s not yet forty-eight hours.’

      ‘Are you a parrot? You keep repeating yourself.’

      ‘Elizabeth is an adult. I think you’re being a bit premature about this.’

      ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, stop whingeing. Better this than being out in the freezing cold chasing boy racers or trying to get information about illegal bare-knuckle fights.’

      ‘God help me,’ he muttered.

      She opened the door and looked back over her shoulder as Boyd slowly rose to his feet and joined her. Catching his soapy scent as he passed, she had to stop her hand from reaching out to his. She couldn’t do anything that might compromise the contented truce they were experiencing at the moment.

      ‘Why the sour puss?’ he asked.

      ‘None of your business,’ she said with a smile, and marched through the main office, leaving the jangle of cooling radiators in her wake. In the corridor, she walked straight into Superintendent Corrigan.

      ‘I was just coming to get you,’ he said. ‘My office. Now.’

      Staring after his bulk, Lottie stood open-mouthed. She’d been good recently. Hadn’t she?

      ‘What did you do now?’ Boyd said, retreating to his office.

      ‘Nothing. I hope.’ She crossed her fingers as she took off down the corridor after Corrigan.

      

      ‘Sit down, Parker. You know it makes me nervous looking at you hopping from foot to foot.’

      ‘I’m not …’ Lottie clamped her mouth shut, folded her jacket over her arm and did as her boss commanded.

      Superintendent Corrigan pulled his chair into his desk. With his belly suitably comfortable, he tapped a pen on the wood and looked up at her. She stifled a gasp as she noticed the worsening state of his eye. Last summer he’d sported a patch over it, and before Christmas he had declared it better. Better than what, no one asked, but now she thought it looked to have deteriorated considerably.

      ‘Will you stop staring at my eye,’ he said, rubbing it viciously, making it tear up and redden further.

      ‘Sorry, sir.’

      ‘Well, actually, it’s one of the reasons I called you in.’ He paused. ‘I had to visit another specialist. He didn’t like it. Sent me for a scan. Found a bastard of a tumour sitting on the optic nerve. And …’ His voice cracked and he stood up. She watched him walk to the window. Shit, this was bad news. And she felt there was worse to come.

      ‘I’m going to have to take a break from duty.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Will you stop saying sorry? It’s not your fault. One of the only things, I might add, that isn’t your fault around here.’ He turned around and she saw how much it was annoying him to have to leave work. ‘I’ve contacted head office and they’re sending a temporary replacement. No need for interviews or any of that feckin’ shite.’

      ‘Really? I thought it was obligatory to hold interviews for replacements, even short-term ones.’

      ‘I’ve no feckin’ idea how short or long my absence will be. My concern is focused on getting this bastard tumour out of my head.’

      ‘I understand. Sorry, sir.’

      ‘Jesus, will you give it up?’

      ‘Sor—’ Lottie stopped herself before she said it again. If they weren’t holding interviews, shouldn’t she get the temporary job of superintendent?

      ‘And before you say another word, you are not going to be my replacement. Apparently your reputation for ballsing things up has reached people higher than me. Much as I try to keep our investigations local.’ He took a breath before continuing. ‘And how are you feeling since you returned to duty? Better, I hope.’

      He wasn’t just talking about her physical health. The injury she’d suffered at the hands of a killer had been the catalyst for astonishing revelations about Lottie’s family history. Revelations she still couldn’t deal with.

      ‘I’m fine, sir. A month at home nearly sent me loopy, but I feel grand now.’ She crossed her fingers that he wouldn’t dig any deeper.

      ‘That’s good.’

      ‘Who is deputising for you, sir? Anyone I know?’

      ‘Detective Inspector David McMahon.’

      Lottie shot out of her chair, dropping her jacket and bag to the floor. ‘You can’t be serious. McMahon! Holy Mother of Jesus, give me a break.’ She just about stopped herself stamping her foot like an unruly child. ‘If he arrives here, I’m leaving.’

      ‘You’re going to do what he says, and you’re going to say nothing. Walk the feckin’ line. Do you hear me?’

      ‘Sir, you can’t let this happen. I’ll be the laughing stock of the district. It’s preposterous to have an outsider from Dublin coming to deputise for you when I’m already here. It’s uncalled for. It’s … it’s—’

      ‘It’s done. No more can be said about it.’ Corrigan turned to look out of the window again. ‘I hope you won’t let me down. I expect you to behave.’

      ‘I’m not five, sir.’

      He spun round. ‘Well in all honesty, at times you make me wonder.’

      Lottie picked up her belongings from the floor. What was she going to do now? This was a disaster. She paused at the door. ‘I hope your surgery will be successful, sir. And I promise I’ll try to be good while you’re gone.’

      ‘Now you definitely sound like a five-year-old. But thanks. And please make McMahon feel welcome,’ he added. ‘Even though we both know he is an arsehole.’

      Outside in the corridor, she leaned against the cool wall. McMahon. What had she done to deserve this? She needed to get out of the station and mull over the implications of the bad news.

      She shrugged her jacket on and went in search of Boyd.
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      Boyd hurried through the station and out the front door, but Lottie wasn’t so lucky. A commotion at the reception desk warned her to keep going, but curiosity caused her to have a quick look just as the young woman who was shouting turned to face her.

      ‘You there! You seem like someone who will listen to me. Can I talk to you for a minute?’ The young woman had voluminous blonde hair with black roots, piled high on her head. Massive hooped earrings hung from her ears, and a child sucking his thumb rested in the crook of her arm.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Lottie asked, silently cursing herself for not being quick enough to disappear after Boyd.

      In skin-tight jeans and knee-high black leather boots the woman strode towards her.

      ‘That dope behind the counter won’t take down what I’m saying. Will you tell her to write it down? I know once it’s written you have to investigate it.’

      Pointing to the wooden bench inside the front door, Lottie indicated for the woman to sit. She nodded knowingly to Garda Gilly O’Donoghue, who must have drawn the short straw for reception duty.

      ‘What’s your name?’ Lottie sat beside the woman.

      ‘My name has got nothing to do with anything. I just want to report what I heard, but no one will listen to me!’

      ‘I’m happy to listen to what you have to tell me. But if you want me to take you seriously, I need to know your name and address.’ Lottie extracted a notebook and pen from her bag.

      ‘If I tell you that, you definitely won’t believe me.’ The woman folded her arms tightly around the child.

      ‘Try me.’

      ‘Right then. Let’s see how unprejudiced you are. My name is Bridie McWard, and I live on the traveller site.’

      ‘Okay, Bridie,’ Lottie said calmly. ‘What did you want to tell me?’

      The young woman shifted uneasily on the hard seat, seemingly disconcerted that Lottie was prepared to listen.

      ‘Little Tommy is cutting a tooth, see, and wakes up every hour on the hour. And Monday night, he was really bad. The tooth is just out, but all weekend he was a little hoor. Sorry. Don’t suppose you’d know about a screaming baby?’

      ‘You’d be wrong there. Go on.’

      ‘Like I said, Monday night, he was a nightmare. I’d got up to him maybe three times, and that was when I heard it.’

      ‘Heard what?’

      ‘The screaming. Like I told that ditsy madam over there.’ She pointed at Garda O’Donoghue.

      Lottie smiled to herself. Bridie was a mile out in her conclusion. Gilly O’Donoghue was one of the brighter young guards at the station.

      ‘Go on,’ she said.

      Bridie glanced at her. ‘You know where the site is? The temporary accommodation. Temporary my arse. It’s been there this twenty-five years. I was born there, and Mammy lived in a caravan on the site all her life, before the wee houses were even built. Reared eight of us, she did, until she had to go into the nursing home. I’m the youngest. Now we have the house. Temporary? No way. Anyway, I live right next door to the graveyard.’

      ‘I know it,’ Lottie said. She frequented the cemetery to visit Adam’s grave, though not as often as she used to. She should go over soon and leave some red roses for Valentine’s Day. Adam would probably turn in his grave laughing at her. They’d never bothered with Valentine’s Day when he was alive.

      Bridie continued talking. ‘There’s a high wall between the houses and the graveyard. And Monday night – well, it was really Tuesday morning – I heard screaming coming from beyond the wall. I thought the dead had risen up to haunt us. It was like a banshee. Mammy told me she heard it once, years ago. I grabbed Tommy out of his cot and turned to wake Paddy, my husband. Except Paddy wasn’t there. He does that sometimes. Goes visiting friends and forgets to come home. I know he would’ve told me I was a stupid woman and to go back to sleep, but how was I supposed to go back to sleep with Tommy awake and someone screaming in the graveyard? Scared shitless I was. Still am, to tell you the truth.’ She bit her lip and bowed her head, as if it was a crime to be afraid.

      Lottie paused, pen mid-air; the only sound was little Tommy sucking hard on his thumb.

      ‘You heard a scream?’

      ‘You believe me, Guard, don’t you?’

      ‘I’m Detective Inspector Parker, and yes, Bridie, I do believe you heard something. But I don’t know what. Why didn’t you come in yesterday to report this?’

      ‘Had to go to the social, didn’t I? To sign on.’

      ‘Right. What time on Monday night did you hear this screaming?’

      ‘I just knew it. You don’t believe me.’ Bridie jumped up. ‘The minute I said where I lived and mentioned the social. You think I’m just one of them time-wasters. Well, Missus High-and-Mighty Detective, you can think what you like. I’m educated. I got my Leaving Cert and a job. Then I got married, had Tommy and gave up work. So I had to sign on.’

      ‘Sit down, Bridie.’ Lottie waited a beat as Bridie slumped back onto the bench. ‘You’re reaching that conclusion about me possibly because of the way you’ve been treated in the past. But I do believe you.’ She watched the young woman running fingers loaded with gold rings through her son’s hair, biting her lip. Deciding what to say next?

      ‘I couldn’t see anything,’ Bridie said eventually. ‘Our windows are right up next to the wall. But the screams, they weren’t that far away. Just over the other side somewhere. It was a woman. I’m sure of it. It’s usually so quiet at night. Unless there’s a row on the site, or ambulance sirens wailing into the hospital. But Monday night it was frosty and silent. Then I heard those screams. It was 3.15 on the clock. I remember seeing the red numbers when I got up with Tommy.’

      ‘How long did the screams last?’ Lottie had already decided that Bridie had heard teenagers acting the maggot, running through the graves for kicks and frightening the shite out of themselves in the process.

      ‘Not long. A short burst, followed by silence again.’

      ‘And it was definitely a woman?’

      ‘Yeah. Are you going to go out there and take a look?’

      ‘I’ll send someone to scout around. Don’t be worrying. It was probably just teenagers playing around.’

      ‘Don’t send just anyone. You go. I’d trust you to look properly. And I’ve heard kids there before. This was different. This was real terror.’

      With a sigh, Lottie put her notebook into her bag. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

      ‘Promise me. Then I’ll know.’

      ‘Know what?’

      ‘If you promise me you’ll look yourself, I’ll believe you.’ Bridie’s wide eyes were pleading.

      ‘Okay, okay. I’ll take a look myself. But it’s now Wednesday, so I can’t see what good it will do.’

      ‘I’ll feel better. And I’ll know Tommy is safe. Promise?’

      ‘I promise.’ Lottie thought of crossing her fingers to cover a lie, but didn’t. Bridie’s sincerity had resonated with her, and she wanted to do what the young woman asked.

      ‘There’s a funeral later this morning. You’d want to get in before that.’

      ‘I’ll go as soon as I can.’

      ‘Thank you, Missus Detective. The minute I laid eyes on you, I knew you were a lady.’

      Bridie bundled up her son, and with a squeak of her leather boots, she was out the door and gone.

      ‘Now you’re a lady?’ Gilly laughed.

      ‘Could have fooled me,’ Lottie said.
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      Lottie told Boyd to park outside the cemetery wall, under the CCTV camera. It was trained on one spot, a warning to potential car burglars to move further down the road. The old iron gates through which you could drive were locked with a clumpy chain.

      She walked through the side gate, Boyd trotting beside her. The cemetery was eerily quiet.

      ‘They believe in banshees, don’t they?’ Boyd said.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The travellers. They believe in curses and fairies and all that shite.’

      ‘And you don’t?’ Lottie walked swiftly, glancing around for any sign of a screaming woman, almost two days after Bridie McWard had heard the sound. She briefly wondered if it had anything to do with the missing Elizabeth Byrne, but dismissed that notion as ridiculous.

      Halfway down the slope, she stopped as a man wearing a yellow workman’s jacket stepped out from behind a tree.

      ‘Can I help you at all?’ He had a spade in one hand and shears in the other.

      ‘Jesus, you scared me half to death,’ Lottie said.

      ‘Sorry, missus. You look lost. Bernard Fahy is the name. Cemetery caretaker.’ He moved the shears under his armpit and thrust out a grubby hand. ‘Are you looking for any grave in particular?’

      ‘Detective Inspector Lottie Parker, and this is Detective Boyd.’

      Lottie’s hand came away covered with clay. Looking into the caretaker’s yellow-hued face, she noticed that the whites of his eyes were similarly coloured. ‘Have there been any disturbances round here lately?’

      ‘Disturbances? Oh, now I get it. That nosy biddy from the traveller site was on to you, whingeing about banshees screaming in the night.’ His laugh was loud and shrill, startling the birds in the bare tree above his head. They fluttered their wings and flew up as one giant black cloud into the cool blue sky. ‘Bridie’s as mad as old Queenie, her mother. And she’s a McWard too. Into all that old witch shite. Know what I mean?’

      ‘Did you investigate Bridie’s claims about the screams?’ Lottie rubbed her hands together so that she wouldn’t get frostbite standing in the freezing air.

      ‘If I was to look into everything reported by that lot living over there, I wouldn’t get a single grave dug and you’d have unburied corpses in coffins lined up along with the rubbish at the main gate.’

      ‘You’re telling me you didn’t investigate it?’

      ‘Dead right I didn’t. Isn’t that what I just said?’

      Lottie shook her head, trying to decipher his cryptic conversation.

      ‘In the last few days, what have you been up to?’ she asked.

      ‘Dug a grave on Monday for old Mrs Green from the town centre. Ninety-one she was. The family were waiting for a grandson to come home from Australia. She’ll be buried today, beside her late husband.’ He pointed down the hill to a mound of clay. ‘It’s been quiet, to tell you the truth. But this time of year, with the freezing cold weather, you can be sure there’ll be a few more kicking the bucket before the week is out.’

      ‘You didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary at all? No cider parties? Teenagers running wild through the graves?’

      ‘In this weather? No, that carry-on is reserved for the summer. Those youngsters are at home drinking their parents’ gin during the winter. Playing computer games or watching Netflix. Too cold for their young skin.’

      As he tugged the shears out from under his arm and back into his hand, Lottie studied Fahy’s stubbled face. Pockmarked from teenage acne, she surmised, wisps of hair snaking out around his ears from underneath a black knitted hat. His eyes were inscrutable. She couldn’t read what was written in them, and she wondered if she really wanted to.

      ‘We’ll have a quick look around if you don’t mind,’ she said.

      ‘Off you go.’ He headed up the way they’d come.

      At the bottom of the incline, Boyd said, ‘I don’t like the look of him.’

      Lottie shrugged and glanced over at the houses in the traveller site behind the high wall. Smoke swirled up, then, as if held by an unseen force of frozen air, petered out in straight lines and back down to earth.

      There was no way Bridie McWard could have seen anything over the wall in daylight, never mind in the dead of night. As she scanned the headstones in the chilly haze, she glimpsed Adam’s granite resting place, on the high ground to her left.

      ‘Isn’t Adam buried up there?’

      She jumped. ‘Jesus, Boyd. For a minute I forgot you were here.’

      ‘Didn’t mean to scare you. But it’s kind of creepy in this weather.’

      ‘Creepy at the best of times.’

      She turned left along the wall, and came to a stop beside the freshly turned clay that Fahy had pointed out. The open grave was covered with slats of timber.

      ‘Mrs Green’s new abode, I presume,’ she said.

      ‘Dermot Green.’ Boyd read the inscription. ‘Died September 2001. Aged eighty years. Yes, I’d say this is where she’ll be going. To rest beside her late husband.’

      ‘You’ll make a good detective someday,’ Lottie said with a laugh.

      Boyd laughed too. The sound appeared to echo back at them, and she shivered.

      Memories of the day Adam had been buried flooded her mind. His body lying in a wooden box with a gold-plated cross on top, interred forever in sacred ground. Dismissing the images, she looked at the area around the Greens’ burial plot. The grass outside the kerbstones was flattened, presumably by Fahy and his workmen as they dug the grave. Lottie made her way slowly along the path, stopping at a grave three up from the Greens’.

      ‘Boyd, look at this.’ She knelt down. ‘Is that blood?’

      Boyd leaned over and they stared at the bead of brownish red staining the white pebbles adorning the burial plot.

      ‘Looks like it.’ He took a plastic evidence bag from his jacket pocket. ‘I’ll get it tested.’

      ‘Do that.’

      Standing up, she glanced all around. Some of the grass here was flattened too. It could be from the frost, or people visiting buried loved ones, or even the caretaker, she supposed. Or was it something else entirely? And why was there that stain that looked like blood within screaming distance of the traveller site?

      She began to think that maybe Bridie McWard hadn’t heard a banshee after all. It seemed more likely that someone had indeed screamed while running through the graveyard early on Tuesday morning.

      Turning back to Boyd, she said, ‘You done yet?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘I don’t like the feeling I’m getting. Let’s have another chat with Mr Friendly.’

      

      The caretaker’s office was just inside the main gate. The windows were criss-crossed with iron cladding and the roof was shaped like one you’d find on an old country church.

      ‘This used to be living quarters at one time,’ Bernard Fahy said.

      He’d divested himself of his workman’s jacket and was shuffling around the small office. He wore a thin jumper under a pair of dungarees at least two sizes too big for him. His hair had probably once been blonde but had turned yellow. From cigarette smoke, Lottie suspected.

      ‘Does anyone live here now?’ She stared at the bare concrete floor, then the cracked walls.

      ‘Not a sinner, except for the poor souls buried six feet beneath us.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Not literally.’ He laughed, the same harsh sound that had earlier scared the birds.

      Lottie felt her skin crawl. She looked up at the tall, thin man. It was hard to tell his age, because his skin was so weather-beaten.

      ‘I’ve been caretaker here for the last fifteen years, and I could tell you a thing or two about what goes on around here. You wouldn’t believe it.’

      ‘I think I would,’ Lottie said. She wasn’t here for reminiscences. She wanted answers. ‘If someone wanted to gain entry to the graveyard at night, is it easy?’

      ‘The main gate is locked, unless a hearse is arriving, but the side gate is left open day and night. And anyone can hop over the wall if they’ve a mind to. There’s a lot of illegal dumping. I work for the council and they won’t listen to me about it. Did you see the mound of black bags out there? Don’t suppose you can do anything?’

      She shook her head. ‘Sorry.’ Opening her bag, she took out Elizabeth Byrne’s photograph. ‘Have you ever seen this young woman?’

      Fahy picked up the photo and ran a dirty fingernail down Elizabeth’s face. ‘Pretty girl. What did she do?’

      ‘She didn’t do anything.’ Lottie pulled the photograph from him and wiped it clear of smudges. ‘We’re trying to locate her.’

      ‘You won’t find her here, unless she’s dead and buried,’ he sniggered.

      ‘Have you seen her?’

      ‘You keep asking the same questions. Must be hard, training to be a guard. No, I never saw that girl before.’ He picked up his jacket. ‘And if you don’t mind, I’ve Mrs Green’s funeral arriving in a few minutes.’

      ‘If you hear anything else from Bridie, or anyone else, please let me know.’ Lottie handed him one of her cards.

      ‘I will. If truth be told, she did rattle me a little with her scary stories. I was beginning to believe them myself.’ He looked up at the diamond-shaped windows, lost in thought, before adding, ‘You sure you don’t want to look into that illegal dumping for me?’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘If I catch who’s doing it, they will be dead and buried,’ Fahy said.

      Lottie pushed Boyd out the door in front of her and strode to the gate.

      ‘He gives me the creeps,’ Boyd said.

      Lottie said, ‘Dead and buried. I hope not.’
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      Boyd started the car, checked his rear-view mirror and prepared to pull out.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ Lottie said, putting her hand on the steering wheel to stop him. ‘There’s the funeral cortège coming up the road. We’d better be respectful and wait until they go in.’

      ‘You’re the boss.’ He switched off the engine.

      She sat back and watched as Fahy unlocked the wrought-iron gates. They swung slowly inwards, and the hearse, containing a simple pine coffin adorned with a spray of lilies, passed through into the cemetery. Eight cars remained outside the gate and parked up on the opposite side of the road.

      A priest in a black coat with a purple stole hanging from his shoulders alighted from the first car. He was slightly crouched, as if there was an invisible weight resting on his shoulders.

      Shit, Lottie thought.

      ‘Is that who I think it is?’ Boyd said.

      ‘Come on,’ she said, ignoring the obvious. Father Joe Burke was back. ‘There’s only a small crowd; we can add to the numbers.’

      ‘We have enough work to be getting on with without gatecrashing a stranger’s funeral.’

      ‘Jesus, Boyd, will you ever shut up?’ Lottie banged the door on his words and followed the group of about thirty people down the hill to Mrs Green’s final resting place.

      ‘This is ridiculous, if you don’t mind me saying so.’ Boyd kept pace with her.

      ‘I do mind. Keep quiet. I want to see what Mr Fahy gets paid to do.’

      ‘He digs a grave then fills it in when the family leaves. You know that. We’re wasting our time here.’

      ‘God give me patience!’ she cried. ‘Go back to the car and wait for me.’

      ‘No need to be so antsy. Now that I’m here, I might as well go with you.’

      She slowed down when the hearse stopped at the end of the narrow roadway. Two undertakers opened the rear door, and the family lined up to receive the coffin. Lottie’s shoulders quivered. She hadn’t attended a burial since Adam’s, except for the interment of her brother’s bones. This was a stranger. Someone she had no connection with. She should be okay. But she wasn’t.

      And there was Father Joe Burke, with his fair hair cut shorter than she remembered, his fringe swept back from his forehead, and his eyes as clear as sapphires. Pulling up the hood of her jacket, she turned away. She wanted to see him, and at the same time she didn’t. You’re such a contradiction, she told herself. Early last year he had been her friend when things had been tough. He’d even helped her with her investigation into the murder of Susan Sullivan. But he’d left Ragmullin crippled with sorrow when he’d discovered the truth about his parentage and she’d thought she’d never see him again. Now he was back. Was that a good thing? She wasn’t at all sure.

      Six men, three on either side, laid the coffin down on the laths of timber that Fahy had placed across the open grave. Another man, in a workman’s jacket, stood beside Fahy. They both moved to the rear of the sad family gathering.

      She watched as a young man in a suit a size too small put the spray of flowers down beside the coffin, on top of the mound of clay. The scent of the lilies was evocative, and she was dragged back once more to the day she had helped lower her husband into the dead earth. Would she ever be free of the memories? They clung to her like a cold sweat.

      With a sprinkling of holy water, Father Joe began the prayers. He was joined in a murmur by the small crowd. Trying to keep her focus off the priest, Lottie found herself wondering about the substance she had found on the pebbles earlier. She was sure it was blood, but it could have come from a child cutting a knee or even one of the workmen as they dug the grave.

      More holy water was sprinkled, then six of the mourners, among them the only two women present, took up the leather ropes either side of the opening, rolled them round their hands, knuckles whitening, and pulled them taut. Fahy stepped forward and slid the timber supports away, and the coffin was held aloft above the gaping six-foot hole.

      A scream broke from the small assembly, then one of the women let go of the rope and sank to her knees. Such grief, Lottie thought. She watched from a distance as Father Joe gripped the distraught woman’s elbow and helped her upright. Fahy and his colleague hurriedly repositioned the timber laths to take the weight of the coffin again.

      The woman cried out once more and Lottie pushed her way through the mourners.

      ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

      ‘Lottie!’ the priest said. He stared at her open-mouthed, as if to ask a question, but the distressed woman began to speak.

      ‘There’s something down there.’ She pointed into the grave, her face as white as the blouse peeking out at the collar of her coat.

      Peering into the space, Lottie saw only clay. ‘What did you see?’

      Fahy shimmied in beside them. ‘Probably a bird, or vermin. Freshly dug graves can attract them. Especially with an old corpse already—’ He stopped as Lottie speared daggers at him with her eyes. ‘Sorry,’ he said.

      ‘That’s my grandfather you’re talking about,’ said a stout man who had wrapped his arm about the shoulders of the stricken woman.

      ‘We’ll take a break,’ Father Joe said with a nod to Lottie, and shepherded the mourners out onto the path, where they huddled at the side of the hearse.

      She sensed Boyd at her shoulder.

      ‘Might be the banshee’s resting place,’ he said.

      ‘Can we have a look?’ she asked Fahy.

      ‘There’s nothing down there,’ he said.

      Lottie turned to the sobbing woman. ‘What exactly did you see?’

      ‘I’m not entirely sure. Maybe I imagined it, but when we pulled on the rope and the coffin was raised up a bit, I thought I saw what looked like skin poking out of the clay at the bottom of the grave. Human flesh. Good God! Could it be my grandad?’ She shook her head wildly. ‘But he’s been dead fifteen years.’

      ‘Stay right here. All of you.’ Lottie marched over to Fahy, who was now standing beside the grave. ‘Can you move the coffin so that I can take a look?’

      ‘What? You’re not going down there, are you?’ Fahy shoved his hands deeper into his pockets.

      ‘I want the coffin moved. Now.’ The caretaker was needling her nerves like an irritating itch.

      ‘This is outrageous,’ he said.

      Boyd edged in between them. ‘I think you’re overreacting, boss. We should let this family bury their loved one.’

      She glared at him before turning back to Fahy. ‘You and your colleague push this coffin out of the way. I want a quick look and then you can get on with the ceremony.’

      With a theatrical sigh, Fahy called to his workmate. Between them they placed an extra piece of timber underneath the wooden casket and slid it away from the grave.

      The air seemed to chill and the sky appeared to darken as Lottie leaned over the edge and peered into the opening.

      ‘Shit,’ she said. ‘Boyd, get SOCOs here. And call Lynch and Kirby. Quickly.’
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      ‘What about my funeral?’ Fahy asked, as Boyd corralled the mourners and Father Joe with the undertakers on the far side of the hearse.

      Lottie squared up to him. ‘Mr Fahy, it’s not your funeral, it’s Mrs Green’s, and I want you and your colleague to join the family over there until I can get a cordon in place.’

      ‘We have to bury her,’ he said.

      ‘And you will. But not right now. I have a strong suspicion that there’s a body in that grave that shouldn’t be there, so I’m asking you to move away.’
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