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      She had to save her children. That was what mothers did. They saved their children.

      When he was smashing his fist into her stomach, her only thought was her babies upstairs. And if she had to save them, she must extricate herself from the murderous relationship. But how? And was it already too late?

      ‘Please, that’s enough,’ she whimpered, struggling up onto her knees. ‘Please, stop.’

      Something caused him to pause. Her helplessness? No. Weakness in others spurred him on.

      Up until now, she had taken the beating in silence. She stared up into his flint-like grey eyes and frowned at the blood dripping from the small cut high in his hairline where she had struck him with the tip of the knife. The cut wasn’t deep. Pity, but it had been enough to cause his explosion of rage. She had no idea where the knife had landed when he’d squeezed her wrist and unfurled her fingers, forcing her to release it.

      He wiped the trickle of blood away before drawing back his arm to land another slap on her face. She cowered, desperately trying to defend herself. Any one of these thumps could be the blow to leave her debilitated, or the one to kill her. Who would protect her children then?

      ‘Please …’ She sheltered her head in cupped hands, hoping her fingers, rather than her head, would take the pressure from his fist.

      ‘And who is going to make me? You? Not a chance in hell. You think I don’t know what you were doing behind my back? I know! I bloody well know every fucking thing about you, and I told you before, you talk to no one. No one. You are mine!’

      He grabbed her by the collar of her white blouse – stained black from the grime on his fists – and hauled her to her feet. She found herself staring at a chest full of curled hair, and unwillingly inhaled his disturbing scent of rage.

      ‘I’m sorry. Truly sorry. Let’s sit and talk it out,’ she whispered, terrified by his insane lies.

      ‘Let’s sit and talk it out,’ he mimicked, pushing her away, squeezing his hands into tightly scrunched-up balls, hiding the long fingers she thought she had loved. That had been her first mistake.

      There never had been any love. Only torture and pain. She’d deluded herself with romantic notions to conceal the torturous hell in which she lived. She now recognised that he was consumed by psychopathic jealousy and a yearning for power, and she was nothing in his presence. A mouse in a trap. Clamped for ever. No escape. She sobbed, but quickly covered up her cries, fully aware that any display of weakness only provoked further violence.

      Leaning against the cupboard for support, she scrabbled around for something, anything, to use as a weapon. But her hands fell to her sides when he stepped into her space and headbutted her.

      She didn’t fall over. She didn’t cry out. She couldn’t wake the children. Then she wondered how they were sleeping through the noise.

      ‘You think I’m stupid?’ he sneered. ‘Skiving off to the shops without my say-so. Talking to all and sundry. I’m not bloody stupid. I know you must have slept with some dirty bollix. I have eyes everywhere. Everywhere, do you hear me? I know that bastard child is not mine. She doesn’t even look like me. You betrayed me.’ Sweat trickled from his temples. ‘Never wanted a daughter anyhow.’

      He turned and landed a punch to her stomach. She sank to her knees. As she fell, he thumped her ribs. ‘I won’t have to listen to her screeching any longer. Job done.’

      She bit her lip so hard, blood trickled down her chin.

      ‘What? What … what have you done to my baby?’

      He laughed, loud and mocking. She realised in that instant that she would never escape him. No matter how long it took, he would eventually kill her.

      He stopped laughing and sneered. ‘She’s gone to fluffy cloud land in the sky, where I won’t have to listen to her squawking and squealing ever again. She wasn’t even mine. Bitch.’

      She dragged herself upright, knees wobbling and hips shuddering with pins and needles. A pit of fear opened up in her chest and she had nothing to douse the flames as they ignited with anger and rage and something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on. A streak of madness had invaded her brain. Had she truly lost her mind?

      She shoved him then, with the full force of her shoulder, dodging his flailing arm, and flew out the door and up the stairs. Into her three-year-old daughter’s room. Rushed to the cot where the child still slept. The pillow from her own bed was in there. On top of her little girl. Whipping it off, she stared into the milky-white face, eyes closed, the tiny butterfly lips stretched in an unnatural grimace. She reached out and touched her daughter’s forehead.

      Cold. Oh God, so cold. Her hand flew backwards as if it had been plunged into ice.

      ‘No, no, no, no …’

      Then she saw the blood. So much blood for one so small.

      She ran to her fifteen-month-old son’s room. She found him lying on top of his Spider-Man duvet, one foot and one arm hanging through the bars of his cot, the way he always slept, starfish-like. She gulped, then held her breath. Pain coursed through every bone and sinew, and her muscles cramped in terror. She waited. She counted.

      In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.

      Relief flooded her veins and she sank to her knees. Her son was breathing. She ran her hand over his forehead and felt the warmth of his skin. She nudged his limbs back into the cot and draped the light duvet around him. He turned over, his breathing steady, dreamless.

      What was she to do?

      He was still downstairs, pacing the kitchen. She heard the soft thump of his feet on the floor, where a few moments earlier she had thought he was about to kill her. He was still going to kill her.

      Her baby girl was dead.

      ‘Oh my God!’ She clamped a hand to her mouth, ran to the bathroom and vomited into the toilet. Blood and water spewed, swirling in the bowl. She returned to her son’s room, her mind a riot of confusion.

      She had to stop him. But how? He had taken her phone. She had no friends. She didn’t know any neighbours. She’d never had a real family. She was alone. With her children. No, that was wrong. With her son, now that her little girl was dead. Her little girl was dead! Maybe she was safer in the arms of the angels, she thought, before vomiting bile on the carpeted floor by her son’s cot.

      Sobbing, she wiped her mouth, fought the rising trauma and grief and flew back to the bathroom. There, she searched the cupboard under the washbasin. Bleach? Could she throw it in his eyes? Would it kill him? She had no idea, but she took the bottle anyway. Opening the mirrored door above the sink, she eyed the toothpaste and brushes. No make-up or pills. He never allowed them. Then her eye fell on his razor. The old-style cut-throat he preferred to use. Dancing with danger, she thought, as she took the blade in her hand. It would have to do.

      Beating down her nausea, and with every creaking muscle and bone in her body screaming in pain, she slowly descended the stairs.

      He was in the kitchen, on his knees, his face a mask of serenity. The red mist of anger, of insanity, had lifted, like it always did after his rages. She had to use this lucid time to convince him to let her go. She paused in the hallway and prayed she could at least save her son.

      She would hold the death of their daughter over him with the cut-throat in her hand. It was the only way to escape.
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      He could not believe what he was hearing. He’d come to the Mireann Stone to cleanse his spirit, here on the side of the sacred hill. Mother Earth. The centre of the country. He held his finger to his lips to silence any sound that might come out.

      The tramp of footsteps. Coming towards him.

      He squinted through the darkness to see two people walking up the hillside, a light like a sabre guiding them. One of them carried something wrapped in a blanket.

      A pink hue skirted the horizon as the morning struggled to overcome the night. He’d spent hours on the hill, part of the ritual he’d hoped would fill him with renewal. He had too much trauma in his soul, too many secrets to hide. He needed release from the anguish that clouded like a shadow all around him.

      He leaned back against the stone, making himself as small as possible while still being able to see them.

      ‘We have to bury her.’ A woman’s voice. High-pitched. Like loud shrieking whispers.

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘We can’t leave her exposed to the elements. We have to put her somewhere. A bit deeper. So the animals won’t … Oh God, I can’t do this.’

      ‘This was your idea, not mine. Do you think I can dig this dry earth with my bare hands?’

      ‘She’s so tiny, and the ground isn’t that hard. We can dig a little. There’s a load of rocks around. We can cover her with them too.’

      It took them over an hour, and the cold light of morning was casting its rays on the mound under the tree when at last they made their way back down the hill.

      He couldn’t believe what he had witnessed, or the voices he’d heard. Voices he knew all too well. He did not want to believe any of it. But he would never forget it.

      Abandoning his ritual and all thoughts of cleansing his spirit, he made his way home, consumed with more darkness than when he’d arrived.

      It was the second day of November, and the souls of the dead were all around him.
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      When Anita Boland’s daughter, Isabel, rang her shortly after the nine o’clock TV news, whispering down the phone, asking her mother to mind the baby at nine the following morning, Anita was annoyed. It was just like Isabel to ask at the last minute. No thought that her mother might have a life, might have something else to be doing – not that she did have anything to be doing, but all the same, it rankled.

      It was 8.57 the next morning when Anita reached the bungalow at Cloughton, eight kilometres from Ragmullin.

      Without locking the car – no one locked anything out here in the countryside – she made her way to the back door, relishing the silence all around. She breathed in the air to fill herself with the freshness of nature, but the stench of slurry rose from the fields and caught in her throat. So much for country living; she preferred town life.

      Opening the door, she immediately felt unnerved, for no good reason.

      She stepped inside.

      The air splintered with the high-pitched cry of a child. The wail was ancillary to the sound of silence. Anita knew her daughter was a terrible fusser and rarely let the child cry. Usually Isabel was all a-flutter through the house – television blaring, washing machine humming or hoover knocking against skirting boards – when she had an appointment in Ragmullin.

      ‘Isabel?’ Anita walked through the utility room.

      No answer, save for the baby’s hysterical cries.

      An icicle of fear skated down Anita’s spine. Her heart beat so wildly she thought it might break free from her chest. With her hand instinctively clutching her throat, she entered the kitchen, and froze.

      Drawers hung from their moorings. The cupboard doors were open, a few pieces of crockery smashed here and there on the floor. The clothes horse lay askew against the wall and one chair was on its side.

      ‘Isabel?’ She called her daughter’s name again, her voice a fearful whisper.

      Was there an intruder in the house? She had to get to her granddaughter. Where the hell was Isabel? Anita tiptoed through the kitchen towards the bedroom from where she’d heard the baby’s cries.

      She had stepped into the room before her eyes registered someone lying on the floor. The overriding smell was metallic, mixed with the foul odour of the baby’s unchanged nappy.

      ‘Isabel, sweetheart.’ Her lips trembled as she took a tentative step towards the figure lying face down.

      Isabel’s short hair was matted with blood. Her pyjamas were torn, the cotton sliced and bloody. Anita raised her eyes to see baby Holly lying on her back in the cot, feet kicking frantically, her empty bottle on the floor. The child turned her head and her screams ceased, as if she’d recognised her grandmother through the wooden bars.

      As she knelt beside her daughter’s body, Anita’s nursing training kicked in. She knew Isabel was dead. Still she laid a finger on her daughter’s cold neck and checked for a pulse. There was nothing.

      ‘Dear God in heaven,’ she cried. Someone had brutally assaulted her Isabel. What if the assailant was still in the house?

      The baby! She had to get little Holly out of here.

      She traipsed through the blood – there was no other way to get to the cot – and lifted the baby girl, feeling the weight of the soiled nappy and the dampness on the Babygro. She clutched the child to her chest, and with a final heartbreaking glance at her beautiful daughter lying slaughtered on the floor, she ran from the room.

      Only when she was out front, by the car, did she let a howl escape her lips, frightening the baby, who joined in her screams.

      A flock of birds startled in the trees rose as one and swept across the sky in a black line of doom.
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      It was a mistake. A huge bloody mistake. Lottie spooned granola soaked in goat’s milk – Katie’s latest fad – down her throat. It stuck there, a big gluey lump.

      Mark Boyd sat across from her, the wide wooden table between them. His cheeks were beginning to fill out, but his illness still shadowed him. The thing that concerned her most was the shroud of melancholy that hung like chain mail on his bony shoulders. The death of his mother hadn’t helped, and he was worried about his sister, Grace, living alone in the west of Ireland, almost two hours’ drive from Ragmullin. Lottie doubted Grace was worried about Boyd and knew for a fact the young woman was doing just fine.

      No, it was the ever-present spectre of cancer that veiled his good humour. The fear that it might return, the damage it might do if it did. All that gave him a haunted look and tormented him even during his sleep. She’d felt his twists and turns and shouts in the dark when he stayed over, which was quite often now, and she didn’t mind that.

      Pushing the half-eaten bowl away, she recognised that what she was feeling had nothing to do with Boyd’s illness – she had plenty of experience coping with sickness. It wasn’t even their disastrous wedding, scuppered by their last case. No. It ran deeper than that. It was this cold, creepy house consumed with the horrors of her past. And she didn’t know how to tell him that the move to Farranstown House had been one big messy mistake.

      Boxes and bags littered every available space, and Lottie wanted to run out the door, across the field and down the hill, to stand on the shore of Lough Cullion and scream her heart out. Why had she moved out here? Leo Belfield, her half-brother in New York, was still wheeling and dealing their affairs, changing his mind and plans as quickly as the Irish weather. She had agreed to move as caretaker into Farranstown House until he decided how he wanted to proceed. He was taking his bloody time. Nothing ever went to plan where Lottie was concerned.

      The turmoil crashing around her brain manifested itself physically and her hands shook. Boyd noticed.

      ‘Penny for them,’ he said.

      ‘Feck’s sake, Boyd, you sound like my mother.’

      She picked up the breakfast dishes and, turning her back to him, brought them to the cracked ceramic sink.

      ‘You should invite Rose over for dinner,’ he said. ‘She’d love to see the progress we’ve made on the house.’

      Whirling around on the ball of her bare foot, Lottie let fly.

      ‘Progress? Jesus, Boyd, look around you. It’s a bloody mess. Everything is everywhere. I can’t think straight, can’t even walk from here to the front door without falling over bags of unpacked clothes, and ladders and paint tins and—’

      ‘You should have hired professionals.’

      ‘With what?’

      ‘Look, Lottie, I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      He rolled down the sleeves of his white shirt and began fastening the cuffs at the wrist, until he realised one button was hanging by a single thread and the other had disappeared altogether.

      A feeling of hopelessness engulfed Lottie. She turned away and wiped down the counter beside the sink with a tea towel, her nails breaking through the thin fabric and scratching against the wood. Crumbs fell to the floor and she heard him fetch the sweeping brush.

      ‘Leave it,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘I’ll do it later.’

      ‘Lighten up.’ He came up behind her and kissed her cheek. It had the desired effect. She relaxed into his body and welcomed his arms around her.

      ‘That’s gross.’ Sean waltzed into the kitchen. ‘Are you not going to work today?’

      ‘Are you not going to school?’ Lottie said.

      ‘Mam! It’s the Easter holidays. What planet are you on?’

      ‘Really?’ Lottie stared at her six-foot-plus son buttering bread and mooching through the refrigerator. Her heart leapt in her ribcage as he closed the door and turned.

      ‘What?’ Sean said.

      ‘Nothing.’ In that split second of movement, her son had transformed into Adam, her dead husband. It was like a spear had split open the core of her heart. Adam hadn’t seen his son grow up. Or his two daughters and little grandson.

      Sean slapped three slices of cheese onto the bread and took a bite. With his mouth full, he said, ‘I’m painting my room today. Want to help out, Mark?’

      ‘Sure,’ Boyd said, ‘but it will have to be this evening. Your mother and I have to work. No Easter holidays for us.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll just spend a few hours on my game and we can paint when you get home.’

      ‘You might be on holidays,’ Lottie said, ‘but you have to study.’

      Sean rolled his eyes and sauntered out, letting the door swing shut behind him.

      She quickly gathered her thoughts. ‘Thanks for saying you’d help him with the painting. He really likes you.’

      A commotion sounded outside the kitchen door before Katie burst in. ‘I swear to God, I’m going to kill Sean Parker one of these days.’

      ‘What’s he done now?’ Lottie said.

      ‘He’s here, isn’t he? In my way everywhere I turn, and I’ve so much to do.’

      ‘Like what?’

      Katie quickly buttered two slices of bread while pouring the remainder of the goat’s milk on a small bowl of cornflakes. ‘I’ve to feed and dress Louis and get him to day care before I head to work. And I’ve hardly time to feed or dress myself. God!’ She folded the bread and with both hands full elbowed the door open. ‘Some of us have to work, you know.’

      ‘Grand Central Station comes to mind,’ Boyd said as the door shut behind Katie.

      ‘Some days I feel like I’m in a scene from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.’

      ‘I better get my stuff, or someone might think I live here.’

      His chair scraped on the concrete floor as he shoved it to the table, and the soft thud of the door was more telling than if he had banged it.

      She was aware he wanted to move in permanently. The sensible thing, she knew. They’d been on the brink of marriage, for God’s sake. But still she stalled. Why?

      Her dilemma was forgotten about when she received the call from the station.
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      Boyd let himself into his apartment, picked up the post from the floor and made his way into the living room. He rolled up the blinds. Light flooded the room. The air smelled stale, but he couldn’t leave the windows open as he’d be out at work all day. A change of shirt was needed. No way could he spend the day with a button hanging off his cuff. He rooted in the wardrobe and took out a blue cotton slim-fit with a matching navy tie around the hanger.

      After a quick shower, he dressed and glanced in the mirror, noting more grey flecked through his hair. He quickly turned away, ignoring the rest of his scrawny visage.

      The night spent at Lottie’s had been enjoyable. He loved being around her kids and little Louis, but he couldn’t deny that Sean was his favourite. They could talk about hurling and cycling and play a few games of FIFA on Sean’s PlayStation. For the first time in ages, Boyd felt he was part of a real family. That made him think of Grace. He needed to give his sister a call. Later. Tonight. Maybe tomorrow. He loved her dearly, but she was hard work at times. Most of the time.

      He whistled as he returned to the living room. Picking up his keys, he cast an eye at the post. He flicked through the envelopes, bemoaning the fact that he had never set up online billing. He paused at the sight of familiar handwriting. Shit. His ex-wife. What could Jackie want from him now? Who wrote letters any more? Email, texts and phone calls had taken over, so it must be something she didn’t want electronically monitored. Knowing her involvement with the criminal world, it could be nothing good.

      He thought of how Jackie had left him to take up with a party-going criminal who could wine and dine her with his illegal income. They had fled to the Costa del Sol. Then a couple of years ago, Jackie had appeared back in Ragmullin when she’d followed her boyfriend after discovering his involvement in sex trafficking. She’d been instrumental in having him arrested but had skipped the country before any charges could be brought against her. Boyd wasn’t even sure charges would have stood, but Jackie had been clever enough to flee.

      Turning the envelope, his fingers hovered over the flap. Open it now and risk a bad mood for the day, or leave it until tonight and suffer it then? He even toyed with the idea of tearing it up and putting it in the trash. Instead, he slipped it into his inside jacket pocket. Later, then.

      As he left his apartment, a little of the zing had left his step.
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      The envelope plopped loudly onto the hall floor.

      Curled up in bed, twenty-seven-year-old Joyce Breslin tugged the sheet to her chin, smoothing down her long hair. Another restless night.

      It was too early for the post. That usually arrived later in the day. But someone had walked up the narrow path and pushed something through her letter box. Even though her thoughts were totally irrational, she felt the follicles on her scalp itch and the hairs on her arms pulse with electricity.

      She flung back the sheets and sat on the edge of the bed. This was madness. Of course it was just the postman.

      But her antenna for danger was on high alert.

      He’d come for her. She just knew it. Flying on shredded wings, torn by her past, she’d fled because she’d been left with no choice but to run. And now she was flightless. Stagnating in this three-bed semi with Nathan, a man she barely loved. The price of freedom had turned into another form of incarceration.

      A shiver coursed through her body like an overflowing river, but the dam had yet to break. She could crest this wave and hopefully make it to the other side. That’s it, be positive. Easy to say, but doing it was a whole other ball game.

      Inhaling deeply, she floundered around on the floor for her fleece and pulled it over her head. On tiptoes she left the bedroom and stood on the landing.

      Not a sound. Her child was still asleep.

      Down the stairs carefully, so as not to put pressure on the creaking fourth-last step, she stepped onto the wooden floor. A soft hint of light bled in through the coloured glass at the top of the door. The heating had yet to kick in and she was suddenly cold. Very cold.

      Another step forward, her eyes open wide, all sleep banished to the night-time horrors that stalked her.

      There it lay. A white envelope. Like a blemish on the polished wood.

      She wondered if she had the strength to even pick it up. To open it. To glance inside. She knew it was bad. Nothing came through the letter box this early in the morning. Nothing good, anyhow. Not for her.

      Bending down, the legs of her satin pyjamas swimming around her bare feet, she reached out, her fingers floating over the envelope as if they might be burned by whatever lay sealed inside.

      She studied it as it lay there. The front was blank. No name. No nothing. Maybe she was imagining it. Was it a mistake? Something for her neighbour, maybe? Something for Nathan? That’s it! She sighed in relief, before deflating again.

      No. She’d felt something ominous was on the way. And she had only herself to blame, having put in motion the actions that had surely led to this.

      With her heart palpitating outrageously, she scooped up the envelope before she changed her mind.

      Tore at the seal. Peered inside.

      Her heart stopped beating for a few seconds and she lost her breath. Then the pace ratcheted up in her chest.

      She upended the envelope.

      A rusted razor blade clinked onto the floor, coming to rest under the radiator, followed by another. Two blades.

      Her hand flew to her throat.

      ‘No,’ she whispered.

      It was a warning. A warning that she had to flee. Take her child and run. Then she saw something else inside. A scrap of paper with a typed address and nothing else on it.

      No! A small scream escaped from her throat.

      They were coming for her. No longer floating out there in the ether of bad memories and haunted nightmares. They were here. And she had brought them back into her life.

      ‘Dear God, help me,’ she whispered to the ceiling.

      Her hands trembled as she picked up one of the blades. She couldn’t find the other and didn’t care either. She stuffed it into the envelope, which she crumpled into her pocket, and took a deep breath.

      Joyce was certain this would be the last day of her life.

      By the end of the day, she would be wishing that was true.
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      Lottie stood on the threshold of the open door, transfixed in horror. She tried to absorb the scene by sweeping her eyes over the room in front of her. Battling her anger, she straightened her spine and threw back her shoulders, physically and mentally transforming into work mode; becoming Detective Inspector Lottie Parker, not the mother, widow, lover, combatant, but the professional detective.

      The victim’s mother, Anita Boland, stood outside, her tears mingling with raindrops, clutching her granddaughter tightly to her chest. Lottie would do her best for Mrs Boland and the baby girl.

      She was glad that SOCOs had placed steel plates on the floor to preserve the bloody shoe prints leading from the bedroom. Similar prints led from where the body lay to the baby’s cot. They more than likely belonged to Mrs Boland, but they had to be preserved and analysed because some of them might be the killer’s.

      Before she moved fully into the bedroom, Lottie stared at a large wedding photo hanging on the wall in the hallway. The husband, Jack Gallagher, was tall and broad-shouldered. His bride, Isabel, only reached his shoulder. Her demeanour was mouse-like, but the hint of a smile added light to her face, and her fair hair glistened in the sunshine glowing behind them.

      Lottie steeled herself before looking at the body.

      Twenty-nine-year-old Isabel Gallagher lay face down on the wooden floor, her white cotton pyjamas now reddish brown in colour, torn and slit with a multitude of cuts. Short fair hair sticky with matted blood, her face invisible for the moment. That was good, wasn’t it? That she didn’t have to look at the woman’s last expression. Enough to know Isabel was dead.

      But what got to her were the pink fluffy bed socks on the woman’s feet. The simple things, the mundane little things, found in a room of horror were what penetrated her professional veneer and broke Lottie’s heart. She imagined Isabel slipping out of bed with her fluffy socks on to keep her feet warm on the cold floor, and now here she was, cold and dead, lying in her own blood.

      Lottie made her way over to Jim McGlynn, SOCO team leader.

      ‘It’s not pretty,’ he said redundantly.

      She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

      A white, wooden-barred cot stood in the corner of the bedroom. The baby had been taken outside by the victim’s mother, but how long had she been left here screaming and crying? Apparently untouched physically, but what damage had been caused psychologically to the little mite? Lottie shook her head to dispel the image.

      ‘I take it Isabel didn’t die quickly,’ she said. There was too much blood pooled on the floor, spread out in an arc away from the body. The pastel wallpaper above and around the bed was spattered with red pearl drops.

      ‘I’ve counted five wounds on her back. I’m not turning her over until the state pathologist gets here.’

      ‘Might be a robbery gone wrong,’ Lottie said. ‘The kitchen is ransacked. Maybe someone thought the house was empty.’

      ‘That’s your job, Inspector.’

      ‘Can you find any evidence of who … did it?’ She clenched her hands, desperately struggling not to choke from the smell of death suspended above the body. It was so intense, she could taste it glued to the back of her throat through her mask. It made her think of her granola breakfast, and she gagged.

      ‘God almighty, give me a chance, woman,’ McGlynn said.

      ‘Any sign of the murder weapon?’ Lottie persisted.

      McGlynn glared. She held his stare. The house hadn’t been fully searched yet. The body was his priority for now. She knew all that, but still …

      ‘The baby,’ she said quietly, ‘was here when … Christ, Jim, this is too horrific even for my strong stomach.’

      The older man glanced towards the empty cot, shaking his head wearily before returning to concentrate on his work. He tried to remain detached from the human side of the crimes he dealt with, assessing things forensically, but sometimes she saw the glimmer of sorrow deep in his green eyes. He had to work up close and personal with the horror.

      Leaving him to his grim task, she sidestepped Gerry, the photographer, and made her way through the bungalow. A wine-coloured faux-leather handbag lay sideways on the kitchen table among the detritus of breakfast dishes and open drawers. She bent over it and peered inside, leafing the flaps open with her gloved fingers. A set of keys, including a car key; a black wallet with a few till receipts sticking out of it. If it was a robbery, wouldn’t the bag have been taken?

      ‘Did you photograph this, Gerry?’

      ‘I did. I’m videoing the house room by room. The kitchen is the only place I can find evidence of disturbance.’ He paused before adding, ‘And the bedroom, of course.’

      ‘Of course. Thanks,’ she added, taking out the wallet.

      No cash or bank cards. Maybe they’d been taken then. A photo of the baby but none of the husband. Everything would be bagged, tagged and analysed later. Like the body. Taking a closer look inside the bag, she spotted the creased spine of a thin paperback peeking out. Mills & Boon. Something about a duke and a commoner. Was Isabel craving romance in her life, finding it only between the covers of a paperback? A Credit Union book showed an account in her husband’s name. Not a joint account, then. Two thousand euros in shares and five thousand outstanding on a loan.

      In a zipped pocket she found a single lipstick, the only cosmetic in the bag. Ruby Passion. This, above everything else, filled her with an intense sense of sadness for the young woman. It would never again be hurriedly swiped across pale lips to add a spring of colour.

      Calling over a SOCO, she asked for all the contents to be bagged as soon as possible, then she scanned the kitchen, taking note of the landline phone on the wall beside the refrigerator. She made a mental note to check the call data with the provider. It was then that she realised she’d seen no sign of Isabel’s phone in her bag, her bedroom or anywhere else. No laptop or computer had been found yet either.

      Outside, she pulled down her hood and shook out her hair. She whipped off the mask and gulped air, unsure how long it would take to rid her lungs of the putrid scent of death.

      Boyd was comforting Anita, the victim’s mother, who was now sitting in the passenger seat of his car, door open, still refusing to leave the scene. Her bare feet were clad in paper booties, her shoes taken away for inspection. Her stylish black leather jacket was unzipped, and the cool breeze fluttered her white cotton blouse. She wore deep blue denim jeans. Late fifties, Lottie thought, and admired the woman’s style. Her own mother wore polyester trousers and knitted jumpers. But at the same time she had to acknowledge that Rose, in her seventies, with short silver hair, carried off her own look.

      As an ambulance with paramedics stood idle, Lottie noticed that the baby was wrapped in a multitude of coats Boyd had gathered from the assembled squad cars. Beneath those, she was clothed in a white forensic suit, the legs dangling downwards. Her clothes had been taken for analysis. Jesus, Lottie thought, I hope the killer didn’t touch her. She was sleeping soundly in her grandmother’s arms. Anita’s clothes would have to be analysed for transference too.

      ‘Take them to the station, Boyd. Get Anita a cup of tea and I’ll appoint a family liaison officer.’

      Anita’s eyes widened like saucers and she climbed out of the car.

      ‘No! I can’t leave my Isabel all alone in that awful house.’ She buried her face in the child’s curls. ‘Have you contacted Jack, her husband? He was at work. Quality Electrical, just outside Ragmullin. He’s an electrician. Oh God, I should have called him. I wasn’t thinking straight,’ she sobbed.

      ‘Don’t worry. We’ve sent for him. He should be here soon.’ She’d sent Detectives Kirby and McKeown to the Quality Electrical premises to bring Jack Gallagher home.

      Anita held the baby tighter. ‘Holly comes with me. God knows what state Jack will be in. I can keep her calm and let him deal with his grief. Please.’

      A wood pigeon cooed in the uppermost branches of the trees that edged the garden, adding an eerie tone to the small gathering.

      Lottie said, ‘It’s okay, Anita, I’ll be here with Isabel. You go with Detective Sergeant Boyd.’ She turned to him. ‘Find someone who can make up a bottle for the baby. And get a paediatrician to look her over.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Anita’s voice trembled, and more tears dragged mascara down her ashen cheeks. She leaned against the car door.

      Lottie put out a hand to support the distraught woman. ‘You need to be strong, for yourself and your granddaughter. Holly, did you say?’

      ‘Yes. Image of my Isabel. She was born on Christmas Day. Isabel wanted to call her Noelle, but Jack insisted on Holly. Truth is, she was so happy the child was healthy, she’d have agreed to any name. She’d had a difficult nine months. Constantly ill. She lost a stone in weight. Poor pet. And now she’s … gone.’

      Anita Boland swayed, and Boyd held her securely, his arm around her shoulders. Lottie’s heart bled for her, thinking of the days and weeks ahead she’d have to endure. Finding her daughter’s body was just the beginning of the trauma.

      As Boyd eased the devastated woman to the car, he looked over his shoulder at Lottie, his eyes telling her he’d got this.

      Once they’d driven off, she walked around the bungalow. It was situated on an isolated piece of land around eight kilometres from Ragmullin, the nearest neighbour over half a kilometre away. It seemed to be an older house in the process of being renovated. The outline of an extension was marked out on the ground to the rear. A cement mixer, unopened bags of cement and a dome of sand stood to one side, and the path around the house was unfinished. Had they run out of money, or changed their plans? A ten-year-old black Volkswagen Golf was parked further down. The drone of a tractor spreading slurry hugged the sky in the distance. She could smell it hanging in the air.

      From the back door she watched the SOCOs working. There was no sign of forced entry and she had no idea if anything was missing from the house, but Isabel’s husband would know more.

      She checked her notes and saw that Jack Gallagher’s boss had confirmed he had arrived at Quality Electrical, on the outskirts of town, at 7.10 a.m. It was now 10.10. Anita Boland had found her daughter’s body and the crying baby just before nine o’clock, when she’d called round to care for baby Holly. Isabel had a 10.15 doctor’s appointment in Ragmullin and Anita said she’d arrived early to allow her daughter time to get ready. Isabel had phoned her last night and again at around seven that morning to remind her. Lottie realised she should have asked Anita if her daughter possessed a mobile phone. She’d ask the husband when he arrived.

      With no obvious sign of a break-in, she thought the door was most likely left unlocked as Isabel was expecting her mother’s arrival. Multiple stab wounds. The baby, unharmed. Someone she knew?

      Lottie made to return inside, but looked up quickly when she heard the screech of brakes on the road and the shift of gravel as a car drew up out front. She hurried around the side of the house, bracing herself to meet the grieving husband.
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      Joyce had just sent a quick text and turned so quickly when she heard the sound at the top of the stairs that she tripped over her pyjama leg and fell backwards, hitting the side of her head against the corner of the radiator.

      ‘Mummy. Are you okay?’

      The little boy rushed down the stairs, his pyjamas half on, half off. He insisted on dressing himself each morning and he was getting better at it, but being only four, he never quite managed.

      ‘Oh Evan, silly Mummy slipped on the floor.’ She hauled herself upright and picked up her son, bear-hugging him. ‘Breakfast first, then I’ll find your clothes for today.’

      ‘Blood, yuck.’

      She noticed the blood on his fingers as he drew away from her. Shit, she’d cut her forehead. There was a red streak on the corner of the hall radiator.

      In the kitchen, she fetched the cereal box and let him tip it into his bowl. She poured the milk herself. Enough mess to cope with for one morning.

      She chewed on the edge of a piece of toast she’d popped out of the toaster before it was hardly warm. Decisions. She swallowed without tasting and searched the laundry basket for a clean work apron. No. Not today. She threw it back into the pile and walked around the table.

      Her son was spooning milky Coco Pops into his mouth while humming to himself, oblivious to her turmoil. The envelope with the blade burned a hole in her fleece pocket. The warning terrified her. But it also strengthened her resolve. She’d have to leave.

      ‘Honey, eat up. I’m dropping you early to day care. I don’t want to be late for work. Okay?’ It was a few hours before she was due at the café, but she needed time to think.

      ‘Okay.’

      Rushing him caused him to upend the bowl. Chocolatey milk swam down his chin and onto his white vest.

      ‘Sorry, Mummy.’

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get your T-shirt.’ She found a clean but creased top. Only the collar would be seen under his sweatshirt. It would do.

      ‘Is Daddy coming home soon?’

      ‘Sure he is, sweetie.’ She pulled off his soiled vest and tugged the clean T-shirt over his head, then rooted around in the basket for his sweatshirt. Dirty.

      ‘Mum, it’s yucky.’

      ‘It’s fine for today. Trust me.’

      ‘Okay.’

      She feathered his hair with a kiss and hugged him tightly. ‘Go watch telly while I get dressed.’

      ‘Sure.’ He sounded a whole lot older than his years.

      Upstairs, she pulled a suitcase out of the closet. Throwing it on the bed, she unzipped it. What could she take? Where would she go? No, this was ridiculous. She needed to think clearly. First she had to drop Evan off.

      She ran a hand through her hair and it came away with a smear of blood. Her damn forehead. In the bathroom, she washed the cut, found a plaster and stuck it on. After brushing her teeth she ran a comb through her long black hair and wondered if she should dye it.

      And what would she tell Nathan? Could she leave without telling him what was going on? He wasn’t due home until later that evening from his driving job on the continent. Why was she so worried? Did she even trust him? After the envelope with the blades this morning, she knew the answer to that question. Joyce trusted no one.

      She pulled on jeans and a black shirt, glancing out the window. What was she looking for? She hardly knew her neighbours on the small estate. Wouldn’t recognise an unusual car. Wouldn’t know if someone was out of place. Someone who might be watching her. Shivering, she picked up her fleece and zipped it on. The envelope in the pocket made her skin crawl. Still, she had to keep it close, a reminder of the danger she and Evan were in.

      What next? First she had to drop off her son. He’d be safe at day care. Lots of little boys and girls to keep him occupied there while she decided what to do.

      Downstairs, she went into the sitting room.

      ‘Ready, sweetheart?’ She waved his jacket.

      Evan wasn’t watching cartoons. He was making a jigsaw puzzle in the corner by the bookcase. Good Morning Ireland was showing the news behind him, the sound low. Crime-scene tape fluttered at the end of a narrow road. Joyce couldn’t hear what the blonde presenter was saying. As she moved towards her son, a road sign flashed up on the screen: Cloughton 1 km.

      She looked around for the remote to turn up the sound.

      The reporter was standing by the crime-scene tape surrounded by shrubs and bushes. ‘Gardaí have yet to confirm the exact nature of their investigation, but a spokesperson told me that a female has been the victim of a serious assault. Locals say that a married couple, Isabel and Jack Gallagher, reside at the property, which is situated up along this road behind me. The house is subject to intense garda activity. More once we have it. Back to you in the studio.’

      Joyce was rooted to the spot.

      She knew why she’d received the envelope with the razor blade.

      She knew who lived in Cloughton.

      And she knew she was next.
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      Kirby and McKeown exited the car.

      ‘Where is he? Jack Gallagher?’ Lottie said.

      ‘He was on a job, fifteen kilometres from here,’ Kirby said. ‘We got his phone number from his boss, Michael Costello. I told him to head home. He’s on his way.’

      ‘Does he know? About his wife?’

      Kirby shrugged. ‘I informed him it was in connection with a break-in, but I’m afraid the media scrum at the end of the road will have broadcast the news by now. He might hear it on his van radio.’

      ‘Shit,’ Lottie said.

      ‘He should be here any minute,’ McKeown said. ‘Uniforms have his licence plate number and they’ll wave him straight through without interference from the media.’

      ‘Wait here for him. Inform me the instant he arrives. And don’t let him into the house.’ She looked over Kirby’s shoulder as another car arrived.

      Out stepped Jane Dore, the state pathologist, dressed in a navy trouser suit, a teal blouse adding a splash of colour. She joined Lottie and suited up in the tent that had been erected at the back door. Another tent was being assembled at the front door, and crime-scene tape delineated inner and outer cordons around the property.

      ‘Isabel Gallagher, aged twenty-nine,’ Lottie informed the diminutive pathologist. ‘Multiple stab wounds to her back. McGlynn’s waiting for you before he turns the body over.’

      ‘I heard her baby was in the room with her,’ Jane said as she fastened her mask and covered her hair with her hood.

      ‘She was found in her cot by her grandmother, who was first on the scene. Baby appears to be unharmed. That’s what we know so far.’

      ‘Let’s get on with it then,’ Jane said.

      Lottie led her inside.

      In the bedroom, Jane greeted the SOCO team leader and assessed the scene. ‘Have you moved her at all, Jim?’

      ‘Just to confirm death.’

      ‘Has a doctor been in attendance?’

      ‘Paramedics were first to arrive,’ Lottie said. ‘They knew straight away that the woman was dead, and the victim’s mother, a nurse, had checked for a pulse.’

      As Jane moved across the steel plates on the parquet floor, the room fell silent. No cameras whirring. Not a breath. Only the swish of the pathologist’s forensic suit.

      Lottie watched as Jane hunkered down and laid a hand softly on the neck of the dead woman.

      ‘I can’t give an accurate indication of time of death yet, but I’d say she’s been dead no longer than four hours, possibly only three. I’ll know more when I examine the body.’

      It was now eleven o’clock. Lottie said, ‘I’ve yet to interview the husband, Jack Gallagher, but it’s been confirmed that he arrived at work at ten past seven this morning. Isabel must have been killed shortly after he left home.’ Anita had found her around nine, which meant she’d died between seven and nine. Hopefully Jane could pin down the time of death more accurately later on.

      Jane said, ‘You can turn her over, Jim.’

      Gently McGlynn eased Isabel’s body onto her side and then onto her back.

      Seeing the woman’s face for the first time, Lottie gasped. ‘Jesus.’

      ‘Haematoma, centre of the forehead,’ Jane said.

      ‘Attacked straight on.’ Lottie shook her head. ‘She saw her attacker.’

      Isabel Gallagher was thin-framed. Her arms, which had been beneath her body, were bony, with what looked like recent bruising. She was a small woman, maybe five two or three. Definitely no match for any sort of assailant, especially one wielding a knife and a heavy object.

      ‘A deep indentation to the throat,’ Jane continued. ‘Possibly the source of the majority of the blood loss. I’d estimate this quickly followed the head injury. The wounds on her back may have occurred post mortem.’ She lifted the pyjama top, and Lottie saw two more wounds sliced into the woman’s torso, along with considerable bruising.

      ‘Those bruises could have been from a struggle,’ she said.

      ‘Or the result of lividity. She died where she fell.’

      ‘What do you think happened?’ Lottie asked.

      ‘Off the record I’d say she was attacked front on, fell, throat cut, flesh sliced, and then flipped over onto her front and stabbed in the back. I need to open her up to tell you anything further.’ Jane glanced at McGlynn. ‘It’s okay to move her to the mortuary once you finish gathering what you can from on or around the body.’ She stood and inclined her head. ‘This is sick.’

      ‘I know,’ Lottie replied.

      ‘Just a minute.’ Jane crouched down again. ‘Tweezers, Jim.’

      Lottie watched as the pathologist peeled back two of the dead woman’s fingers and extracted an object with the steel tweezers. ‘What is it?’

      ‘An old-fashioned razor blade,’ Jane said.

      Jim held out an evidence bag and the pathologist dropped the blade inside.

      ‘Why had she got that in her hand?’ Lottie said, bewildered.

      Jane shrugged. ‘I’ll schedule the post-mortem immediately. We have to find the bastard who did this.’

      Lottie was shocked at the vehemence in her tone. The pathologist was usually professional, distant even, but something about a mother being killed in front of her baby had rattled her.

      Outside, a guttural scream broke through the stillness of the house.

      Jack Gallagher was home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      The navy blue van was parked haphazardly just inside the gate, driver’s door open. Restrained by Kirby and McKeown, Jack Gallagher twisted and turned, his face distorted, eyes wide, mouth gaping. His dark hair flopped about his ears and stuck to his forehead with the perspiration from his exertions.

      He was taller and broader than his wedding photograph suggested. Muscles strained under the cotton of his navy work shirt.

      ‘Let me through,’ he yelled, high-pitched, maniacal. ‘This is my house. My wife and daughter, are they still in there? Someone tell me the truth before I punch my way through.’

      Lottie faced him, shivering from the palpable energy of his anxiety. She hated this part of the job, but she was also angry. It was obvious Gallagher had heard something about his wife’s death. She’d wanted to keep it from him until the last minute in order to gauge his reaction. Too late now. She’d have to change direction.

      ‘Mr Gallagher. Jack. I’m Detective Inspector Lottie Parker. I’m the senior investigating officer. Please try to be calm.’

      ‘What happened?’ His body slumped and the two detectives relaxed their hold on his arms but stayed close to him.

      Lottie straightened her shoulders, on high alert in case he broke free and made a dash into the house. The old adage that it was usually the husband who did it flashed across her mind. She did not want him compromising any evidence they might later find.

      ‘Take a few seconds to catch your breath, and I’ll fill you in,’ she said.

      ‘Is Holly okay? They said Isabel’s dead.’

      ‘Who said that?’

      ‘The vultures down the road. Tell me they’re lying.’

      ‘There’s no easy way to say this, Mr Gallagher, but I’m sorry to tell you your wife is dead.’

      Instead of breaking down in a blubbering heap, he bit his lip and nodded slowly.

      ‘It’s true, so. I worried it might come to this.’ Then, with dark-ringed eyes filled with tears, ‘Please tell me she didn’t take Holly with her. I could never handle that.’

      Confusion thwarted Lottie’s prepared question. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Isabel … well … you know. She was depressed. In an awful way since Holly was born. Before that, too. During the pregnancy.’ He swept his fingers through his unruly fringe, swiping it back to reveal a smooth forehead. ‘Tell me the truth. I need to know what went on in my house. Where is my daughter?’

      ‘Your mother-in-law is caring for her. Holly was unharmed.’

      ‘Thank God for that.’ His body deflated as he sank to his knees. ‘And Isabel? What did she do? I mean, how did she die?’

      Lottie hunkered down in front of him. ‘Mr Gallagher, have you any idea what might have occurred in your house this morning?’

      His head shot up. Eyes sharp. ‘What do you mean?’

      Uneasiness crept into Lottie’s chest. She shouldn’t be having this conversation here; not while he was in this state. She needed to get him to the station. His clothes should be taken and analysed. Fingerprints and DNA. Not that it meant anything. He’d had ample time to wash, and burn his clothing, if he was guilty.

      She stood and offered her hand. He took it and stood.

      ‘Your wife was murdered, Jack. You need to accompany my detectives to Ragmullin garda station.’

      ‘I’m going nowhere until I see Isabel.’ Each word was hammered out with determination, as if he hadn’t heard what she’d said.

      ‘I’m afraid that’s impossible. Your house is a crime scene.’

      ‘Really?’ His lip curled angrily. ‘My wife was ill. Whatever she did, she can’t be accused of a crime. That’s a throwback to the Dark Ages.’

      ‘Mr Gallagher, Isabel was murdered,’ Lottie repeated.

      ‘No. I don’t believe you.’ The angry red of moments ago paled, revealing thin blue veins on his skin. ‘No. No way. How? My baby …’ He doubled over, clutching his chest.

      Shit, Lottie hoped he wasn’t having a heart attack. She’d had enough drama for one morning.

      Then he straightened, waxen-faced, hands trembling. ‘I need to see Holly. Tell me, please. What happened?’

      ‘Holly is fine. Unhurt. Your mother-in-law identified Isabel’s body. There is nothing you can do here. I’d like you to accompany me to the station. It’s just procedure. You won’t be able to return home until my team and SOCOs complete their work. That could take a few days, unfortunately.’

      ‘You’re not serious.’

      ‘I’m afraid I am.’

      ‘I’ll go with you.’ He picked up his jacket from the ground, where it had fallen during his scuffle with Kirby and McKeown.

      ‘Have you someone to stay with? Your parents? Sisters or brothers?’

      ‘My parents are dead. There’s only me.’

      ‘Your mother-in-law?’

      ‘I’ll see what Anita says.’

      She watched as he straightened himself, his eyes glued to the house, where SOCOs were scurrying around. With a resigned sigh, he followed McKeown to the car.

      Lottie took a deep breath, trying to form an impression of Jack Gallagher. He seemed genuinely upset and distraught, but she’d met good actors and liars before. She’d have to be alert during the interview. But this morning, she felt anything but alert. She felt only anger.

      Pointing to Gallagher’s van, she instructed a SOCO to give it the once-over. ‘And see if there’s anything there that could be our murder weapon.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Bubbles Day Care was located in a much more upmarket area than where Joyce lived. But that didn’t worry her. Four walls didn’t make a home. She’d lived in too many loveless abodes to be won over by appearances. But she admired the way the Foleys had converted their large garden into a safe environment for the children they looked after. The day care unit was built onto the house, and the first time she’d checked it out, she’d felt Evan would be safe with Sinéad Foley.

      She glanced at her watch. Her shift at the café didn’t start until twelve, but she knew Sinéad wouldn’t mind taking Evan now.

      ‘Hello, Joyce, you’re early. Hi, Evan, in you go. Hang up your jacket. Your friends are inside.’ Sinéad was motherly and joyful. At thirty-seven years old, she was about ten years older than Joyce.

      ‘You’ve a full house today,’ Joyce said.

      ‘Easter holidays from school, so some of the juniors are here for the next two weeks.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry for arriving early then.’

      ‘Not at all. The more the merrier, as they say.’ Sinéad picked Evan’s jacket up from the floor, where he’d dropped it. ‘What time will you be collecting him?’

      Rocking from one foot to the other, Joyce contemplated the decisions she must make. Hard decisions. For now, she wanted everything to appear normal. ‘Possibly a little earlier than usual. Is that okay?’

      ‘Perfect. See you then.’

      ‘Can I give him a hug before I go?’

      ‘Evan, give your mum a hug.’

      Joyce thought she might cry as her son dropped the toy he was playing with and ran into her arms.

      ‘Love you,’ he whispered into her ear.

      She kissed him and held him tight before releasing him. ‘Love you too, squirt.’

      He ran back to the melee of children and picked up the dropped toy. An action hero figure. She wished that she had a superpower. Then she could hold on to her son for ever and fly away, far away from all the trouble that had hounded her life.

      She walked back to her car, and sat in, her head thumping. She should call Nathan, but he’d be still driving and probably wouldn’t answer the phone. Anyhow, she couldn’t tell him the truth. She couldn’t tell him anything, full stop. She bit her thumbnail down to the quick until it bled. What could she do?

      She had to run. She knew that.

      Otherwise she would be killed.

      And maybe Evan would be killed too.
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      After watching McKeown drive off with Gallagher, Lottie turned to Kirby.

      ‘What do you make of him?’

      ‘Not sure, to be honest.’ Kirby took a cigar from his pocket and scratched his head through his unruly curls. ‘Do you suspect him?’

      ‘I’m reserving my opinion until I interview him.’

      Kirby walked with her to the boundary wall and lit the cigar. After taking a drag, he topped it and returned it to his pocket. ‘He seemed genuinely upset. He’s a big strong bloke. Took two of us to hold him back. He could have killed his wife, but he was at work.’

      ‘Check that out. We don’t have time of death yet, but just make sure he was where he said he was. We also need to know if anything has been stolen. Gallagher will have to give us an inventory, and I need to know if they kept cash or valuables inside. But looking around here, it doesn’t seem like they had much.’

      ‘Something’s bothering you, isn’t it?’ Kirby could read her almost as well as Boyd could.

      ‘I don’t think it’s a burglary gone wrong. Her handbag is still on the table. And if it was some random psycho or drug-fuelled murderer, why leave the baby alive? There was so much violence inflicted on Isabel; why not kill the baby too, unless Isabel was the sole target?’

      ‘We need to discover all we can about Isabel Gallagher.’

      ‘Yeah. I wonder did Jack know Anita was due to arrive to babysit?’

      ‘What difference would that make?’

      ‘Just thinking out loud. I’m heading back to the station to get what I can from him.’

      ‘You think it was him, don’t you?’

      Lottie shrugged and tugged her sleeves down over her hands. ‘All I know is that the excessive violence points to someone who lost control. That person could still be out there. God knows where they’ll strike next. That’s what scares me the most, Kirby. If it’s not a domestic act of violence, then someone else could be in danger.’

      

      Lottie flung her coat and bag on her desk and picked up the report McKeown had hastily compiled on the morning’s events. Then she updated Superintendent Deborah Farrell, who officially appointed her as senior investigating officer. After briefing the super, she went to interview the victim’s husband.

      Walking along the corridor, her head down, thinking of all she had to organise, she bumped into Boyd.

      ‘Anita Boland, Isabel’s mother, is feeding the baby in Interview Room 1,’ he said.

      She gawped at him. ‘Jesus, Boyd, could you not find somewhere more comfortable for them?’

      ‘It was the best I could do at short notice. Mrs Boland wanted to return to her own house with the child, but forensics needed samples from her and the baby and I had to wait for the doctor to examine the little one before I could bring them home.’ He tucked his jacket under his arm and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt.

      ‘Was everything okay with the baby?’

      ‘Yeah. Doc said she’d be fine once she got a bottle into her. No physical injuries.’

      ‘In the greater scheme of things, that’s a godsend.’ Glancing through the scant paperwork in her hand, she added, ‘Do you want to sit in on Jack Gallagher’s interview?’

      ‘I wouldn’t mind giving him the once-over to see what he’s made of.’

      She eyed Boyd from under her lashes, noticing the tense line of his jaw and the irritating tap of his shoe on the floor. She’d have to keep a tight rein on him in the interview. ‘Jack Gallagher was at work when his wife was killed.’

      ‘Is that confirmed?’ he said.

      ‘Not officially, but Kirby’s checking. Jane is prioritising the post-mortem and will inform me when she’s ready to start. Once that’s done, we should have a better idea of time of death. According to Jane, it could be within the two-hour period before Isabel’s body was discovered.’

      ‘Doesn’t let the grieving husband off the hook, does it? Let’s see what he has to say for himself.’ Boyd pushed away from the wall and went to head down the corridor.

      She put out a hand. Drew him back. Looked into his angry brown eyes. ‘Boyd, relax. This man has just found out his wife was killed in front of their baby. We need to go easy on him.’

      ‘But what if he was the one who killed her?’ He walked on ahead of her down the stairs.

      They were both letting their emotions run riot. Not a good combination for interrogating a grieving man who, for the moment, they had to treat as a suspect. She considered calling McKeown to replace Boyd at the table, but she decided Boyd was professional enough to park his preconceptions outside the door. He could control his feelings possibly better than she could.

      

      The interview room was tiny, and the refurbishment budget had not extended to new furniture. Lottie eased in behind the old wooden desk and pushed her chair up against the wall, making room for Boyd to sit beside her. The old chair squeaked and rattled as she moved it. Hopefully it wouldn’t collapse.

      Once Boyd had set the recording to begin, with Gallagher’s approval – it was a fact-gathering chat after all – and finished the introductions, she lifted her head. Before she could say a word, Gallagher spoke.

      ‘What are you doing to find the bastard who killed my wife?’ He ran calloused knuckles across reddened eyes. ‘Tell me, please.’

      Lottie felt her heart lurch in sympathy with the broken man sitting across from her.

      ‘We have our technical personnel at your home, going over everything meticulously. No stone will be left unturned until we find out who did this.’ She cringed as the clichés dripped from her lips, but what else could she tell him?

      ‘I can guarantee you, if you leave anything unturned, I’ll turn it myself.’ He paused, then his lip drooped. ‘I heard she was stabbed. My lovely quiet Isabel who wouldn’t hurt a fly, stabbed! Why? Why do that to a poor defenceless woman?’

      ‘We will find out, I assure you.’

      ‘And what about my baby? She definitely wasn’t hurt, was she?’

      ‘A doctor has examined her. She’s fine. You can see her soon. But we need information from you now, to help us advance our investigation.’

      He stared at her, tears lingering in his eyes, trapped on his long lashes. She had to admit he cut a very sad figure. Gone was the aggressive manner with which he had appeared at the house earlier; gone was the fight from his hands as they lay limp on the table.

      ‘I don’t know why I have to be here. I want to see Holly.’

      ‘In due course,’ Lottie said. ‘I have to build up a picture in order to discover what happened to your wife.’

      ‘I heard she was mutilated.’ The ease of his tone belied the harshness of his words. He gritted his teeth, spouting spittle as he spoke. ‘Stabbed over and over. You’re wasting my time and yours by having me in here when you should be out there searching for her killer.’

      Lottie nudged Boyd’s elbow. ‘Would you mind getting Mr Gallagher a cup of tea?’

      ‘Sugar? Milk?’ Boyd stood.

      ‘Whatever,’ Gallagher said, and sank into the uncomfortable chair.

      Boyd left the room. Lottie leaned towards Gallagher. ‘I have the best team working on this investigation, but you have to talk to us. Please, Jack. There might be something you can tell us that will help us find Isabel’s killer. Even something seemingly insignificant might provide us with a clue. We’ll start when Detective Sergeant Boyd returns with your tea.’

      ‘I don’t want bloody tea. I want my daughter.’

      Boyd arrived with a paper cup of milky tea from the vending machine. Gallagher slurped the tepid liquid, swallowed noisily and set down the cup.

      ‘Tell me about Isabel,’ Lottie began.

      ‘What?’ He looked up with watery eyes, his eyebrows clenched in a frown.

      ‘How did you meet?’

      ‘She worked in the office.’

      ‘What office?’

      ‘Quality Electrical. I’m an electrician. She used to work in the office.’

      ‘What was her role there?’

      ‘General dogsbody, if you ask me. That twat Michael Costello made her do everything from fetching his coffee to taking notes while he looked at her legs. She was really sad in that job.’

      Lottie noted his choice of words. Wouldn’t one say unhappy rather than sad? She let it pass.

      ‘Why did she leave?’

      ‘It was awkward, what with me on the books and her in the office. Do you understand?’

      She didn’t, but she supposed in a warped sort of way it had made sense to Isabel and Jack.

      ‘She left the job after you got married?’

      ‘No, a year before that. When we started going out.’

      ‘Did she find another job after that?’

      ‘A few hours a week at Bubbles Day Care.’

      ‘The Foley place?’ That was where Katie sent Louis, Lottie thought.

      ‘Yeah. Passed the time for her, but then she started to get really ill with the pregnancy. About three or four months before Holly was born.’

      ‘Was she working anywhere outside the home at the time of her death?’

      Gallagher grimaced. ‘No. She’d just had a baby, for fuck’s sake.’

      ‘What was she like as a wife and mother?’

      ‘She was a good mother.’

      ‘And as a wife?’

      He scrunched up his lips and gave a slight shake of his head. ‘She was my angel. But she had her ups and downs. Isabel was a little complicated.’

      ‘How?’

      He sighed before answering. ‘I don’t see what this has to do with you catching her killer.’

      ‘Anything, no matter how inconsequential it might seem, could turn out to be crucial.’ Lottie clasped her hands on the table and listened to Boyd scribble in his notebook, keeping her gaze firmly on Jack Gallagher, who closed his eyes and rubbed them with rough fingers. When he took his hands away, red creases circled his eye sockets.

      ‘What can I say that will help you?’ He shrugged. ‘I wasn’t even at home when she …’

      Lottie found it difficult to handle emotional men, and Jack Gallagher was fighting a battle to keep his emotions in check.

      ‘This morning, what time did you leave for work?’

      ‘The usual. Ten to seven.’

      ‘Did you lock the door when you left the house?’

      ‘No need to lock it when Isabel is there.’

      ‘How was she when you were leaving?’

      ‘Same as usual. A little grumpy. You know what women are like.’ He threw an eye to Boyd for support, but found none there.

      ‘Why was she grumpy?’ Lottie asked.

      ‘You know. Woman things. Things she wouldn’t tell me about. It was a tough labour and birth. Twenty-two hours, and Holly was eventually born just as they were prepping Isabel for a C-section. I know it’s been over three months, but she’s been like a witch since Holly arrived. This morning she wanted me to feed Holly. Said she was exhausted. But I had to get to work.’

      ‘She had an appointment at ten fifteen, didn’t she?’

      ‘Did she? She never told me that. Who was the appointment with?’

      ‘Her doctor, according to Anita.’ Lottie flicked the few miserable pages in the file, then closed it again.

      As if registering the fact for the first time, Gallagher asked, ‘Why was Anita at our house this morning?’

      ‘To babysit Holly. How do you get on with your mother-in-law?’

      ‘She’s good for Isabel. Helps her out around the house and with Holly now and again. But I don’t think she likes me.’ He ran his hand across his sweaty brow and sniffed. ‘I’m not good enough for her precious daughter. She gives out that I’m not doing as much as I should. With the house, the baby. Every blasted thing. Jesus Christ, I work every hour God gives to save for the extension. Nothing I do will ever be good enough for Anita Boland.’

      ‘You’re finding it hard to finance the extension, are you?’

      ‘I’m doing it bit by bit. I refurbished the kitchen. Just need to hire a JCB to dig the foundations to add another room.’

      ‘Okay.’ Lottie wondered if the Gallaghers were in debt. Money was a murder motivator. ‘Do you have a bank loan?’

      ‘No. I need to save first and then they might lend me something.’

      ‘Credit Union loan?’ She remembered the book in Isabel’s handbag.

      ‘Yeah. A few thousand. For the kitchen. Repayments are all up to date.’

      ‘And you plan to do the work yourself?’

      ‘There’s a man who helps me out. Kevin Doran.’

      Lottie made a note of the name. ‘Is he a builder?’

      ‘More like a handyman.’

      ‘Has he been at your house recently?’

      ‘Not for a few weeks, I think.’

      ‘I’ll need his contact details.’ Lottie took down the number Gallagher recited from his phone. ‘Is he local? Do you have his address?’

      ‘I don’t know. He just turns up when I need him.’ Jack pocketed his phone then stared at Lottie. ‘You don’t think he could have done this, do you?’

      ‘Do you?’

      ‘If he touched her, I’ll kill him myself.’

      ‘I’ll talk to him.’ She could do without a grieving husband getting involved. ‘Now, tell me, how were you and Isabel getting on?’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      ‘I’m trying to get a full picture of your relationship, to see what might have motivated someone to kill your wife.’ Lottie blew out a soft breath. ‘How was your marriage?’

      ‘My marriage has nothing to do with this … this monster that killed my wife.’

      ‘Everything has to do with her death, until we can eliminate whatever it is that has nothing to do with it.’

      He leaned into the wooden chair with the stuffing coming out of the seat and stared at the ceiling. When he lowered his head, he was crying softly.

      ‘Me and Isabel, we loved each other straight away. We clicked. Oh, we had our rows, but doesn’t everybody? We married after a year of dating, and I set about renovating the house for her. She couldn’t wait until I refurbished the kitchen. She wanted everything modern and streamlined. She loved cooking, though that changed a bit after having Holly. I’ve a well-paid job, but I’m not making enough to do all she wanted. It led to a couple of rows when I pared back her plans. But she seemed to lose interest in it once she was pregnant, and even more so after Holly arrived.’

      ‘Was she diagnosed with post-partum depression?’

      ‘She wasn’t diagnosed with anything, as far as I know.’

      ‘Was she on any medication?’

      ‘She’s not into pills for this and that. Didn’t even want an epidural, though in the end she took it.’

      ‘And she saw her doctor regularly after Holly’s birth?’

      ‘Only for the baby’s vaccines and check-up. I’m sure there was nothing medically wrong with Isabel, Inspector. Holly wasn’t sleeping through the night and Isabel was tired all the time, which was understandable. Nothing a good feed wouldn’t fix. When she had a mind to cook, that is.’

      Between the lines, Lottie was getting the impression that all had not been well in the Gallagher household.

      ‘I see the way you’re looking at me,’ he said, ‘and I don’t like it. I did not kill my wife. I love … loved her. I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do without her. Can I see my baby now?’

      ‘In a few minutes. We need to have a word with Anita. In the meantime, can you provide me with a list of Isabel’s friends?’

      He twisted his large hands into each other. ‘She hadn’t any … many friends. Kept to herself. Too busy with Holly to be going out anywhere.’

      ‘I couldn’t find her mobile phone. Do you know where it might be?’

      ‘She didn’t have one. Too expensive. Used the landline when she needed to make a call.’
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