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Author Note


While this book is fictional, Magdalene Laundries and mother and baby homes did exist, in my home country and elsewhere. With Our Blessing draws on the real-life accounts given by women who went through such institutions. However, the religious order mentioned in this book and the remote rural village named Kilcross in Limerick are inventions of my imagination and not intended to resemble any real-life people or places.


*


The following are just some of the books, programmes and websites I used for research during the writing of With Our Blessing:


Banished Babies: The Secret History of Ireland’s Baby Export Business by Mike Milotte


The Light in the Window by June Goulding


The Lost Child of Philomena Lee: A Mother, Her Son, and a Fifty-Year Search by Martin Sixsmith


Sex in a Cold Climate directed by Steve Humphries for Testimony Films, Channel 4


Justice for Magdalenes (JFM Research) can be found at www.magdalenelaundries.com


www.adoptionrightsalliance.com/








 


1975


Her whole body shook as the adrenalin coursed through it. Sweat glistened on each unclothed patch of skin and relief from the pain washed over her like a wave. She knew, instinctively, that the physical ache would return between her legs and in the depths of her stomach but for now, in this instant, she was distracted by the little pink bundle and its continuous pitched wail.


‘Let me hold my baby. Please. I think it’s hungry.’


Her voice was plaintive, pleading.


The labour had been long and arduous. Fourteen hours of contractions with nothing to take the edge off and only harsh, scornful words from the woman meant to assist.


None of that mattered now. This baby had sprung from her womb, healthy and vital. She had created this miracle. It was the best thing she had ever done.


It didn’t matter how the child had been conceived. The seed was nothing; it was the growing and nurturing that mattered. This small bundle of innocence, with tiny perfect hands and dainty poking feet, red mouth open like a hungry chick’s and darting blue eyes – how could anybody blame it for anything?


‘Please, please let me hold my baby.’


The mother tried to sit up, reaching out as the nun wrapped the newborn in a pristine white towel.


The movement in the bed alerted the sister.


She turned to look at the mother, lifting the baby so that all the young woman could see from her bedridden position was the back of its head. She could still hear the keening, though. The baby wanted the warmth of its mother’s body, the sound of her heartbeat, the smell of her skin and her milk.


The nun raised a disdainful eyebrow.


‘Do you really think I’m going to let you hold this precious gift from God? Do you really think Our Lord would allow you to keep this child? You, a whore?’


She spat the words.


With a curt nod to the sister by the bedside who had come to replace her, the nun turned and swept out of the room.


Sheer panic gripped the mother.


‘Wait. My baby,’ she choked, her heart racing. She tried to get up but, weak and dizzy, fell back.


There was a moment’s silence.


Then she started to scream hysterically. The sound drowned out the wailing of the baby and the echo of sharp footsteps receding down the corridor.


It broke the heart of the nun left to tend to the woman. She ceased trying to wipe the perspiration from the mother’s brow.


‘My baby!’ the new mother implored, every ounce of colour drained from her face, her eyes wide with fear and disbelief. Then, overtaken by a primal reaction, she used every last ounce of her strength to raise her exhausted body and swing her legs to the floor. The sound that came from her throat was guttural.


She would get her baby back.


The young woman was possessed of a determination that was more powerful than anything she’d ever felt, but the nun beside her was physically stronger and hadn’t been weakened by hours of labour.


She put her arms around the mother in both a comforting and restraining way, and they struggled.


‘Don’t. Please don’t. You knew this would happen. There’s nothing we can do.’ The nun’s voice broke on the last sentence.


The woman fought against her some more before collapsing back with a small cry. She looked at the nun, aghast.


‘But it’s my baby.’ Her voice was now a haunted whisper, incredulous. She was in shock but she also knew, in her head if not her heart, that she was defeated. She had known this was going to happen.


Great shuddering sobs spilled from her throat and the nun held her tightly but gently, hot tears welling in her own eyes.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said to the mother, over and over. ‘I’m sorry this is happening to you. She will answer for her sins. I promise you.’


The desolate woman heard the nun through a fog of pain.


She collapsed back on the bed, turned over and stared at the white metal bars of the empty cot beside her.


‘Was it a boy or a girl?’ she whispered.


The nun told her.


The mother responded with a heartbroken sigh.


Hours ticked by, but the woman didn’t move. Not when they washed her, nor when they wheeled the bare cot out and left her staring at the wall and the table of medical instruments.


She heard none of the compassionate words mumbled by the nun. She didn’t taste or swallow the water that was held to her lips. The smell of the clinical disinfectant being mopped over the floor didn’t reach her nose.


She lay there, feeling nothing, seeing nothing.


It was six hours before the madness came.


The return of the physical pain was nothing compared to the fury and the anguish that consumed her.


The light faded. The nun ordered to watch her fell asleep.


The woman in the bed wrapped her arms around herself. She began to rock. Then she began to whisper, over and over.


‘I hate her. I hate her.’


The words filled the void. They were a comfort, a mantra to replace what had been taken from her. Her body lay empty under the coarse blanket. Her arms clasped herself, not her baby.


All she had now was grief and loathing.








 


2010


I am frightened. I keep thinking I can hear sounds. Doors banging. Footsteps.


The kitchen is a Christmas wonderland, with aromas of cinnamon and nutmeg. On the counter is a tray of storybook gingerbread men lined up to cool, delicate icing dotted down their fronts. Beside the tray is a red muslin basket of spiced buns, sugar frosted. It’s early December and soon there’ll be a Christmas tree in the corner, twinkling with lights and home-made ornaments from years past.


It’s cold and the air smells of snow. I shiver and close the back door gently, shutting out the frost.


I cross the room, pausing at the kitchen door.


The wind has risen, shaking the window frame, and my hand trembles in concert with the old glass.


I steady myself. Close my eyes. Remember not to let fear get the better of me.


For years, I’ve been haunted by the feeling that someone is coming for me. I’ve a vivid imagination. Some might say I’m paranoid.


They haven’t lived my life.


I open the door.


There’s nothing in the well-lit entrance hall. Nobody up when they shouldn’t be. No bogeyman ready to pounce.


Relief.


The kitchen door is heavy and crashes shut behind me as I cross the threshold, making a God-awful noise. I nearly leap out of my skin, my hand flying to my mouth.


It’s a minute before I can breathe again. No one else seems to have heard; I’ve only scared myself.


I know it’s important to let yourself be afraid. I learned the taste of fear early. It’s a friend. Terror makes you alert.


I move across the hall, quietly, straining to hear if anyone else is active in the house.


There’s a small walnut table just to the right of the door I’m approaching, a large vase of white lilies at its centre. Their smell is intoxicating, pungent, used for centuries to mask the stench of death.


The door leads to a corridor lined with stone alcoves. In each one sits a candle, lit earlier or later in the day depending on the season. The last person up, and it’s always the same person, blows them out before the weary trip to bed.


The routine is the same. Step, step, step. Blow. A lick of the fingers and a hiss of the wick for good measure. All the way to the end. A lonely task.


I sense a movement to my left and whip my head round to see what it is, chest constricting.


It’s nothing. The shadows of tree branches twisting in the wind, caught in the stained-glass window.


An involuntary laugh escapes my lips, breaking the tension. Not every sound is for me; not every shadow is the enemy. Even as I think it, I relax, the knots in my shoulders easing.


I’m at the door now. To my right is the light switch for the corridor. Buzzing fluorescent tubes overhead provide a guiding light back to the hall once the candles are extinguished.


I flick it. In the last few months the old-fashioned fuse box has been acting up, unexpectedly plunging the corridor into darkness. It’s nerve-racking on a moonless night, but the trick is to leave a candle lit and use that to get back.


To the left of the door is an old coat rack, heaving with long winter garments. It’s so wide and deep, an adult could hide in it and not be seen, head to toe.


As I stand by it, my imagination gets the better of me again. I wonder, is someone hiding there now?


I reach in tentatively and move my hands through the coats. I’m ready to snatch my arm out, petrified that someone will grab me by the wrist and pull me in, a cry dying on my lips before it has time to erupt.


There’s nothing there.


I hear a noise. This time it’s real and it’s close. Footsteps are coming my way. I shudder as skeletal fingers crawl along my spine.


I dive into the coats, heart racing.


The door opens.


A woman steps into the hall. I can see her profile through the damp-smelling clothes.


My mouth is dry and I’m filled with dread.


It’s actually happening.


Can she see me?


Her face is hard. Fearsome. Ever sneering. She’s the one I’m afraid of.


For a second I think she has seen me. Every muscle in my body seizes with terror.


Then she turns away from me, places the last burning candle on the table. She raises her hand to the light switch to turn it off. She thinks the fuse has blown again and doesn’t want the switch to be on when it’s replaced.


Her hand freezes. The switch is off, but she knows she flicked it on before entering the corridor.


I step out of the coats, as silent as the grave. While she is standing there, puzzlement turning to unease, I raise the heavy torch I’m carrying.


Her body starts to quiver ever so slightly. She has sensed my presence but doesn’t turn around. Maybe she thinks if she can’t see me, I don’t exist.


I do exist.


I bring the weapon down with just enough force. Not too hard, not too soft. I’m like Goldilocks and the three bears. My blow is just right.


It cracks against the back of her skull. Her right arm flails, her left twitches.


Too late, I see her trailing arm hit the vase on the table. It smashes against the wall with an explosion that sounds to me like thunder and a siren all going off at once.


Shards of glass explode in all directions as she collapses to the ground.


I’ve no time to react. No time to clean. I must move now.


I pocket the torch and hook my hands under her armpits.


There’s barely a moment to savour what has just happened. All that watching and waiting. Over a year’s planning.


Revenge.


I don’t know if it’s the Christmas spices in the air but it’s true what they say.


Revenge is sweet. And I’m not done yet.








Day One


Friday, 10 December








Chapter 1


He was dreaming. He knew this, even though in his imaginings he was actually up and getting dressed, albeit in that sleepy, sluggish way of dreams. It was his day off and he was going to get the papers, breathing in the sharp winter air on the pleasant fifteen-minute walk to Castleknock village. No hurry. Maybe pick up some Danish pastries. He and Louise could light a fire in the old-fashioned grate in their bedroom and curl up under the duvet.


Louise. She was calling him now. ‘Tom. Tom. TOM!’


He opened his eyes. Actually opened them this time.


His wife was leaning over him, her long brown hair tickling his cheek, amused brown eyes peering into his barely opened green ones.


‘Calling Detective Inspector Tom Reynolds. Time to wake up, love. Do you fall asleep at night or slip into a coma?’


She wafted a mug under his nose. His slightly crooked nose, which she had decided early in their relationship was his most endearing feature, because it gave a manly unevenness to his handsome face.


He smelled coffee. Steaming and rich, strong wonderful coffee.


‘For me?’ he croaked, rubbing his eyes. He pulled himself up into a sitting position, running a hand through his thick, once black, now greying hair.


He reached for the caffeine. ‘I was having the strangest dream, you know the type when you think you’re awake, but you’re still asleep . . .’


‘Tom.’ Louise smiled and stroked his face, her fingers scratching his salt and pepper stubble. ‘You’re still half asleep. Ray is downstairs. You’re needed.’


Tom grunted, sipping the coffee and grumpily batting her away as she ruffled his bed-head hair.


‘What time is it?’


He wasn’t a morning person at the best of times, but something told him this was earlier than even he was used to.


‘It’s just after six. I’d offer to make you both breakfast but Ray says it’s urgent. There are some pastries downstairs you can take . . .’ She paused and patted his stomach. ‘Though maybe some fruit might be better.’


Tom snorted at that, took another sip of coffee and felt it kick-start his synapses. Put the mug down and stretched.


‘I’m an inspector in the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation. It’s always urgent. God, why am I so tired?’


‘Maybe because you stayed up until 1 a.m. so you could smoke a cigar after I’d gone to bed? Oh, I smelled it all right.’


She gave him a playful clip on the ear. He responded with a sheepish grin.


She hated him smoking, but he was nearly fifty and couldn’t kick the habit of a lifetime. He had a preference for intensely flavoured, if prohibitively expensive, Cuban cigars. Luckily, a few puffs were generally enough to keep him happy.


It was one of his only vices. His wife devoured crime novels populated by detectives who drank too much, suffered with depression, were addicted to painkillers – their list of afflictions endless, their lives unfailingly miserable. The fiction shelves had done a great job convincing the public that all police detectives were stereotypical flawed geniuses, battling secret demons. In reality, although the job took its toll, most of Tom’s colleagues were normal men and women with all the usual human qualities and flaws, and most officers retired intact, not as quivering wrecks.


‘I apologize. It’s too cold to sit out back. I could get the flu.’


‘I’ve no sympathy.’ She shook her head. ‘Not when you’re worried about flu but not about lung cancer. Will I send Ray up? He’s chomping at the bit down there.’


Tom nodded, braced himself for the cold air and threw his legs out from under the warm bedspread.


He had his trousers on and was buttoning up his shirt when Ray rapped on the door.


‘It’s okay, I’m decent,’ Tom called.


Ray Lennon was fifteen years younger than Tom. His height, chiselled features, dark grey eyes and buzz cut all contributed to make him an attractive man. The intense, brooding appearance, however, belied a boyish sense of humour. That light-hearted aspect of his personality in turn masked an insightful intelligence, which explained his relatively swift rise through the ranks to become Tom’s lead detective sergeant in the NBCI’s esteemed murder unit.


Tom chose a navy tie and turned round. ‘Cold got your tongue this morning?’


The teasing grin died when he saw his deputy’s face.


Ray’s features were grim, the colour faded from his cheeks. He looked shell-shocked.


‘What is it?’ Tom asked.


There had been a spate of gangland killings over the last few months, but the situation appeared to have calmed. Every guard in Dublin was praying the hiatus would last through December.


Ray swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing, still choosing his words.


Tom grabbed his suit jacket from the chair beside the en suite. ‘Please don’t tell me one of the scumbags has shot an innocent bystander.’


Ray shook his head. ‘No. It’s worse.’


‘Not a child?’ Tom’s heart thumped as he said the words.


Again, a shake of the head.


‘It’s a woman, sir, an elderly woman. They found her body in the Phoenix Park.’


The inspector sat down on the edge of the chair, ostensibly to lace his shoes, but in truth because he felt he should be sitting for whatever was coming next. He couldn’t imagine what could provoke such a reaction in an experienced detective outside of a child being harmed.


‘Spit it out, Ray.’


‘She’s been crucified, Tom. An old woman has been crucified in the park.’


‘What do you mean, crucified?’


Tom wondered for a moment if he was still dreaming. His house faced one of the outer walls of the Phoenix Park, a public green space that encompassed over 1,700 acres of Dublin city land.


‘I haven’t seen her. Michael and Laura were the first of our team at the scene. They just said she’s nailed to a tree.’


Tom stared blankly at his deputy for a long moment before his senses kicked into action.


‘Let’s get down there. It’s not in public view, is it?’


‘No, it’s off road.’


The two men hurried downstairs, meeting Louise in the hallway.


‘It’s cats and dogs out there, Tom. Take your raincoat . . .’ She paused. ‘What is it?’


Tom shook his head.


A look of well-worn understanding settled on his wife’s face.


Tom took his heavy black coat from her outstretched hand.


‘I might get a Christmas tree today,’ she said, as he fastened his zip. The world he had to deal with outside might be brutish and chaotic, but she’d be damned if she’d let it infringe on their home life. ‘And you said you’d order that mini skip for me for those boxes of junk in the attic.’


‘I’ll do it later.’ His response was automatic.


‘When you die, Tom Reynolds, I’m going to have “I’ll do it later” inscribed on your tombstone.’


‘As they say, love, if you ask me to do something, I’ll do it. You don’t need to nag me about it every six months.’


She raised one eyebrow in the ‘I don’t think you’re funny’ expression he knew so well.


‘Anyway, isn’t it a bit early for a Christmas tree? I won’t be here to help you.’


‘We’re only a couple of weeks away. Maria can help.’


‘Isn’t she in college?’


Louise hesitated. It was barely noticeable, but long enough for her husband of over a quarter of a century to stop moving towards the front door.


She mentally kicked herself. Sometimes, it was necessary to delay the truth.


‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I’ll fill you in another time. Go, do your job.’


Tom paused a moment longer, then leaned over to hug and kiss her goodbye.


Maria had been causing them more than a few headaches these last few months. She wasn’t settling well in college and at nineteen years of age it had gone beyond the point of them telling her what to do. Tom was starting to wish, much and all as he loved her, that she would cut the apron strings and flat-share with a friend.


Louise closed her eyes and enjoyed the brief embrace, inhaling the smell of musk and toothpaste. He was on the brink of yet another case that would steal him from her, just when she needed him.


She sighed. Life with Tom was never boring, but it was often lonely.








Chapter 2


Traffic in the park was light in the still dark morning. In an hour, the roads would be backed up as people awoke to the heavy rain and decided to avoid unpredictable public transport and drive to work.


They were in Ray’s car. Tom’s mechanic saw more of the inspector’s vehicle than he did these days. The old man had advised against an Alfa Romeo, but a pig-headed Tom had willingly sacrificed reliability for the car’s magnificence when it was on top form.


These past two weeks, though, relying on either Ray or his oft-time garda driver Willie Callaghan had been painful. Both men observed the speed limit with what Tom considered undue reverence.


‘You do realize fifty kilometres per hour in this park is for law-abiding citizens, not the police, don’t you?’ he griped, as they toddled down the Phoenix Park’s main avenue.


A grim smile played on Ray’s lips, but his eyes stayed focused on the road.


‘I think you’ll find, sir, the speed limit is for the benefit of the deer, who don’t really care who’s driving the car.’


The park was home to over 400 fallow deer, descended from an original herd introduced in the 1660s. Dublin residents knew to look out for them bounding across the main avenue at night, but many an unfortunate visiting driver had been known to swerve with fright into the roadside ditches upon seeing the magnificent animals canter out, eyes glinting in the headlights.


Tom and Ray had entered via the Castleknock gate and now took a right turn before the American ambassador’s residence. Further on they took a narrow road to the left, freshly marked with police cones. A lone officer stood sentinel, hunched against the driving rain.


The uniformed guard peered through the car’s windscreen from under his dripping cap as they slowed for him. Seeing who they were, he waved them through enthusiastically.


At the road’s end they pulled in beside two other squad cars parked on the grass verge.


‘Prepare to get drenched,’ Tom warned, as he pulled his hood over his head and stepped on to the sodden grass. The smell of damp greenery assaulted his nostrils, followed by the uncomfortable sensation of wet seeping up his trouser legs. All the heat he’d absorbed in the car seemed to instantly leave his body.


Michael Geoghegan was waiting for them. He was wearing a heavy black Nike rain hoody, hands shoved in the pockets.


The inspector knew Michael was only back on the job a few days. He hadn’t seen the young detective since Michael’s wife had miscarried three months previously. Anne had been almost halfway through her pregnancy and the baby’s loss was a devastating blow to the couple. Michael had been granted compassionate leave, combined with overdue holiday time, so he could be with her.


Tom placed his hand on the other man’s shoulder. ‘Michael, good to see you. How are you? How’s Anne?’


Michael shrugged and shuffled nervously. ‘We’re all right, sir; getting on with things.’


It was obvious the young detective didn’t want to dwell on the tragedy.


‘What have we got here, then?’


‘We had a hard time finding her. The man who rang it in was incoherent and, to be honest, describing a wooded area — ‘Michael cast his arm at the many trees in their vicinity ‘— well, one copse looks the same as the next around here.’


‘Did you say corpse?’ Ray looked astonished.


Tom rolled his eyes. ‘Copse, you illiterate! It’s a collection of trees. Carry on, Michael.’


‘Right. Well, a patrol car was sent out first, but we were pulling an early morning shift and heard it on dispatch, so we got here minutes after the uniforms. Pathology and the Technical Bureau are sending teams. There were gunshots fired at a house in Clondalkin last night and an incident in town so they’re stretched. I think McDonagh himself is coming. He gave me a big lecture about how busy he is, and put the phone down.’


Michael looked uncertain, as if he was wondering whether he should have confirmed that the chief superintendent in charge of the Garda Síochána Technical Bureau was indeed en route.


‘He’s on his way, Michael,’ Tom reassured him. ‘Have we secured the scene as much as we can for now?’


The Technical Bureau would assess the crime scene for forensics, but Tom’s team would set up an outer cordon to protect against public or media intrusion.


‘There’s a guard at the entrance to the road you came up and another behind this set of trees, making sure no one can get in. The hollow where we found her is pretty much inaccessible, bar where you come off the main path. There are dense bushes and briars surrounding it.’


‘We’ll go as far as the hollow,’ Tom said. ‘We’d better not go in until the Bureau gives us the okay.’


They set off into the trees, taking torches from the car. Tom could see they were following a rough path, but he knew no woman would walk this route alone, day or night.


‘Michael, the man who rang in – how exactly did he say he came across this woman? This doesn’t look like the sort of place you’d be walking your dog.’


‘He didn’t. No name either.’


‘Suspect number one, so,’ Ray offered.


It took them five minutes to reach Laura Brennan. The youngest detective on the team was resting her back against a tree. Her copper curls hung forward, her face illuminated by the smartphone in her hand. Laura’s fingers flew over the screen, issuing diktats via text. Unlike Michael, who took casual dressing at work to a new level, the female detective always wore smart, well-fitted suits. She was young, so she dressed older to make a point. Right now she was wearing a sensible black parka over her tailored clothes to keep out the rain.


She looked up at their approach and hauled herself to a standing position.


‘Morning, sir. The victim’s in there.’ She took a deep breath. ‘It’s pretty bad.’


‘Nothing has been touched?’


‘Nothing.’


Tom and Ray walked to the very edge of the dark hollow, careful to go no further for fear of contaminating the scene. Both men raised their torches. Their combined arcs of light illuminated patches of the clearing in the trees, casting a ghostly glow on the leaf-strewn soil.


At the same moment, both men trained their respective beams at the far side of the small circle.


Ray dropped his torch in shock. ‘Christ,’ he exclaimed, sinking to his knees and fumbling to retrieve it.


Tom was frozen to the spot, a slight tremor in his hand as he kept his light focused on the nightmarish sight in front of him.


The woman appeared to be standing, ready to meet them. Her head was positioned grotesquely to one side, resting on one outstretched arm. Her chest was exposed beneath torn, blood-saturated fabric. Thin strands of lank grey hair framed her wrinkled face. She was in her seventies or thereabouts. Nondescript clothing – a brown skirt and lace-collared blouse.


The elderly woman’s facial features were frozen in a moment of terror, eyes wide with horror, mouth hanging open in permanent shock. Dried blood covered the bottom half of her face.


Her arms extended at an unnatural angle from her body, hands impaled on long nails hammered into the wide tree trunk. Her feet, barely raised off the ground, were joined and similarly affixed with a single nail.


As if the nails were not enough, a rope tightly cinched her waist to the tree.


None of it, though, shocked Tom as much as the words.


On the bare flesh of her chest, letters had been crudely carved.


The inspector had to squint to make out the words, barely discernible amid the congealed blood.


Satan’s Whore


Tom instinctively took a step back. In that chilling moment, he was glad he hadn’t eaten breakfast.


Behind him, Ray was polluting the outskirts of the crime scene, vomiting as he clutched a tree for support.








Chapter 3


‘Good morning, Tom. What have we here, then?’


Emmet McDonagh, head of the Technical Bureau, walked briskly towards them. Two others followed, momentarily obscured by his girth.


‘I thought I’d lend you my extensive expertise, as you’re on my home patch. Where’s the victim?’


Tom pointed into the hollow.


Emmet abruptly stopped and directed his torch nonchalantly into the dark space.


The accompanying technicians crashed into the back of him.


‘Jesus Christ!’ Emmet exclaimed.


‘You did stop with no warning,’ a woman’s voice snapped, before its owner came round to stand beside him.


‘I wasn’t talking to you,’ Emmet replied. ‘Look.’ He brandished his light at the hollow, creating a gruesome flickering effect on the victim.


The woman’s eyes widened. ‘Well. That’s novel,’ she declared.


Emmet shook his head and the mop of brown hair atop it, still distracted by the sight in front of him.


Tom reckoned he dyed his hair. Emmet had twelve years on the inspector and there wasn’t so much as a grey strand in sight.


‘Hell, Tom, a bit of notice would have been nice. I thought we were coming down for some gang shooting.’


‘Michael didn’t tell you?’ Tom was surprised. Then he remembered Michael telling him Emmet had been his usual brusque self on the phone.


The other man shook his head. Without taking his eyes off the victim, he waved his hand at the two people beside him. ‘Sorry, you know Ellie Byrne and Mark Dunne, don’t you?’


Tom leaned forward to shake their hands. He’d seen both technicians on occasion, and he certainly remembered Ellie. The woman was beautiful. Long raven-black hair framed a love-heart face, her bone structure the envy of any model. Even exhausted from her heavy workload, with bags under her eyes, she was still breathtaking. He suspected Ray had a crush on her, along with most of the men on the force.


Both of them shook his hand distractedly, busy staring at the woman nailed to the tree.


‘We need to secure this,’ Emmet said. He shone his torch over the ground in front of them. ‘Has anyone been in there?’


‘None of our lot,’ Tom said.


‘Who left that?’


Emmet waved his torch at the rank-smelling puddle to the left of the entrance.


‘We can account for that,’ Tom replied, deflecting the question.


‘Hm. I’ll need some halogen lamps. It’s at least another hour until proper daylight, and if it keeps raining it will stay dull.’


*


Tom spent most of the hour and a half that followed on the phone. The state pathologist was en route, along with Tom’s boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Sean McGuinness.


When Emmet eventually allowed Tom into the hollow, he crossed straight to the victim, shaking his head in disbelief.


‘What do you think, Emmet – mid to late seventies?’


His colleague walked over and joined him, nodding his head slowly.


They peered at her chest.


‘She’s been stabbed,’ Tom said, aware he was stating what was probably obvious to Emmet. ‘Repeatedly.’


He would take in everything he could before the pathology team arrived and took over. After that, they’d take the woman down from the tree. The inspector didn’t plan on being in the hollow when they removed the nails from the victim’s hands and feet.


A crucifix hung around the woman’s neck. Tom pulled on a pair of latex gloves and very gently lifted it. The figure of Jesus hung on the cross. The hideous irony of the victim’s crucifixion was inescapable.


He turned the cross over. There, on the back, were the initials MM.


They had been engraved. They didn’t look like the mark of the manufacturer.


‘MM,’ he said to Emmet. ‘That would be religious, rather than her initials, do you think?’


‘Probably. It could be Mother Mary. Maybe a Roman numeral?’


Tom gently placed the crucifix back on the woman’s neck.


‘She’s tall, but I’d hazard a guess she barely weighs seven stone,’ Emmet observed. ‘It would have been easy enough for her killer to tie her to this tree, once she’d been propped against it.’


‘Even if she’d tried to fight?’ Tom asked.


‘She didn’t fight. Not here,’ Emmet replied. ‘She wasn’t killed here.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean she was stabbed somewhere, bled out and was brought here afterwards. This body was arranged post-mortem. There would be far more blood if she’d been stabbed here. That’s why I let you in so quickly.’


‘Are you serious? Somebody brought her here and crucified a dead body?’


‘Yes.’


Tom took a deep breath. He was relieved that the woman had not suffered the crucifixion while alive, but that begged a question.


‘Why?’


Emmet shook his head. ‘Mine is not to reason why, but to give you the clues regarding the how. It looks like someone wanted to make a statement.’


Tom wasn’t listening. He was staring at the blood on the woman’s chin. It looked as though she’d been punched in the mouth. But . . .


‘God Almighty!’


Emmet jumped. ‘What?’


Tom was staring into the woman’s mouth, his eyes bulging.


‘Her tongue. It’s been cut out.’








Chapter 4


Tom gave the members of the pathology team a rundown as soon as they arrived. He left them to get on with their work and made his way back to the car with Ray.


The first of the press had arrived. The two officers ignored the reporters’ scattergun questions as they got into the car, slamming the doors on the outside world. Headquarters would deal with media inquiries, and Tom didn’t envy them the task.


‘That Ellie is a looker, isn’t she?’ Ray said casually, retrieving a towel from the backseat.


‘Why do you have a towel in your car?’ Tom asked, distracted.


‘Went for a beach run last night. I used it to dry off the sweat and rain so I wouldn’t get cold on the drive home.’


‘You make me sick.’


Tom rubbed at the condensation on the passenger window, then instantly regretted it. One of the rebuked reporters was staring bug-eyed at the car, and now he could be seen. The inspector sighed and turned towards Ray, his back to the window.


‘Do you think she’s single?’


This was their routine. When they walked away from a crime scene, they talked about anything and everything other than what they’d seen. It was a five-minute hiatus, their way of postponing the inevitable. It also meant Ray didn’t have to discuss the incongruity of being a murder detective with an aversion to gore. Others might find it hilarious. Ray found it humiliating.


‘I suspected you had a thing for her, but really?’ Tom responded. ‘Do you think the start of an investigation like this is the time to start courting? I don’t know how you could have been eyeing her up, anyway – against that backdrop. It must say something about you psychologically.’


Ray glared at his superior officer. ‘Courting? Oh, sorry, is this the eighteenth century calling?’ He placed his hand to his ear, pretending it was a phone. ‘It’s for you. They want their turn of phrase back. I just wondered if she’s single. You know, for the future.’ Ray shook his head in exasperation.


No one would ever describe him as a Romeo. The demands of his job left little time to meet anyone, but he was in his mid-thirties now and single didn’t feel as good as it used to, especially as invitations to old friends’ weddings arrived with alarming frequency these days.


Within twenty minutes, the head of the NBCI, DCS Sean McGuinness, arrived. Tom watched as the chief’s car sped towards the growing band of reporters, causing them to jump to either side of the oncoming vehicle.


As the big grey-haired man emerged, Tom could tell from his gesticulations that he was blaming the pouring rain and sodden ground for the car’s failure to slow down.


It took McGuinness a few seconds to spot Tom and Ray. He took long strides over to the car and banged forcefully on the roof before yanking open the driver’s door. The young guard who had arrived with him caught up and tried to put an umbrella over his superior’s head.


McGuinness flapped him away. ‘Really? You think an umbrella will make much difference?’ he roared, pointing to the open heavens.


The young officer scurried off, red-faced, but not so far as to be outside shouting distance.


‘Staying nice and warm, are we, gentlemen?’ the chief barked at them in his thick Kerry accent, as his dripping head poked into the car.


‘Have we a mini-bar in here? Are ye having Irish coffees? No? Then get the hell out!’ He roared this last part.


Ray put a hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh.


‘Mind you don’t get sick in there, youngster; news of your sterling performance has spread.’


Now Ray hung his head, mortified, not only by the other man’s sarcasm but also because he had just realized Ellie Byrne would be bagging his regurgitated breakfast.


Tom took pity on his junior and decided to run interference.


Reluctantly, he got out of the warm car. ‘Nice to see you too, sir.’


Tom was just less than six foot, but the chief soared over him. He had height and width. His size and strength, even at sixty, abetted by his loud and dramatic personality, gave him an intimidating air. Tom knew it to be a front. Sean McGuinness was an old friend and, beneath the brashness, he was thoughtful, kind and good-hearted.


McGuinness’s tone was discreet now, conscious of the watching reporters.


‘I’m just wondering how a woman managed to get herself murdered in Garda Headquarters’ back garden.’


His words implied that Tom’s team should have been camped out in the park, ensuring no embarrassing murders were being committed.


The chief sucked air into his cheeks and then released it slowly. Running his hands through his shaggy grey hair, he wiped away the rain that threatened to blind him as it ran down his forehead.


‘This is like manna from heaven for the press. Between the gang murders and budget cuts and internal politics . . . I don’t know how we will cope.’


Tom nodded sympathetically. McGuinness would retire in a couple of years, and the path to his job lay open for Tom – yet he couldn’t bear the thought of it. He couldn’t stand the idea of having to stress about how to run a whole department on little or nothing and deal with growing crime levels, not to mention the media constantly editorializing on the police’s failings.


‘Did you hear?’ McGuinness leaned towards him conspiratorially. ‘On Tuesday a guard in Donegal had to get a home burglary victim to collect him from the station to investigate. Have you ever heard the likes? They only have one car in the station and it was out.’ McGuinness shook his head. ‘Anyway. That’s not important now. This woman —’ he gestured at the trees ‘— we won’t let internal problems beat us on this one, eh, Tom?’


*


When they arrived at the hollow, two pathology assistants were examining the nails in the woman’s hands, working out how to prise them from the tree with the hands still intact. McGuinness took in the scene and instantly spun round to escape it.


‘Blessed Virgin, Mother of the Divine!’ He made the sign of the cross, a reaction appropriate to a man of his generation, albeit inappropriate given the victim’s circumstances.


Tom could hear Emmet yelling after them, ‘This isn’t a bloody tourist trail!’


‘My God, Tom. What if a child had run down here and seen that?’


Ellie was walking towards them with plastic evidence bags destined for the lab.


‘Anything?’ Tom asked.


She shrugged. ‘It’s a public area. Any or none of this could be relevant. You do know what this place is known for, don’t you?’


Tom looked at McGuinness, and they both shook their heads.


Ellie raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s a notorious rent boy run. This is where they bring their customers.’


‘You’re joking,’ Tom choked. ‘How do you know that?’


‘I thought everyone knew that. But, you know, we are stationed just a mile or two up the road.’


The Technical Bureau was located in Garda Headquarters, which sat just inside the North Circular Road entrance to the park – its ‘back garden’.


‘So, there’s no doubt she would have been found quickly,’ Tom said.


Sean McGuinness shook his head. ‘Barbaric. That’s the only word for this. We’re dealing with an animal. And speaking of . . . no one is to talk to that pack of rabid dogs at the cordon. We’ll do a press conference later when we’ve established some facts.’








Chapter 5


By the time they arrived at the garda station in Blanchardstown village, an incident room had been designated. As head of the murder squad, Tom was generally based in Harcourt Street on Dublin’s south side, but the place tended to be overrun with activity on any given day. When possible, he moved his team to the station closest to their most recent crime scene. Conveniently for him, Blanchardstown was near his home and a location to which he was accustomed.


He was gingerly sipping an insipid black liquid when Ray came in carrying two polystyrene cups from the Bistro, their favourite restaurant in the village.


‘Oh. You’ve already got coffee.’


‘That’s stretching it.’ Tom extended his hand gratefully for the fresh cup. In his book, instant coffee was an affront to humanity. If you weren’t willing to grind good quality beans and preheat the milk, then you were as well getting your caffeine from a can of Coke.


‘More instructions from the chief?’ Ray indicated the phone in Tom’s other hand.


‘Yes. He wants this solved in time for the evening news.’


Before the hour was out the room was full. Those detectives who had visited the crime scene that morning were joined by four more team members and by the station’s sergeant, Ian Kelly – affectionately nicknamed ‘Hairy’ by his friends, a tribute to his completely bald head.


Ian began arranging the photos sent over by the crime scene unit. The shots captured every gruesome detail of the woman’s injuries. Even the seasoned detectives in the room found the images repellant.


‘Okay, let’s start,’ Tom said. ‘It’s our job to discover this woman’s story. Who is she? Who did this to her? Why?’


Tom paused. He was conscious that the men and women in the room were desperate for the Christmas break. It had been a long and punishing year.


‘You are the most talented detectives in the force. You know this. That’s why you’re in the murder squad. We’re going to have our work cut out for us here, but I couldn’t ask for a better team.’


‘There’s no one else to ask for,’ Ray snorted.


The others laughed.


The inspector smiled. ‘It’s true. This is going to take over our lives for the foreseeable, but at least McGuinness has moved our ongoing cases sideways. This is top priority.’


He looked at Michael as he said this, and thought of his young wife at home, mourning the loss of her baby. Should he be here at all?


Michael caught his superior’s appraising look. He needed to be here so badly he couldn’t put it into words.


This was awful, but it was someone else’s awful. It wasn’t his loss. It wasn’t the pain that racked him every night as Anne lay on the far side of their bed, her stomach empty, aching for a baby that was no more.


His colleagues knew of their loss. They didn’t know the couple had been trying for a baby for five years now and that this was the first time they’d progressed beyond the magic twelve-week mark. Eighteen weeks and it still ended up as a bloody tragedy.


Michael’s face must have betrayed his desperation because Tom held his gaze only briefly before moving on.


‘All right. What do we have?’


Ray stood up awkwardly. Being the centre of attention always made him nervous.


At that moment, the meeting-room door opened and a young guard came in wheeling a trolley of food.


‘My apologies, Ray,’ Tom said. ‘I had lunch sent for. It will be a long day.’


The detective sergeant wanted to get his piece over with, but the rest of the team looked grateful. A couple had been glancing anxiously at the clock, wondering if their stomachs were going to start rumbling.


Even better, Tom had ordered the sandwiches and drinks from the Bistro.


Satisfied that everyone in the team had food to hand, and waiting until Ray had taken a particularly large bite of his sandwich, the inspector called the room to order.


His deputy almost choked. The rest of the team, with no onus on them to speak, chewed happily and watched, amused, as Ray attempted to swallow the mouthful.


That would distract him from the nerves, Tom thought.


What an infuriating old git, Ray thought.


‘Okay,’ he eventually managed, taking a deep breath. ‘The good news is the pathology office have bumped this above everything else and they’re performing the autopsy today. From their preliminary examination, they’ve noted the victim’s estimated age at mid to late seventies. They’re already suggesting the six stab wounds she received may have come from a regular kitchen knife. They won’t confirm that yet. The same weapon was likely used to cut out her tongue. She was alive for that, but they believe she was already dead when the words were gouged into her chest and she was crucified.’


The detectives who hadn’t been at the scene that morning gasped at the tongue news and, to a man and woman, their eyes flew back to the photos on the wall, searching for visual proof of the heinous act. Those with less strong stomachs discreetly placed sandwiches back on paper plates.


Ray cleared his throat again. ‘Approximate time of death is yesterday, Thursday morning, 11 a.m. They haven’t found anything as of yet on her body to indicate DNA from her attacker. There are no broken fingernails, nothing to demonstrate she defended herself. More on that in a bit. The Tech Bureau has a lot of material from the scene to go through but they’re not sure any of it will be relevant.’


Ray looked down at his notes. ‘The pathologist says it looks like she was hit on the back of the head with a blunt object. There are no noticeable fibres in the head wound so he suspects some kind of metal implement, maybe aluminium.’


The room collectively winced, imagining the cracking sound the weapon would have made as it connected with the elderly woman’s head.


‘The perpetrator took a risk because a more forceful blow would have caused internal bleeding and could have killed her. Pathology found patterned ligature marks on her arms and legs, which indicate she was tied up at some point, maybe to a chair. So, if she regained consciousness that may explain the absence of defensive wounds on the body. They also found some lacerations to her right hand, caused by glass fragments.’


Ray wiped the sheen of perspiration from his brow. He could run ten kilometres and hardly break a sweat, but standing in front of a room of people to talk was a pressure like no other.


‘They can’t confirm exactly when she was brought to the park. The cold weather complicates their calculations. By the time we got to her, all night, obviously. Pathology suggests she was moved there on Thursday evening.


‘Finally, as you know, pathologists don’t theorize lightly, but our guy is willing to speculate that the first stab wound to the heart, perhaps in combination with the mutilation of the tongue, caused a myocardial infarction – a heart attack. That’s probably what actually killed her, but he won’t have confirmation until he does the full post-mortem.’


The room was silent.


Ray nodded at Tom, who stood up.


‘Okay, folks. Here’s our problem. We don’t know who she is, why she was murdered, where she was murdered, or by whom. So, absolutely nothing, basically. This one is a standing start, I’m afraid.


‘Our victim’s identity is a priority. We’ll do a press conference this afternoon and appeal for witnesses. The body was left in the Phoenix Park; there must be someone who saw something. And I want that anonymous caller—’


‘Sir, what is the writing about?’ Michael interjected.


‘There’s clearly a religious subtext, with the crucifixion,’ Laura offered.


‘Maybe there’s some kind of satanic element?’ Ian speculated. ‘I can’t recall anything like that happening before in Ireland, though. Don’t the satanists use an upside-down crucifix?’ Ian cocked his head slightly to the left as he looked at the picture of the dead woman, as though imagining her upside down.


Laura stared at him, appalled.


‘Why was she left in the park?’ asked one of the other detectives, Bridget. ‘That wooded area is a bit off the beaten track but is still accessible. He could have brought her up to the Dublin Mountains and she might never have been found.’


‘He wanted her found,’ Tom answered. ‘We’ve been told the area is a rent boy haunt, so it’s out of the way but in use. Whoever hung her there must have worked fast, but the killer still risked being caught. What I’m wondering is why the tongue? What is the murderer telling us – that he’s silenced her for ever? That she was a liar?’


‘Does there have to be a reason for torture?’ Michael asked. ‘He could have cut her tongue out to stop her screaming.’


Tom shook his head, unable to rationalize the cruel act.


The inspector brought the meeting to an end by giving the team designated tasks. As the officers filed from the room, he turned to Ray.


‘What time did it start raining yesterday?’


‘About three. It was steady all day. I know, I was out running in it.’


Tom sighed. With rain, the park could have been deserted on Thursday evening, especially off road.


‘Let’s get a photofit ready in case nothing turns up in missing persons,’ he said.


‘I presume it will be us two telling the family?’


‘Yes. If we can find any,’ Tom grimaced.


What would be worse? he wondered.


To tell a family, or there to be no family?








Chapter 6


Tom looked at the number and address he’d written down. ‘Are you sure? The anonymous caller rang from his landline?’


‘Of course we’re sure. Anyone could have tracked it down. We told your detective that.’ The subtext being, don’t waste our time with such elementary procedural queries.


‘Thank you,’ the inspector responded curtly, hoping the expert from the IT department hadn’t been as rude to Laura.


He looked at the number again in disbelief. What kind of genius would make an anonymous call from their home phone?


Just as he was about to send a car out to pick up Gerard Poots – their now identified caller – Tom’s phone rang, the screen displaying an internal number.


‘Yes,’ he answered.


‘Sir, we have a man called Gerard Poots down at the front desk. Says he’s the one who rang the park body in.’


Tom sat back in his chair. Curious. Of all the stations . . .


‘Put him in an interview room and get detectives Brennan and Geoghegan in with him.’


He looked at the clock. It was 8 p.m. and he wanted to go home. He’d yet to solve a case on day one, outside of those where the perpetrator confessed up front. The press conference had been well attended and every media outlet they needed was now carrying the story. They’d kept back the gruesome details of the murder for now and just released information about the woman’s appearance and where she was found.


Over the next twenty-four hours, that should translate into an identity. He hoped. Missing persons had turned up nothing.


He picked up the phone to ring Ray, just as the door opened.


Ray strolled in, brandishing his phone. ‘You rang?’


‘Now that’s the kind of prompt response I like in a subordinate.’


Ray rolled his eyes. ‘The caller is downstairs.’


‘I know that, and I even know where he lives.’


‘Really? And he hasn’t even been interviewed yet. You’re good.’


‘I’ve sent Laura and Michael in to scope him out before we scare him with the big guns.’ Tom flexed his biceps comically. He hadn’t completely lost the muscle tone in his limbs from years of swimming and running, but he was sitting in a room with a man still in his prime, who happened to work out every day. He sighed and muttered:


‘ “An aged man is but a paltry thing, a tattered coat upon a stick.” ’


Ray drummed his fingers on the other side of the desk and raised an eyebrow.


‘Forgot to take your meds?’


‘It’s William Butler Yeats, you philistine,’ Tom retorted.


*


Twenty minutes later Laura and Michael arrived in Tom’s office, shaking their heads.


‘We left him down there giving a formal statement to Ian,’ Michael reported. ‘He’s an emotional vomiter, told us all his problems as soon as we walked in. He’s a married man, a solicitor, and he picked up the rent boy in the park around midnight. Not a pleasant character, but if he’s the killer he’ll be appearing in next year’s Oscar nominations. Said he was in shock when he rang last night – frightened his wife would find out what he’s been up to. Implied he was the one being taken advantage of.


‘Anyway, they saw nothing and heard nothing, but at some point . . .’ Michael coughed. ‘At some point he said he felt like someone was watching them, which apparently isn’t unusual among this fraternity, so he used his mobile to shine a light around the hollow. That’s when the pair of them saw the victim. They fled the scene in a panic. He doesn’t have a name for the lad, but Vice will track him. He’s probably telling all his mates what happened. We’re taking Poots’ DNA now.’


‘I think we should do him for using rent boys. I’ve seen those kids,’ Ray said. ‘Pitiful.’


‘I know,’ Tom said. ‘But imagine what that would do for other potential witnesses. One member of the public comes forward to help and is done for soliciting. There’ll be dog walkers out there trying to recall if they neglected to pick up their pets’ poop, rather than what they might have witnessed.’


‘Fine,’ Ray said. ‘Are we done for tonight?’


‘Yes. Team meeting at 8 a.m. and let’s see what we have then. I hope nobody had plans for the weekend.’


Tom managed to get out of the building without encountering anyone who might cause him further delay. One of the joys of working from a suburban station. Had Sean McGuinness caught him leaving at this hour he’d accuse him of taking a half-day.


He headed in the direction of the bus stop. The bus for town would leave him close enough to his house on Blackhorse Avenue to walk the rest of the way. Someone could have driven him home, but he needed some alone time.


He sat, anonymous and freezing, waiting patiently for the elusive late evening bus, the Pearl Fishers duet blaring from his earphones.


The well-known piece of music was brutally interrupted by his ringtone.


It was Ian Kelly.


‘I’ve just left,’ he answered. ‘What’s happened?’


Ian hesitated before speaking. Tom sensed he was rattled.


‘We’ve an ID. At least we think we do. I hope you’re sitting down. You’re not going to believe this.’


‘Well? Who is she?’


Ian took a deep breath. ‘She’s a nun, Tom.’


The blood drained from the inspector’s face.


‘God,’ he whispered.


‘I don’t think God had much to do with this,’ Ian replied. ‘There’s another nun coming up from Limerick in the morning to ID her. But she said Reverend Mother Attracta – that’s her name, by the way – has been missing since the day before yesterday and matches the press description.’


‘Limerick? That’s a bit of a stretch, isn’t it – geography-wise?’


‘A two-hour drive if you put your foot down, which I assume you would if you’d a body in the boot.’


‘Well, if I’d a body in the boot I wouldn’t want to risk being caught speeding, Ian. Hell, what are we saying?’


‘Sorry.’


Tom turned over the news in his head. Could a missing nun from Limerick be their dead woman in Dublin?


‘Tom? You know, I had this feeling she was a nun.’


Hindsight was a glorious thing.


‘We discussed a religious dimension. Could it be someone hitting out at the Catholic Church?’ Tom wondered aloud.


‘There’s been a lot of media coverage lately around the Church and abuse. I had a notion that was mainly directed at priests, though.’


‘Mainly,’ Tom replied. ‘Why do I feel like a can of worms has just been opened?’


‘Because it has. You’ll be meeting Sister Concepta at Store Street station beside the morgue at 10 a.m. I’ll ring Ray.’


Tom hung up as he saw his bus rounding the corner. Another one with the same number followed it.


There was truth in those old sayings.


*


The inspector walked briskly alongside the granite wall that circled the Phoenix Park. He had lived facing that wall for over twenty years. The park provided an amenity for all the city’s residents, but particularly for the people who lived beside it. Now, a murdered woman had been hideously displayed there, a sinister addition to the handful of tales that scarred the park’s history.


Tom was old enough to remember vividly the murder of Bridie Gargan. The young nurse had been sunbathing in broad daylight in the park in 1982 when unhinged society playboy Malcolm MacArthur bludgeoned her to death while attempting to steal her car.


Today’s finding, though, was in a league of its own.


He slipped off his shoes in the hall, unknotted his tie and wondered why the house was so silent. Through the sitting-room door he caught a glimpse of an undecorated Christmas tree. He’d smelled it before he’d seen it.


Louise and Maria were huddled in conference at the kitchen table in the centre of the large kitchen/dining room. Their body language unnerved him. Maria was visibly upset.


Louise shot up in her seat when she saw him. His daughter just groaned and hid her head in her hands.


‘Tom, you’re home early.’ His wife sounded guilty.


He glanced at the clock. Wondered if it was too late to turn round and go for a pint.


‘Not particularly.’ He nodded inquiringly at Maria.


Louise sank back into her chair, her beautiful face creased with worry. ‘She was planning on telling you tonight, but with everything that’s happened—’


‘What is it?’ Tom was suddenly alert.


When he needed to, he was very good at leaving his work at the door. His family took priority, no matter what he was dealing with in the job.


He pulled out a chair beside his daughter.


Maria’s mop of auburn hair hung over her arms as she remained prone, head buried. Sitting there, in that position, she could have been ten years old again.


He placed his hand gently on her elbow.


‘You need to tell him,’ Louise said.


‘I am mummified,’ Maria mumbled.


‘You’re what—?’ Tom asked.


‘Tom, just listen to her,’ Louise interjected.


‘I am listening to her. She said she’s mummified – whatever the hell that means.’


‘Mortified, I said mortified!’


The voice came louder from under the hair.


Well, it was hard to hear anything the girl said when she mumbled it to the table, he thought.


‘What’s wrong?’ he sighed, adding ‘now’ in his head.


She groaned again.


He took a deep breath and tried to be calm.


‘I’m sorry you’re upset, Maria. I just want to know what’s wrong so I can help. I’m here for you. Are you in trouble? Is it college?’


Maria looked at her mother, and some sort of silent conversation was had between the two of them. It resulted in his daughter sitting up straight and collecting herself. The tears were wiped away and a loud sigh, complete with a sobbed hiccup, was emitted.


Then she hit him with it.


‘I know this will come as a shock to you, Dad, but I’m not the first and I won’t be the last. I’m pregnant . . .’








Chapter 7


At twenty-eight years of age, and to her eternal shame, Laura Brennan still lived with her family.


Up to a number of years ago they’d lived in Kerry. But as recession hit the country hard, jobs became thin on the ground in the Southwest. Although Laura was excelling professionally in the ranks of the guards, her parents had begun to worry about the prospects for the remaining four in their brood.


Laura could understand why. Most of her schoolmates had already emigrated, and she feared her younger brothers and sisters would follow.


Then her father’s mother had passed away and left her only son her Dublin home. Her father, also a guard and nearing retirement age, found a desk job in Dublin shortly before Laura was offered her first detective post, based in the capital. The city, while reeling from the economic crisis, still had more to offer by way of jobs for her siblings, even if the move had been a wrench – especially for her mother, who was Kerry born and bred.


Laura wearily unwrapped her scarf and draped it on top of the many coats slung over the end of the banister.


Her brother Daithí, sixteen and one of the twin babies of the family, thundered down the stairs, carrying a bowl of grapes. He stopped on the last step, rocking on his heels.


‘So, that old woman in the park – was it gory? What did they do to her? Was she butchered?’


Laura made a disgusted sound. ‘Daithí, you really are a little freak.’


He popped a grape in his mouth and grinned as he chewed. ‘Yuk! These have seeds in them. Really, why would you buy grapes with seeds in them? Mam is going Lady Gaga.’


Laura’s other brother, Donncha, emerged from the sitting room, and she found herself trapped between the two of them.


‘Somebody took the time to figure out how to cultivate grapes without seeds,’ Donncha said, eyeing Daithí. ‘If only they could figure out how to do that with morons. Stop them propagating.’


‘I hope you don’t mean me!’ His younger brother was indignant.


Laura laughed.


Donncha was next in age to Laura. After some turbulent initial years, starting when she was four and their mother brought the little interloper home from the hospital, they had become the best of friends. They had to unite against the three that came after them.


‘I’d love to have a bath and relax,’ she groaned. ‘Can’t the children be put to bed?’


Donncha laughed. ‘No such luck. Mam kept a plate warm for you, by the way – meat and two veg.’


‘What else would it be? If she made a curry, I’d die from shock.’ She gave her brother a conspiratorial grin before heading into the kitchen in search of dinner.


Her father was sitting in the corner in his pea-green recliner. When they’d moved, her mother had leapt at the opportunity to remove the offending piece of furniture from the sitting room, claiming lack of space. The colour green had never been her favourite – ‘You just can’t work with green in a living room’ – and she was determined to design the sitting room to her own preferences.


The war over whether the chair could stay or go made the Battle of the Alamo look like a friendly tiff. The concession, ungraciously acceded to by both sides, was for the chair to go in the kitchen – as far away from the black leather suite in the living room as it could get without being dumped in a skip.


The arrangement worked out surprisingly well. Their mother liked to bake and their father liked to sit in the kitchen, where the two of them would chat while he half-read the paper and she sifted, mixed and kneaded.


‘Ah, there you are, pet. Sit down there and take the load off. Gracious, the hours you work.’


Her mother bustled around her, ushering her into her chair. They all had their allocated chairs; only someone looking for an argument would sit in the wrong seat.


Laura’s mother never considered for a moment that anyone coming into her kitchen might have already eaten. She was of a generation that considered it a duty to feed anyone who crossed the threshold.


On this occasion, Laura realized she was indeed starving. The gruesome discovery this morning had dampened her appetite and she’d survived the day mainly on caffeine. She welcomed her mother’s home cooking: moist roast chicken breast, buttery mashed potatoes and glazed carrots.


Laura liked the idea of cooking for herself. Maybe even adding such exotic ingredients as garlic or ginger to a dish. But on late nights like this, it really was nice to be handed a hot, home-made meal.


She poured gravy liberally over her dinner as her father inspected her over his newspaper, glasses propped on the end of his nose.


‘Having some dinner with your gravy, are you?’


Donncha had followed her into the kitchen. ‘Jesus, you can take the girl out of Kerry . . .’ he said, watching her shovel the food into her mouth.


‘That’s just awful what happened today.’


Her mother, seamlessly moving from one chore to the next, now stood washing dishes at the sink, which sat conspicuously beside the brand new dishwasher Laura had bought her when they moved.


‘Now, Kaye,’ her father admonished.


‘I’m just saying, Jim. I’m not asking for a detailed report. It’s a terrible thing, when an old woman can’t even . . .’ Kaye paused to think what the woman might have been doing in the park before she was killed. ‘Go for a walk . . .’ She stopped washing the dishes for a moment and looked at her reflection in the kitchen window. ‘It must be nearly time to get a Christmas tree.’


Nobody expected Laura to talk about what she did at work. Jim was a lifelong guard; they knew the score. But sometimes she wished she could come home to a boyfriend, or a best friend, and say ‘I’ve had a rubbish day’ and not get a lecture about professionalism.


She felt her phone buzzing in her pocket and cursed herself for forgetting to turn the bloody thing off.


She withdrew it discreetly and saw Bridget’s number flashing. In their line of work, there weren’t many females and Laura had been grateful to meet another young woman when she joined the NBCI. In her experience, there was a type of professional woman who liked to pull the ladder up behind her once she’d climbed it. Laura thought women were better uniting to support one another, and she was delighted to find Bridget shared that mentality. They became fast friends.


‘I have to take this, sorry.’ She excused herself from the table.


‘I hope that’s not work again . . .’ Her mother’s voice carried out to the hall.


‘Bridget?’


‘Hiya. You home?’


‘Just in time for curfew. What’s up?’


‘Are you still interested in getting your own place?’


‘It’s like my thoughts are bugged. Of course I am. But I can’t afford to rent on my own, and I’m not moving in with total strangers. Mad and all as my lot are, they are my lot.’


‘What if I told you I was looking for a new place?’


‘Are you serious?’


Bridget already had a set-up in a two-bedroom apartment with another woman and seemed happy enough.


‘No joking. The lease is up here and my flatmate is moving in with her boyfriend.’


‘I’d love to share with you!’


‘Brilliant. I’ll start looking at rental sites. Now, go to bed. And don’t be having any naughty dreams.’


‘Excuse me?’ Laura responded, demurely.


‘Don’t take that tone with me, missy. I know.’


‘Know what?’ Laura said, blushing to her toes.


‘I know who you’ve a crush on.’








Chapter 8


‘. . . I’m pregnant.’


Maria said this in the same tone of voice she used whenever she had rehearsed bad news for him. She may as well have said, ‘Now, don’t be annoyed, Dad, but I’ve just failed maths.’


Tom’s jaw dropped.


Nothing could be heard in the kitchen bar the ticking of the wall clock. Then both Louise and Maria spoke together.


‘Tom, really, stop sitting there gaping like a fish. It’s not the end of the world.’


‘Dad, say something!’


Tom slowly closed his mouth and stared at his daughter. Was this really happening or had today just been a very long bad dream? His baby, his little girl, barely nineteen and just started in college . . . the girl who never talked about boys . . . pregnant?


‘Did you just say you’re pregnant? What? Who did this?’


‘You don’t know him, he’s just a lad from her college,’ Louise answered.


‘Just a lad? What lad? You didn’t even tell us you had a boyfriend.’


Tom was fuming.


Maria looked at him scornfully.


‘He isn’t my boyfriend. And last time I checked you didn’t need to be married for ten years before you could have sex.’


There it was. The sex word. He cringed.


As did his daughter, evidenced by her clapping her hand to her mouth.


‘I’m sorry, Dad.’ Large tears welled in the corners of her eyes.


Tom wondered what he could do or say to stop the deluge from starting. Part of him wanted to comfort her. The other part wanted to go get a firearm and hunt down the man who’d stolen his daughter’s virtue. He tensed his fists and felt the anger wash over him. Then he inhaled deeply and breathed out slowly.


He mustn’t lose it. Not with her already crying.


‘Maria, I’m just –’ he had to choose his words carefully –‘surprised. I need time to process this.’


He didn’t ask her if she’d considered her options. He couldn’t even deal with the fact she was pregnant, let alone have that conversation. He presumed that if she was at the point of telling him, she’d already made the decision to keep the baby.


He sat there, feeling like he’d been punched in the stomach. He and Louise loved children and had wanted more after Maria. But first money, then their careers, and finally nature had conspired to leave them a one-child family. So they had invested everything in Maria – her education, after-school activities, Disney holidays and the rest. Louise had taken a career break to be a full-time mother and had only recently returned to college to revisit her old love, English literature.


They’d done their best, and Maria had won a coveted place in Trinity College, studying medicine.


And now she was pregnant.


Maybe they’d overindulged her a little, as one-child parents are prone to do, but she’d turned out well. A little immature, maybe, but smart and beautiful. And kind. That’s why her recent moody behaviour had seemed so out of character.


Tom wasn’t worried so much about his daughter’s studies. His main concern was that her life had just ended. There’d be no more nights out. No travel. No casual dating. No more being a young woman without a care in the world.


He was heartbroken for her. And that was why his anger dissipated so quickly. It wasn’t his future that had been torpedoed. Even though he sensed he was being overly pessimistic – after all, many single mothers with less family support than Maria went on to achieve their dreams – he couldn’t ignore the fact that this would make life tougher for her.


‘She feels defensive,’ Louise cut in. ‘She was so stressed about telling you.’


Now he felt defensive. He imagined the two of them having secret talks about how to manage the old man, the stuck-in-the-past prude who wouldn’t know how to deal with the situation. That was the way of it when you lived with two women and had no other males in the house to back you up. At times like this, he felt like a hunted animal.


‘I don’t know why you would be afraid to tell me this,’ he protested, puffing his chest out a little. ‘I’ve seen a lot, you know. I’m a modern man.’


Louise and Maria snorted simultaneously, and he glared at them resentfully.


‘When we go into the lingerie section of Arnotts, Tom, you act like a furtive pervert,’ said Louise. ‘You’re as modern as my father was.’


He was about to object when he realized the futility. That was fair enough. He did think lingerie departments were the domain of women and should be kept that way. Maybe he was a little old-fashioned.


‘How pregnant are you?’ he asked.


Maria rolled her eyes. ‘Have you never heard the saying “You can’t be a little bit pregnant”?’


‘I meant how many weeks, months? I do know a bit about pregnancy, Maria. I had some hand in your mother’s.’


‘Eughh, gross.’


‘I think the fact we are having this conversation means we are beyond the point of you thinking your parents are gross, my dear.’


Louise stood up. ‘Tom! Be the adult. I’m getting a glass of wine . . .’ She paused. ‘She’s fourteen weeks.’


Tom’s eyes flew to his daughter’s stomach. Nothing had changed; no wonder he hadn’t noticed anything. Yet he felt guilty. She hadn’t been herself. Now he knew why. Some detective he was.


‘Make it two glasses,’ he said to his wife.


Maria sat there, chewing her nails. He looked at her, really looked at her for the first time since arriving home. She had bags under her beautiful brown eyes – her mother’s eyes – her skin was pale and her usually glossy hair was lank. She actually looked thinner.


She must have been worrying herself sick.


Tom swallowed the lump in his throat. Standing up, he leaned over and wrapped his arms around his little girl. He said nothing, just held her.


They had a lot of talking to do, but not now.


She rubbed a runny nose on his shirtsleeve.


Time rewound.


Then he leaned down and kissed her head. ‘It will be okay.’


She whimpered. ‘Thank you, Dad.’


Louise cast him an approving look from the oak kitchen counter as she poured two large glasses of Barolo.








Day Two


Saturday, 11 December








Chapter 9


Sister Concepta was far younger than Tom had expected. Although she wore the clothes of an older woman – in fact, remarkably similar attire to their victim – she could only be in her mid thirties at the most. She wore a nun’s headdress, but the hair peeping out from beneath it was dark brown. She was quite an attractive woman, with large intelligent blue eyes, a strong nose and full lips.


Right now, she looked anxious and he was pleased to see someone had fetched her a cup of tea.


‘I’m sorry I could only come up today, Inspector. I had to wait for the morning bus. My sisters nominated me to make the trip. I’m the youngest in the convent, and they decided that must also mean I have the strongest stomach.’


Tom shook his head, indicating she did not need to apologize. Despite her apparent nervousness, the woman’s voice was sensible and strong.


‘I hope this is not too unpleasant for you, Sister.’


Tom pulled out a chair nearest to the nun for Laura. He’d brought her along to have a friendly female face in the room.


He and Ray sat down facing Sister Concepta.


‘So, you believe the description of the woman we found matches the head of your convent, Reverend Mother Attracta. When did she go missing?’


The inspector tried to make his voice as kindly as possible, as though this was a routine missing person’s case and they weren’t discussing a woman who lay on a cold slab, just metres away.


‘We think she went missing on Wednesday night. We only noticed her absence on Thursday morning. She’s always last to retire, so I don’t know for sure if she made it to bed that night or not. But I don’t think she did.’


‘We couldn’t find a missing person’s report that matched the victim, Sister. Didn’t you alert anyone on Thursday?’


‘We did. We told Father Seamus.’


Tom sat back, puzzled. ‘Father Seamus? And did he inform the police?’


‘Well, he must have, mustn’t he? Why wouldn’t he?’


Why not, indeed?


‘Sister Concepta, what’s your local police station?’


‘Kilcross village.’


Tom nodded at Ray, who stood up and went to check if Kilcross garda station had received a missing person’s report that had somehow not been added to the national listings.


‘Tell me what happened on Thursday morning, Sister.’


‘I got up at 5.30 a.m. and said prayers in my room. At 6 a.m. I went down for breakfast. The dining room hadn’t been set. Normally, one of the other sisters does that the night before, but on Wednesday evening Mother had said she would set out the breakfast things before she went to bed.


‘There had been a row. Sister Mary had smashed a plate and . . .’ The nun’s face reddened and she clasped and reclasped her hands nervously. ‘I apologize, you don’t need to know all that.’


‘Everything will be relevant if we are talking about the same woman, I can assure you. A minor tiff for one person can be the end of the world to another; someone can storm off in a fit of pique . . .’ Tom held his hands out and shrugged.


‘Of course. Sorry, I’m not telling you how to do your job. It’s just those kind of . . . interactions . . . they’re not out of the ordinary in an environment such as ours.’


Tom raised a quizzical eyebrow.


‘A group of women living together, day in, day out. By choice, but not related.’


‘You’re not a closed order, are you?’ Laura asked. She had heard of religious orders whose members didn’t interact with the outside world.


‘Gracious, no. We work closely with the local community. We do take solemn vows but we aren’t strictly cloistered.’


Tom cleared his throat. If Reverend Mother Attracta wasn’t their victim, they were wasting time. That morning’s team meeting had proved fruitless, so a lot of hope was resting on a positive ID here.


Sister Concepta took the hint.


‘Anyway, I thought I’d check just to see if she was ill or something before starting breakfast. I went to her room first. The bed was made but the room just didn’t seem slept in, you know what I mean? Then I found it.’


The nun shuddered at an unpleasant memory.


Tom and Laura leaned forward simultaneously. ‘Found what?’ they said in unison.


‘I found blood in the hall and the vase of lilies was smashed.’


‘Blood? What are we talking about – a splash, a drop, lots?’ Tom was suddenly very alert.


‘Sort of a spray. Across the wall. The vase from the hall table was smashed on the floor and there was water splashed everywhere. If I’d gone into the hall first I’d have seen the mess, but there’s another door leading to the kitchen and dining room from our quarters—’


‘Let’s backtrack for a moment,’ Tom interrupted. ‘You realized Mother Attracta was missing, you found a disturbance, including blood in the hall, and your first reaction was to tell this Father Seamus? Not the police?’


Sister Concepta’s cheeks flushed. ‘I know you might find our ways strange, Inspector. The other sisters were with me by then. We were very worried, but Father Seamus is our first point of call for most situations. From plumbing to finances to . . . well . . . a break-in.’


‘Or kidnap and murder?’ Tom shook his head.


‘We didn’t know what had happened to her. It made sense to contact him. That was the consensus, anyway,’ the nun added, defensively.


‘Consensus? Did anybody think the police should be contacted?’


Sister Concepta met his eye. ‘Maybe some of the younger sisters.’


He didn’t need to ask; she meant herself.


The door opened and Ray came back in, shaking his head.


‘Your local garda station has no record of a missing person.’


The nun looked dismayed. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘Don’t worry, Sister,’ Tom said. ‘I think it’s time to confirm whether or not Mother Attracta is indeed our victim.’








Chapter 10


‘I’m very sorry for your loss,’ the inspector said, when they’d returned to the interview room.


The city morgue stood beside the garda station and it had taken barely a half-hour for them to bring the nun there, confirm the identity and return.


Sister Concepta shook her head vigorously. ‘Oh, please, it’s not my loss. I mean –’ She took a deep breath. ‘It’s a terrible shock, but we weren’t that close. I . . .’ she trailed off, struggling to find the appropriate words.


‘Still, it’s upsetting to see someone you knew like that. It’s an unnatural way to die.’


The nun clung on to her second cup of tea tightly, like a lifebelt.


‘Sister, before we proceed, can you tell me, do you have contact details for the Reverend Mother’s family? They need to be informed. Maybe you have already let them know that she is missing?’


‘No,’ the nun shook her head. ‘She has no family, Inspector. Well, none that we know of. Maybe there are cousins or other relatives, but she had no siblings, you see. And her parents are long dead. We are her family, I suppose.’


‘I see.’


‘I could only see her face,’ the nun said. ‘What happened to her? Was she . . . was she strangled?’


‘She was stabbed, Sister. I don’t want to upset you with all the details.’


‘I just don’t understand how this could have happened. Who would have . . .? Why?’


The nun looked momentarily staggered. But then she took a deep breath, straightened up in her seat and leaned forward, resolutely.


‘How can I help?’


‘Just tell us as much as you can,’ Tom said. ‘Did anything out of the ordinary happen before Mother Attracta went missing? Was there anyone suspicious hanging around the convent or your village? What were her relationships like with the other sisters?’


Tom could see that the nun was concentrating hard on his questions. But when he asked the last one, a little twitch in her cheek told him what he wanted to know.


‘For example, you mentioned a row with a Sister Mary. Did the Reverend Mother often argue with others?’


‘I was always taught not to speak ill of the dead . . .’


There was a pause before the inspector continued the conversation.


‘What is the name of your order, Sister?’


She looked startled at the change in questioning.


‘The Sisters of Pity.’


The name jogged something in his memory. Like the vast majority of Irish people, Tom’s entire family had been educated in religious schools. Maybe one of his sisters had attended a school run by this order.


Sister Concepta dropped her eyes to the floor. ‘Mother is . . . sorry . . . she was . . . a difficult woman.’


A sigh. Sister Concepta wanted to get this off her chest.


‘You must understand, she was of her age. She grew up and lived in a society where religious orders were consulted, obeyed – even feared, in fact. They were powerful. When I joined the Church, it was a different time. I felt it was my vocation to carry out God’s mission on earth. To serve people, not be served.’


Tom smiled politely. He didn’t understand this strange compulsion of hers, but he respected it.


‘I suppose a psychologist might look at me and say it was less a vocation and more me seeking to belong somewhere. My parents passed away when I was young and I’m an only child. The Church provided me with a family and a purpose.


‘When Reverend Mother became a sister . . . I don’t know . . . perhaps she was just like me. She’s been in the convent since 1963. But sometimes, if you are left in charge of people and traditions for a long time, well . . . what’s that saying? “Power corrupts, but absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Mother Attracta could be rude. And thoughtless. And vicious.’


Her last words, spoken quietly and calmly, were nonetheless loaded with hostility. Tom struggled to hide how taken aback he was.


Ray didn’t win his struggle. ‘You really disliked her,’ he said.


‘Most of the older sisters are used to her, but I could never –’ Tears filled the nun’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry. It’s wrong of me to say such things. Now . . .’


Tom inclined his head and spoke softly. ‘It’s crucially important we establish what Mother Attracta was like and how she lived her life, Sister. I can’t have people sugar-coating her personality for me. If she had enemies, I need to know. And I appreciate your frankness.’


He could see the nun found solace in his words. She screwed up her eyes to think about his previous question.


‘We’re getting the convent ready for Christmas,’ Sister Concepta offered. ‘We do a lot of work with local schools and hospitals at this time of year. There hasn’t been anything out of the ordinary that I can think of, though. Nobody hanging around. No strangers. No big rows.’


The pause before the last sentence was almost indiscernible, but there it was.


Something happened recently, but she wasn’t saying what, Tom thought. Was life really that sedentary and unremarkable in the convent?


‘I need to give it proper consideration, Inspector. I’m not sure I’m thinking straight at the moment.’


‘All right, Sister. I think that’s enough for now. You’ve had a shock. Go back to the convent and give your memory of the last few weeks and months a proper going over. Try to remember everything, even things that may appear trivial or insignificant to you. I can’t stress that enough. It’s crucial that you and the other members of the convent realize quickly that nothing will be left secret in this murder inquiry. Nothing.’


His eyes bored into hers. She broke the connection first.


‘We will have to come down to the convent, most likely before the day’s end,’ Tom said. ‘Just one more thing. Were any of the other sisters missing on Wednesday or Thursday?’


The nun’s eyes widened.


‘I honestly couldn’t say,’ she replied. ‘There are twenty-one of us . . . I mean, there were. We don’t do everything together, and it’s a large building. I don’t recall seeing everyone. But I’d only notice if someone was missing when we are gathered for meals. Everyone was there for dinner on Wednesday night, but we didn’t sit down formally on Thursday after our discovery. I’d have to think about that, too.’


Tom nodded. ‘Please do,’ he said.


*


Ray let out a low whistle when she’d left.


‘For someone who’s been taught not to speak ill of the dead . . .’


Tom nodded. ‘It was a harsh view of our victim, but only one opinion. Even if she was . . . convincing.’


‘Twenty nuns,’ Ray said. ‘And the priest. I can’t see it being a woman, though. And surely a nun wouldn’t be capable of such savagery?’


‘Never underestimate a human being’s capacity for depravity, Ray, no matter what their sex, profession or vocation. But yes, I’d be more than a little shocked if it turns out one of the convent’s residents did this. What I can’t figure out is why somebody would take her from Limerick and bring her to Dublin.’


‘Unless the murderer wanted to get our attention in particular? Make a national statement?’


‘It was still going to make a national statement and get our attention if it had happened in Limerick. The NBCI would have been pulled in no matter where in the country this had happened.’


‘I don’t think our colleagues down in Limerick have a lot of time for this Father Seamus character,’ Ray said. ‘They’re en route to the convent now.’


‘Who doesn’t report someone missing in those circumstances?’ Tom asked.


‘Someone with something to hide?’ Ray suggested.


The inspector stared down at his notepad. There was something gnawing at his memory.


‘Sisters of Pity. It rings a bell. Remind me to look it up later.’








Chapter 11


Dublin’s city centre was starting to fill up with Christmas shoppers moving in the direction of the capital’s major thoroughfare, O’Connell Street. At the main bus terminal, across the road from the garda station, people were alighting from coaches arriving from towns and villages throughout Ireland. The year, like the one before, had been slow for the city’s traders. The recession had long since decimated profits and many businesses, struggling for survival, were eagerly anticipating the seasonal boost in consumption.


Tom looked beyond the bus station to the beautiful facade of Gandon’s famous Custom House. Behind its painted railings, away from the hustle and bustle of the city-centre traffic and the adjacent Financial Services Centre, the stately old building stood solidly, regal and calm. He admired its ornate roof for a moment before pulling his phone from his pocket.


It rang twice before his wife answered.


‘Tom?’


‘Hi. How are things?’


‘Fine.’ Louise was surprised to hear from him. ‘Are you okay? Aren’t you busy?’


‘Of course. We just got our ID.’


Louise said nothing. She knew he wasn’t ringing to talk about the case.


‘Where’s Maria?’ He stifled a yawn as he asked the question.


Tom had slept terribly, his thoughts flitting from the new case to their daughter’s bombshell. He’d spent most of the night staring at the back of Louise’s head, wondering how she’d managed to keep it secret for so many weeks. That was new for him. He kept stuff from Louise all the time, because he had to. In his memory, it had never gone the other way. That he knew of.


‘Where do you think?’ his wife replied. ‘Bed. No doubt she’ll use pregnancy as a convenient excuse for not seeing this side of 12 p.m. most days.’


‘No doubt.’


‘Please don’t worry about her, love. I’m here. You have so much on your plate.’


‘How can I not worry? She’s only nineteen.’


‘Only nineteen? Tom, believe me, she’s far from the youngest girl to face this. She’s not even a girl. She’s a woman.’


Tom bristled. He’d been deliberately ignoring the extra sets of sanitary towels in the airing cupboard for years. He still struggled to get his head around this tall creature who’d taken over his baby’s pink bedroom and replaced the Barbies and teddy bears with black velvet cushions and middle-eastern throws.


He looked up and saw that Laura, who’d walked the nun to her bus, was coming back across the street.


‘How are you handling this so calmly?’


Louise hesitated before replying. ‘One of us has to.’


Considering what had run through his head when he’d first been told, Tom thought he was coping exceptionally well.


He took a deep breath. Louise was always wiser than him. This must have come as a huge shock to her, too, but she was already ten steps ahead, trying to be steady so he could be aggrieved. And he didn’t even have the time to be frustrated right now. There was no head space to indulge in selfish and, quite possibly, irrational questions, such as: Why has she done this to us? How could she have been so stupid? And, the worst, if she can’t even get through her first year in college, how will she rear a child? He felt guilty for even having the capacity for such thoughts.


‘I’d better go.’


‘Okay,’ Louise replied. ‘Will we see you later? I’ve started decorating the tree.’


‘Try to remember, Santa has actual children to visit. Our house doesn’t have to be the landing strip for his sleigh every year.’


‘Bah, humbug!’


He rang off and greeted Laura.


‘There’s a bus in thirty minutes,’ Laura told him. ‘I left her in the café. She’s a little shocked but she’ll be home in no time.’


‘What’s your take on her?’


‘She seemed pretty genuine.’


All the members of the team were good judges of character. They had it instinctively, but their training enhanced it, as well as teaching them to be aware of their limitations.


His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a car engine. Ray, who’d gone to get the car, pulled in beside his colleagues and wound down the driver’s window.


‘Blanchardstown?’ he asked.


‘Yes. I’ll let you drive. Try not to kill us.’


‘You’ll let me drive? It’s my car. By the way, when are you rejoining the world of motoring?’


‘You’d have to ask my mechanic.’


‘Are you still using the octogenarian under the bridge?’ Ray laughed.


‘Age isn’t always an impediment, you know.’


‘I bet you tell yourself that all the time.’


Laura banged on the car roof. ‘Hey, Laurel and Hardy, are we getting a move on?’


Ray pointed to the passenger side and Tom, smiling, walked round to it while Laura slipped into the back seat. His phone buzzed in his pocket. Sean McGuinness’s name flashed on the screen as he pulled the passenger door shut.


‘Chief.’


‘Got an ID, Tom?’


‘Yes. She was the Reverend Mother of a convent in Limerick.’


Straight to the point.


‘Jesus wept.’


‘He’s weeping now, for sure. So, a team will need to head down. I imagine you want me in charge.’


Since the establishment of the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation in the late nineties, specialized teams were routinely deployed to assist local squads with serious offences ranging from murder to organized crime.


‘Absolutely,’ McGuinness replied. ‘There’s no way the superintendent for the Midlands division will want this on his plate. They’re up to their eyeballs already. Your body, Tom, your case. I’ll make sure the local sergeant is ready for your team. Oh, and if you have to be down there overnight, see if they can put you up in the convent – save on expenses.’


Tom rolled his eyes but knew enough not to make a sarcastic comment. McGuinness was serious.


He hung up and looked at Ray. ‘All your dreams are about to come true. I’m taking you on a trip where you’ll be surrounded by women and perhaps even get to sleep in their midst.’


‘Ah, for crying out loud, they want us to stay in the bloody convent, don’t they?’


In the back of the car, Laura snorted. Tom turned and gave her a wink.


‘I might have to leave you there to monitor events, interview witnesses, you know,’ he said to Ray. ‘One of them might turn your head, and you’ll forget you ever met any pretty girls in Dublin.’


Ray’s cheeks flushed and he pressed down on the accelerator.


‘We might be heading to a religious house, boss, but it’ll be a while before you turn me into a monk.’


‘Boom, boom,’ Laura laughed.


*


‘The media are in a tailspin looking for the name of the victim. Somebody let them know you got an ID at the morgue. And no, we don’t know who,’ Ian hastily added, in response to the look of fury on Tom’s face.


Ray slammed Tom’s office door, shutting the three of them in. ‘Oh, this is going to be fun,’ he said. ‘Let me predict the headline: “Nun left hole-y after being nailed to tree”.’


Tom and Ian stared at Ray.


‘Don’t you get it? A “holy” nun?’


Ray shrugged, while Tom placed his forehead in his hand.


‘Holy nun,’ Ian tutted. ‘It’s a superfluous use of words anyway. Can you be an unholy nun?’


‘I guess if you’re at a fancy-dress party. Then you can be a sexy nun.’


‘Lads!’ Tom banged his desk.


Ray and Ian jumped. ‘Sorry,’ they chimed.


‘Right, we can’t keep her identity a secret, but I’ll ask Sean McGuinness to see if we can hold it back a little longer,’ Tom said. ‘That will give us a chance to get down to Limerick and get the lie of the land before the media hordes descend. Ian, will you fetch Laura and Michael?’


He shook off his coat, slung it on the back of his leather swivel chair and dialled Louise. Ray, who had no one to inform of his imminent trip, grabbed a newspaper from a table just inside the door of the office and settled down.


Louise answered eventually, sounding out of breath.


‘Is everything all right?’ asked Tom, anxiously.


‘You’d think we were never apart, Tom. All is well. Maria hasn’t gone into labour yet. Would you just relax?’


‘Louise, I’ve to take a trip to Limerick. If I swing by the house, can you throw a couple of things in a bag for me?’


‘Honestly, the schemes you come up with to get out of helping me prepare our home for Christmas.’


‘So cynical. If it makes you feel any better, McGuinness has turned down my all-expenses request to book into a hotel with a casino attached. They’re hoping I’ll stay in a nunnery.’


There was a pause on the line. Louise knew there was no reason for him to stay in a convent unless the victim had originated there.


‘No problem,’ she said, her voice serious.


He was about to end the call when he thought of something.


‘Louise?’


‘Yes?’


‘Don’t let Maria pick up anything heavy.’


‘And so it begins,’ she sighed.


‘Indulge me. She’s my only child.’ Tom turned to Ray. ‘If you can just tear yourself away from the Premier League results . . .’


‘When a man can’t even read the sports page on a Saturday!’


His deputy threw his eyes to heaven and was just returning the newspaper to the table when the door opened and Laura crashed into him.


‘We have to stop meeting like this. Though I have to say, you are looking very well today,’ he said, and smiled.


Laura went a bright shade of red and pushed past him.


Ray looked at the back of her head, puzzled. He thought she enjoyed the banter. Then he cursed himself. Some female detectives hated having attention drawn to how they looked. They were working there because of their talent and skills, not their faces. He made a mental note to remember that Laura took issue with compliments – even if he had meant to be funny, not sexist.


As they were waiting for Michael, Tom decided to also include Willie Callaghan, his garda driver, on the trip. Willie had a good head, and Tom appreciated the older man’s wisdom.


The Technical Bureau would have to send down a senior team; the local division had already been ordered to secure the presumed crime scene in the convent hall for the Dublin forensics team.


Michael joined them a few minutes later. ‘We just need a dog now and we could be the Famous Five,’ he joked.


‘Which one of us is George?’ Tom asked.


He left Michael to think of a comeback.


‘I don’t know how long we’ll be down in Limerick,’ he continued. ‘Head home and grab what you need for a couple of nights. Ray, will you give Sister Concepta a ring and see if she’s back in the convent? Maybe hint at a few empty rooms? I’m going to ask Willie to drive me down. I’m guessing two cars?’


The others nodded.


‘Michael, you can come with us. Ray, you take Laura.’


Ray nodded. He’d use the opportunity of the car journey to impress on the younger detective that he wasn’t a chauvinist.


Laura tried to keep her face composed. She wasn’t sure how Bridget had figured it out, but she did have a thing for Ray – and it was growing by the day.


He turned to her now. ‘Where do you live?’


‘Clontarf.’


‘I might need a street name.’


You’re an idiot, her inner voice screamed.


‘Sorry. St Paul’s Avenue. Number thirty-four,’ she said abruptly.


‘I’ll pick you up in a couple of hours.’ Ray flashed his most winning smile, hoping he could charm her into remembering he was a nice guy.


That’s a date, she replied, in her head.








Chapter 12


Tom met Willie at reception, which someone had tried to decorate gaily with a few tawdry strands of tinsel and fairy lights. Willie, in his late fifties, was one of the most relaxed people Tom had ever met. In fact, he gave the impression that if he was any more laid-back, he’d be asleep. His appearance didn’t match his personality. Willie wore his uniform smartly, kept his thinning hair tightly cut, his moustache immaculately trimmed and always smelled of Old Spice.


‘So I’m getting a junket to Limerick?’ he said in his gravelly voice, as Tom approached.


The inspector nodded. ‘If that’s okay, Willie.’


‘More than okay. The daughters are coming home from the States next week for Christmas, and the missus has the house cleaned to within an inch of its life. She wants to keep it that way until they arrive. I’m not allowed to walk on the carpet in the living room. She expects me to levitate to the couch.’


Willie’s daughters had both made the all too familiar trip from college to a new country, along with thousands of other young Irish people forced to emigrate for work. Christmas had become a bittersweet time for so many parents, not all of whom were lucky enough to receive a seasonal visit.


‘I can’t promise to keep you there for a week, but we’ll see what we can do,’ Tom said. ‘Right, I need to call in at the house, but I want to check on my car first. I got a vague indication it might be ready today. You can drop me off, head to yours, then come back. And we’ll collect Michael Geoghegan.’


‘Is he coming?’


‘Yes.’


‘Right, so.’ Willie stroked his moustache and said no more. ‘Where’s your mechanic? You’re not still using that pensioner under the bridge?’


‘Why is everyone so ageist these days?’


‘Well, there might be a reason why you spend more time in other people’s cars than your own.’


The two men left the warmth of the station and crossed the car park to Willie’s gleaming vehicle. Tom opened the passenger door just as he felt icy drops on the back of his neck.


‘Is that snow?’ Willie asked, with all the giddiness of a schoolchild.


‘It is,’ Tom replied. ‘They say it’s going to be the coldest December on record. We could have snow right up to Christmas. If you’re good, we’ll stop on the way down and let you build a snowman.’


‘Yippee,’ the other man responded, dryly.


*


Ten minutes later they were outside the small garage where Tom’s car remained hostage to the knowledge of a man infinitely superior to the inspector on all things motor-related. It was Tom’s job to nod and agree with the garage’s owner, Pat Donnelly. He had been servicing cars in Blanchardstown since the world was black and white, as Louise liked to say.


Pat was standing at the door of the garage in dirty overalls, looking at the sky, as they pulled up. Tiny white snowflakes were melting on the top of his balding head.


‘He’s looking for divine inspiration to fix your car,’ Willie said.


‘Pat!’ Tom called, as he got out of the car.


‘There you are.’ The old man looked down from the heavens to his visitor, as if Tom had always been there but he’d only just noticed him.


‘Any joy with the car?’


Pat shrugged. ‘We’ll get there. Found the problem. Common with Alfa Romeos.’


Tom braced himself.


‘You wouldn’t consider getting yourself a nice little German model? Or a Jap car? Can’t stand those Italian ones. Must be the sun. Makes the engineers’ brains funny, so they forget to put pieces under the bonnet.’


Tom had had this one-sided exchange with Pat many times. He nodded dutifully and assured the older man that he would indeed replace this car with a sensible, functioning model. Pat never tired of pointing out to him that his precious Alfa marque was owned by FIAT – which stood for, in his opinion, ‘Fix It Again Tomorrow’.


‘Well, I’m off to the country for a few days, Pat, so I won’t need it today,’ Tom said, loudly.


‘Isn’t it well for some. A holiday, is it? That’s nice for you. And us old folks can’t even go about our business without being murdered. It wouldn’t have been fixed today, anyway. Snow coming.’


‘Well, luckily I won’t need it today,’ Tom repeated, pretending he had some control over the timeline. He wasn’t sure what the onset of snow meant for the prospect of his car being repaired. ‘Okay, Pat, I’ll see you during the week?’


‘Enjoy your break.’


‘Mad as a proverbial brush,’ Willie pronounced, as he revved the engine.


*


Twenty minutes later they were at Tom’s house, just as he got through to Emmet McDonagh on the phone.


‘You’ve nothing more from the crime scene for me?’ he asked.


‘No,’ Emmet replied. ‘If you miss me that much, though, if you find the murder site I might pay you a visit.’


‘What do you mean, if I find the murder site? Aren’t you coming down to Limerick?’ Tom knew he was chancing his arm.


‘Sorry, Tom, that’s just a kidnap site, by the sound of things. It’s too busy in Dublin for me to wander off. I’ll send you a senior team, but there’s no “me” in team.’


Tom groaned. ‘Yes, there is actually. There’s no “I” in team. Right. Who’s your best?’


‘You met them – Ellie and Mark. I don’t know about you having both, though . . .’


‘Send both,’ Tom said, hanging up.


‘The house looks well,’ Willie said.


Tom followed his eyeline. The Christmas tree stood behind the living room’s French windows, lights twinkling, soft falling snow completing the Yuletide look. Just for a moment he allowed himself to daydream that he was going home to start the annual holiday. It was his favourite time of year – the rich succulent foods, the welcome visits from family and friends bearing brightly wrapped presents, the women getting tipsy on champagne while he puffed on one of the Cohibas his brother always gave him and enjoyed a tall glass of golden ale.


Paradise.


Louise opened the door as Tom’s cold hands fumbled with his keys.


‘Do you think it will stick?’ was the first thing she said to him, referring to the snow still falling behind him.


‘And hello to you,’ he replied, kissing her on the forehead.


She had flour in her sideswept fringe, its whiteness in stark contrast to her dark hair, which she had tied back in a loose ponytail. She was wearing an apron over her jeans and red sweater. Good smells wafted from the kitchen.


She leaned around him to look into the garden.


‘Honestly,’ Tom said, shaking his coat off. ‘You would think this was sub-Saharan Africa the way Irish people react to snow. You know there’ll be homeless people freezing to death if it comes down proper.’


‘Tom!’ She clipped him on the ear.


He pulled her to him. ‘Sorry,’ he murmured to the top of her head. ‘I’ve only a half-hour. That’s five minutes for tea and twenty-five minutes for being with my wife.’


He started walking her, crab-like, towards the stairs.


She laughed and pulled away. ‘Twenty-five minutes? Are we talking an unprecedented twenty-three minutes of foreplay? Isn’t it normally twenty-five minutes for the tea?’


‘You keep up that cheek and I’ll give you a caution.’


‘You’re a bloody caution,’ she laughed. ‘Your daughter’s in the kitchen.’


He groaned. ‘I could be away for days.’


‘Yes, but you’ll be in a convent so it will be the last thing on your mind.’


‘Or the first, if what you read about these religious places is anything to go by.’


She tutted as she walked towards the kitchen. ‘I was baking but I abandoned it to make you some sandwiches for the trip. I packed your clothes as well. Aren’t you going to tell me what a good wife I am? I only leave one household chore to take care of another.’


‘I can’t think why you’re bothering with a PhD in English, when you could be here, barefoot, fulfilling my every need,’ he said.


She raised her eyebrows.


Maria was at the kitchen counter, attacking dough, kneading it like it was some kind of wild animal she had to tame. She still looked peaky but less stressed. He stared at her, trying to see if anything else had changed in her appearance, anything to give away what was happening to her body.


‘Dad . . . Mam wouldn’t let me put the star on the tree until you came home.’


Tom looked incredulously at Louise.


‘She shouldn’t be stretching.’


Louise and Maria eye-rolled in unison.


‘Don’t worry, Dad, I’m starting my confinement any day now. Six months in a darkened room lying down so I don’t strain myself. Come in here and help me with this star. I was thinking about running up the wall before somersaulting back to the ground and placing it mid-tumble. But perhaps you could just hold me steady on a chair.’


Tom followed her into the living room, Louise in his wake. This whole tradition was getting a bit absurd, particularly in light of the fact that his ‘little’ girl was now carrying her own baby.


He pulled out the footstool for her. Louise had been conservative this year; the conifer was lower than the ceiling, which still bore the scratch marks from the previous treetop.


Holding both Maria and the stool, Tom watched as his daughter placed the gold star on the top branch – the only one as yet unadorned.


‘Just think –’ Maria looked down at him innocently–‘this time next year, you’ll be a grandad.’








Chapter 13


Ray pulled up outside Laura’s house and hit the horn to announce his presence. The road she lived on was quiet; he nearly jumped himself at the sharp beep.


He’d just got off the phone with Sister Concepta, who’d arrived back safely at the convent.


He had been about to subtly hint at the possibility of accommodation for the detectives that evening, when she’d said, ‘You’ll stay with us of course? We’ve plenty of room.’


He’d feigned surprise at her offer before accepting with profuse thanks.


‘The accommodation will be basic,’ she’d said, ‘but warm and comfortable. And you’ll dine with the sisters.’


He looked at the clock on the dashboard: 2.30 p.m. Early, but he wanted to get the driving done in daylight.


He beeped again.


This time the door opened and an older woman looked out. Pulling her grey cardigan tight, she strode purposefully down the garden path towards the car.


Ray cursed. He must have the wrong house. She’d said thirty-four, he was sure of it. Was it the wrong street?


He hesitated for a moment before rolling down the window, in no humour to deal with a cranky housewife.


‘Do you not know how to use a doorbell, young man?’ the woman asked, in the thickest Kerry accent he’d ever heard. Thicker even than Sean McGuinness’s.


‘Er . . . sorry . . . I’m not sure I’ve the right house. I’m looking for Laura Brennan.’


‘You can find the house but not the front door, is that it?’


Behind her, Ray could see Laura framed in the doorway.


‘Mam!’ she yelled out.


Her flushed face was trumped only by Ray’s deeper shade of purple at being chastised by this Kerry matron.


Laura was coming down the path now, her curly copper hair a magnet for the falling snow, which seemed to be avoiding her mother.


Quite sensibly, in Ray’s opinion.


He stepped out of the car, trying to appear cool and professional. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mrs Brennan. I didn’t realize Laura lived with her parents. Sorry to disturb you.’


‘Oh, my God,’ Laura mumbled, mortified.


Her mother sniffed. ‘Well, you’ve found your manners now. Lock the car and come in out of the cold. You might as well have a bite, too. Working on a Saturday and driving to Limerick, of all places.’


‘Mam, we don’t have time—’


‘Hush now, that woman is not going to get any more dead while you finish your lunch.’


Mrs Brennan ushered the two of them up the path.


Laura stared straight ahead, unable to make eye contact with Ray, as he was frogmarched in the door.


A fire blazed in the old-style hearth against the back wall of the kitchen. An older man – Laura’s dad, Ray imagined – sat in a comfortable-looking recliner beside it. He nodded to the visitor.


Ray sat across from Laura, who leaned forward and whispered, ‘I am so sorry about this. She makes everyone eat. It’s her thing.’


He whispered back. ‘I’m just glad she didn’t make me sit on the naughty step.’


The younger detective laughed, revealing two deep dimples in her cheeks.


Her mother conjured another plate on to the table, and Ray felt his stomach do a little dance. He hadn’t realized he was so hungry. He’d grabbed some crackers in his apartment when he was packing. A home-cooked meal was a rare treat.


His delight must have shown because Mrs Brennan placed her hand on his shoulder and said, ‘You can call me Faye.’


She pulled out a chair and motioned to Ray to start eating. Laura pushed her remaining food around with a fork until her mother chided her to eat.


‘So, where’s this place you’re going to, eh?’ she asked.


‘Faye!’ Laura’s dad cautioned.


Ray realized the newspaper was a bit of a ruse.


‘Take a puff of your pipe, Jim, and relax,’ Faye answered him. ‘Don’t mind him,’ she said to Ray. ‘A permanent guard. He won’t let Laura say boo in case they take her in under the Official Secrets Act.’


Ray looked at the man in the corner in a new light.


‘It will be public knowledge soon enough. So, if you can keep it in confidence until then . . .’ he said.


Jim lowered his paper, curiosity getting the better of him.


Faye nodded. ‘We know how to do confidential.’


‘We’re headed to a convent down there. The victim was a nun.’


The colour drained from Laura’s mother’s face.


Ray was about to ask if she was okay when Jim interjected.


‘Was she killed because she was a nun?’ he asked.


‘We don’t know,’ Ray replied. There was no need for spin here. ‘We only got the ID this morning.’


Jim sat back in his chair and puffed furiously on his pipe.


Faye rose from her chair and walked to the sink, where she stared fixedly out the window. He’d only met her, but Ray sensed this reaction was uncharacteristically muted for her.


‘What’s the name of the convent?’ she asked, as she twisted a dishcloth in her hands.


‘Sisters of Pity,’ Laura answered.


The woman visibly flinched.


Ray lowered his fork.


‘Mam?’ Concern and puzzlement filled Laura’s face.


Her father stood up and walked to his wife, placing a comforting arm around her shoulders.


‘What is it?’ Laura asked.


Ray was alarmed to see Faye shaking as she turned to face them.


‘Do you know the convent, Mrs Brennan?’ he asked, gently.


After a pause, she replied.


‘I know it. Oh, yes, I know it. And may God forgive me, but if that woman was a nun there, she deserved to die screaming.’








Chapter 14


Tom rang Michael’s doorbell and waited, shivering.


It was Anne, the detective’s wife, who opened the door. Tom was startled by her appearance. The Anne he knew was vivacious and lively. She kept her highlighted blonde hair cut in a neat bob and dressed in the latest fashions, flattering her slim figure.


The woman standing before him now had put on weight. Her hair was shoulder length and dull, her face bereft of colour. She wore a baggy grey tracksuit and looked utterly miserable.


‘Tom,’ she said, a strained smile on her lips. ‘It’s lovely to see you. He’ll only be a moment. Will you come in?’


‘Good to see you, too. I won’t come in, pet. Willie’s waiting.’


Tom was suddenly all too conscious that he hadn’t seen the woman since she’d lost her baby. Louise had organized a card and flowers, of course, but they had wanted to give the young couple space to grieve. He had to acknowledge it, but how did you broach a subject that was months old? So he stood there, mute, trying desperately to think of something to say.


Anne was clearly more adept at dealing with the social ramifications of the loss.


‘I meant to ring Louise and yourself to say thank you for the gift.’


‘Not at all,’ he responded. ‘I’m . . . well, to be honest, I don’t know what to say. I’m so very sorry.’


She nodded, and he could see from her expression that the miscarriage was far from dealt with.


‘No one knows what to say.’ She looked furtively over her shoulder and then said quietly, ‘It wasn’t the first time.’


He almost didn’t catch it.


‘Oh.’


Tom racked his brains for the right words and found himself wanting. Sensing that he could do no better than platitudes, he opted instead to place a comforting hand on her arm.


It was the right move. Anne didn’t flinch or pull away.


‘Thank you,’ she said, eyes glistening. ‘The worst thing is, it makes it scary to try again – for Michael, anyway. I can’t give up hope. And now I think—’


She stopped short as Michael barrelled down the stairs.


‘Sorry about the delay, sir,’ he began, then noticed the look of concern on Tom’s face, before turning to his wife. He looked back at his boss and his features hardened. ‘I’ll be off, then,’ he said, coolly planting a peck on Anne’s cheek.


He started down the path and all Tom could do was follow, giving Anne an embarrassed wave goodbye. She cut a lonely figure in the doorway but retreated inside before they were even at the gate.


At the car, Tom placed his hand on the door before Michael could get in.


‘Michael,’ he said.


The younger detective shook his head. ‘She told you, didn’t she?’


‘It’s nothing to be ashamed of.’


Angry red blotches broke out on Michael’s cheeks.


‘It’s personal. She had no right . . .’


Tom hesitated. He needed to frame what he was about to say very carefully.


‘Michael . . . for the most part, this is none of my business. But you’ve both been through something traumatic . . . and if it’s something you’re struggling to deal with . . .’


He held up his hands as Michael glared at him.


‘You’re an excellent detective,’ he continued. ‘I’m just asking if you need to be closer to home. You don’t need to come on this trip. Others can take your place.’


He watched as the younger man went through a range of silent emotions – anger at having his private life exposed, followed by embarrassment, pain. Then he seemed to deflate.


Finally, he spoke.


‘I need to go, sir. You don’t understand. We’ve . . . we’ve lived with this for years. But this time is the worst. I’ve tried to be there for her. I’ve—’


His voice choked, and he stopped. Took a deep breath. Then the words spilled out of him in a great release.


‘I’ve done as much as I can. The last few weeks she’s been so moody. She’s putting on weight, crying all the time. Sometimes she won’t get out of the bed. When she does, she slopes around and says she’s tired. You tell me it’s nothing to be ashamed of, but that’s how I feel. I don’t know what I can do to help her. I don’t know how to give her a baby that will stay.


‘And she feels ashamed because she thinks she’s failed. Our whole house is filled with shame.’ He sucked in air. ‘I love her but she needs help that I can’t give. And, to be honest, I need a break. I really do. Nobody ever understands it from the man’s perspective. It’s my loss, too.’


Michael exhaled, and Tom could see he was relieved to have finally got the load off his chest.


They both looked up at the house, a little guiltily, as though Anne might have caught them talking about her.


‘Look,’ Tom said, ‘I can’t say I understand because I haven’t been through what you have. But I know a man who needs a break when I see one. I had to ask, okay?’


Michael nodded. He brushed snowflakes from his spiky brown hair and shivered. He hadn’t taken the time to put his jacket on.


Tom couldn’t help but wonder about the vagaries of a universe that let his daughter conceive a so-far healthy pregnancy accidentally, when the planned pregnancies of this man’s young family had ended so tragically.


‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘I think the blood has stopped circulating in my feet.’


His phone rang as he got into the car.


‘We’re leaving now, Ray.’


‘Sir, we just found out something important.’


‘Go on.’


‘The Sisters of Pity – remember the name rang a bell for you? Their convent in Kilcross is a former Magdalene Laundry. A notorious one.’


Tom sat in stunned silence.


‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘I read something about it a few months ago. I can’t believe I didn’t make the connection.’


‘Sister Concepta wasn’t in a hurry to point it out, was she? Anyway, Mrs Brennan almost had a heart attack when I mentioned the name of the order and Kilcross.’


Michael and Willie looked at Tom questioningly. He placed his hand over the mouthpiece.


‘The nun was from a Magdalene Laundry,’ he said.


The information didn’t seem to make anything clearer for Michael, but Willie raised his eyebrows knowingly.


‘Why was Mrs Brennan so upset? She wasn’t in the laundry, was she?’ Tom asked, indicating to Willie to start driving. ‘Her sister was? We’d better get on the road, but let’s say we meet and get a cup of tea? I bet it’s quite a story.’


As the car pulled out, Willie mentioned a small service station about halfway down and suggested stopping for petrol there.


‘What’s the relevance of Kilcross being a laundry?’ Michael asked. ‘All the convents had them, didn’t they?’


Willie shook his head. ‘No, lad. There were ten or so big ones that operated for profit. Haven’t you heard of the campaign groups out to get justice for the former inmates?’


Michael looked confused. ‘Inmates? I thought the women just worked there? I haven’t been paying much attention to it.’


‘Well, you’re about to get an education,’ Tom said, gravely.


He had a knot in his stomach.


The case had taken a sinister turn.








Chapter 15


Over an hour later, Willie’s car pulled off the motorway at their arranged meeting place. The ‘services’ were actually an old-fashioned two-pump petrol station with a small shop and coffee area attached. The shop seemed to be the bottom floor of a residence, judging by the lace curtains and flower boxes in the upstairs windows.


‘I want you to give that car a ticket, Willie,’ Tom said, pointing to Ray’s vehicle. ‘He must have broken the speed limit to get here ahead of us. Quite unusual for him, I can tell you.’


The snow had eased and the roads were still clear, but a dusting of white had settled on the surrounding fields. The dark clouds looked ominously heavy, and a greyish white light gave the early evening an oppressive feel.


Michael glanced up. ‘If that’s more snow in those clouds, we could end up getting stuck down here.’


Tom’s brow creased with worry. Irish people were not used to dealing with inclement weather. Rain they could handle by the bucketload. Snow was a novelty and, when it did make a rare appearance, the resulting chaos made roads impassable across much of the country.


Ray and Laura were sitting on stools at a high table inside the window of the dimly lit coffee shop, the only customers.


There was no one behind the counter when they entered, but in response to the tinkling bell attached to the door, a little old woman, her short white hair standing on end, emerged through a curtain.


‘Well, well,’ she said. ‘It’s like Grand Central Station in here today.’


‘Good afternoon, miss,’ Tom said.


‘More police,’ she replied. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting coffee. We don’t serve doughnuts.’


Tom and Michael looked at each other, unsure whether she meant the confectionery or was calling them doughnuts.


Tom guessed the former.


‘Three coffees would be great,’ he replied. ‘Would you mind terribly if we have our own sandwiches with the coffee?’


‘Well, I’d say yes, but then you might arrest me. I don’t want to end up a victim of police brutality. I know what goes on.’ She touched the side of her large nose with her finger.


A young man emerged from behind the curtain.


‘Nan, what are you doing down here? Go upstairs and watch the telly,’ he said, trying to gently usher her away.


She glared at him. ‘You’re always trying to keep me out of my own shop. Just like your father. Hoping I’ll die of boredom up there so you can claim your inheritance.’


With one last glare at the two policemen, she left.


‘Sorry about that.’ The young man smiled at Tom and Michael. ‘She ran this shop for forty years. Hard to break the habit.’


‘She seems to have all her faculties,’ Michael observed.


Their young server laughed. ‘No, she’s mad as a brush now. Thinks everyone’s a copper. Go on, sit down and I’ll bring your coffees. Three you said? Black, is it?’


‘With a jug of milk,’ Tom confirmed. ‘The copper filling the car outside is with us.’


‘You might have warned us,’ Michael said, as they joined Ray and Laura at their table.


‘It was funnier to watch your faces,’ Ray replied. ‘She asked us if we were here to interview her. I thought you’d phoned ahead as a joke.’


The woman’s grandson arrived at the table with the coffees.


‘So,’ Ray said, turning to Laura. ‘Do you want to tell them, or will I?’


‘Well, I suppose I should tell the story. She was my aunt, after all.’ Laura shook her head, still coming to terms with what she’d learned.


The absence of anyone else in the shop and the eerie quiet outside, despite the proximity to the motorway, put them all on edge. It felt like the right atmosphere for a chilling tale.


‘I don’t think I ever heard this story, growing up,’ Laura began. ‘It might have been referenced – poor Aunt Peggy, that kind of thing – but you know how Irish families are, though. Skeletons in every closet.’


Everybody around the table nodded sagely. So many Irish families had the uncle who added coffee to his whiskey every morning, or the child, raised by grandparents, believing its mother to be its sibling. Not hanging your dirty laundry out in public was a national pastime.


Laura took a deep breath.


‘There were nine in my mother’s family and she’s the youngest. She had a special bond with her sister Peggy, because she was the only sister still living at home when Mam was growing up. Anyway, one night Peggy went to a parish dance, which was apparently as thrilling as it got back then. She was seventeen. My mother was eight, so this was around 1963 or ’64.’


Laura took a sip of her coffee. Like most Irish people, she was a good storyteller and knew how to pace a yarn.


‘Peggy was a real looker – dimpled cheeks, big blue eyes, that kind of thing. My mother remembers her that night as this vision going out in a cornflower-blue dress with a matching blue butterfly clip in her hair. Their brother Johnny was her chaperone and under strict orders to take care of her . . .’ Laura paused.


The sense of foreboding was growing.


‘My mother woke in the early hours to chaos. There was shouting and banging downstairs, so she got up and peeped into the kitchen through a crack in the door. She was young and probably only realized later what had happened that night, but she remembers seeing Peggy sitting in a chair, dress torn, her lip split. My grandmother had her arms around her and was trying to get Peggy to say something.


‘The shouting had been between my grandad and Johnny and another brother, Kevin. Johnny had had a few drinks and left Peggy alone. Two local lads offered to walk her home, but, well . . . I don’t need to spell out what happened. They were brutal.’ Laura flushed. ‘Johnny found her where they’d left her, in a ditch at the side of the road. She was less than half a mile from home.’


Tom felt a ball of anger and compassion rise in his chest.


‘The local priest got word of the episode and a few days later turned up at the house,’ Laura continued, in a hushed tone. ‘He told my grandparents that Peggy had led the lads on, they were good boys, one training to be a teacher, et cetera. Said Peggy would have to be packed off to the nuns in case she was pregnant. That’s where single girls “in trouble” were sent. It seems the only thing worse than getting yourself assaulted, back then, was other people finding out about it.’


‘And they just sent her off?’ Michael asked, incredulous.


‘Of course not,’ Laura snapped. ‘My grandmother was horrified. But the priest kept coming back and neighbours were starting to talk, saying that she left the dance with the lads, no decent girl would do that. None of us can imagine what it must have been like in rural Ireland in the sixties. Between the priests and the neighbours the pressure to send Peggy and her problems away would have been unbearable.


‘I’m not long out of Kerry, and I can tell you there are still villages that could have leapt straight off the pages of The Valley of the Squinting Windows.’


Tom raised his eyebrows, surprised that someone so young was familiar with Brinsley MacNamara’s classic and controversial tale about an Irish town torn apart by gossip and malice.


‘It turned out the two lads were from prominent families,’ she continued. ‘They wanted her gone, and these people were used to getting what they wanted. Grandad caved first, but not because he didn’t love Peggy. She had taken to her bed after the attack and wouldn’t speak to anyone. Grandad thought that maybe the best thing for Peggy was to be away from the area for a while.


‘So they let the priest take her to the Sisters of Pity convent in Limerick. She wasn’t sent to one of the mother and baby homes run by the nuns, because they didn’t even know if she was pregnant at that stage . . .’ Laura paused.


Her listeners were enthralled and horrified in equal measure.


‘The family was heartbroken. My grandmother kept sending letters to the convent but received no response. The priest had actively discouraged them from visiting. But after a month, Gran wanted to know if Peggy was expecting. She wanted to make sure the baby wasn’t adopted. Mainly, she wanted Peggy home.


‘My grandparents drove to the convent, but when they got there they had to fight with a nun just to see Peggy. When they did, she was unrecognizable. Her hair was shorn. She was covered in bruises and was half the size she’d been when she’d left Kerry. They wanted to take her out there and then, but Peggy started having some kind of fit. She just kept screaming, “You sent me here, you sent me here.” But she wasn’t pregnant.


‘My grandparents went berserk with the nuns, wanted to know what had happened. The nuns told them Peggy was harming herself, because the “incident” with the two lads had sent her mad. They reassured the family that they would be better off leaving the sisters to deal with her, that they were professionals and could help Peggy.


‘My grandmother never got over it. She kept going back to the convent, each time determined to put Peggy in a car and bring her home, but half the time the nuns talked her down, and the rest of the time, they wouldn’t even let her in. Said it would just upset Peggy and the whole place. Grandad suspected the families of the two boys were pulling strings so Peggy would be kept in the laundry. They didn’t want her back, walking about the village, making them uncomfortable. I never met Gran; she died two years after Peggy left, of heartbreak, Mam says.


‘Years later, Mam went to look for Peggy herself. It wasn’t until then she found out Peggy was dead. She’d hanged herself from the window of her dormitory.’


Everyone around the table winced.


‘She’d died five years before Mam went looking. The nuns hadn’t felt the need to inform her family. They wouldn’t even say where she was buried. Said she had committed a mortal sin and didn’t deserve to lie in a marked grave. She killed herself when she was twenty-seven, after spending ten years in the place.’ Laura shook her head. ‘That’s everything.’


The story sounded completely incredible, and Tom knew he would have struggled to believe it if so much hadn’t already come out about religious institutions. It was only in the last decade that the government had been forced to compensate victims who’d been routinely abused and tortured as children in industrial schools run by religious orders.


Now there was growing pressure from campaign groups to investigate the Magdalene Laundries and the role the state had played in their operation. The laundries had been originally conceived as charitable refuges for ‘fallen’ or abandoned women, but evolved into dumping grounds for all sorts of women regarded as ‘difficult’ by a judgemental society, heavily influenced by the Catholic Church. Some of the laundry inmates had had babies out of wedlock, others had reported abuse by a family member or neighbour; some just ended up there because they were homeless, had committed a minor crime or were moved from other institutions. The women claimed they were shamefully mistreated – forced to work from morning until night for no pay, underfed, beaten, abused and generally treated like prisoners.


The campaign thus far had been conducted largely under the radar. The government had managed to force the religious orders to provide a tiny portion of redress for the industrial school victims but, scorched by that experience, it was maintaining that the Magdalene Laundries were the domain of the Church, and families had sent their relatives there freely. The campaign groups, though, had ample evidence that the courts had sent girls to laundries for petty offences and that many young girls had been sent there directly from orphanages. All the institutions of the state, including the police, were implicated in sending girls to the laundries – and keeping them there.


Willie sighed.


‘Your aunt’s story isn’t all that unusual,’ he said. ‘It was meant to be the case that the girls were released from the laundries if a family member came for them. But more often than not, they were worse than jail for people with no money or power. Slave labour for the nuns, that’s what those girls were.’


‘It’s a heartbreaking tale, Laura,’ Tom added. ‘Your mother was very brave to share it.’


‘It is horrific,’ Michael said. ‘I’ve heard of the laundries, I just don’t think I ever realized what went on in them. But – and I don’t want to take away from Laura’s story – is it relevant to this case? Was Mother Attracta even in the laundry at the time? And was she involved with whatever went on?’


‘I think it’s significant,’ Ray said. ‘Sister Concepta said Mother Attracta had been a nun since the 1960s, and she didn’t mention her being anywhere other than at that convent. And it doesn’t matter whether Mother Attracta was complicit in the bad things that happened in the laundry. A lot of people seem to have been damaged by those places. We have to at least consider the theory that somebody could be taking revenge, and Mother Attracta was a target just because she was there.’


Laura fidgeted in her seat.


‘I’m not sure I’m comfortable with where that thought leads,’ she said. ‘My mother is full of rage at what happened to her sister. She wants justice for her. For Mam that means exposing the truth. Not murdering someone.’


Tom interrupted, before Ray could respond to Laura. ‘We shouldn’t jump to any conclusions.’ For all his intelligence, the detective sergeant could be emotionally oblivious. ‘It’s important to know the background of the convent. That doesn’t necessarily mean that the murder has any connection to the laundry. The laundries closed years ago. It’s a very long time to nurse a grudge.’


‘1996,’ Willie said.


They all looked at him.


‘That’s when the last one closed.’


‘I didn’t realize it was that recent,’ Tom said.


A clock chimed in the shop.


Darkness had fallen.








Chapter 16


Kilcross garda station was en route to the convent. It sat amid pretty, quaint houses, most of them shimmering with Christmas lights under freshly snow-topped roofs.


The sergeant, Ciaran McKenna, was a laid-back, friendly man in his early fifties. His youthful face was unlined, only his greying hair betraying his age.


Tom was relieved to note the man’s relaxed demeanour. Some officers reacted badly to the Dublin-based murder team stepping on to their ‘patch’. This sergeant looked like he would be a help rather than a hindrance to the investigation.


Ciaran told them that members of the divisional crime scene unit, an offshoot of the Technical Bureau, had attempted to isolate the scene in the hall where the nuns had found the blood and broken glass.


He paused before continuing, nervously. ‘I don’t know what you’ll make of this. The nuns cleaned the hall.’


‘Cleaned the scene?’ Tom repeated, incredulously. ‘What? Why? That’s a criminal offence.’


‘I don’t think they realized that.’ Ciaran shook his head. ‘Said the glass and blood were distressing. It’s just something they do – cleaning, I mean. Not much else to do up there. They’ve no television.’ He pronounced this last sentence as if it was a crime.


Tom was flabbergasted. ‘Well, we’ve senior crime scene investigators coming down tomorrow. Unless the nuns used industrial-strength bleach, the team will hopefully pick up something. I can’t say it’s not a blow, though. Can you come over in the morning and tell us what you know about the place and the victim?’


‘Sure. You don’t need me tonight?’


‘Morning is fine. I want to see the nuns this evening. This Father Seamus . . .?’


‘An obnoxious old fool – inflated sense of his own importance.’


‘We have to talk to him, too,’ Ray said. ‘Does he stay at the convent as well?’


Ciaran snorted. Tom rolled his eyes.


‘What?’ Ray said.


‘No,’ the sergeant answered. ‘He doesn’t stay at the convent. They have this odd rule about “no men”. You’ll find him at the priest’s house a few yards down from the church, in the village.’


‘Well, we’re staying at the convent,’ Ray retorted, petulantly.


‘I’m sure they’ll be able to control themselves,’ Ciaran responded, deadpan.


‘The Reverend Mother,’ Tom interjected. ‘What was she like?’


The sergeant pursed his lips.


‘Not pleasant,’ he replied.


That made two witnesses with nothing nice to say about the victim.


*


The convent was a mile south of the village.


A glassy sheen made the narrow country road treacherous. Between concentrating on driving and the moonless dark night, they almost missed the left turn Ciaran McKenna had instructed them to take.


Once on the even narrower road, it was only minutes before the high walls of the convent became visible. They pulled through the tall, open iron gates into a large, gravel-strewn yard.


The convent was an austere and oppressive building, standing three storeys high. A few windows on one side of the lower floor were lit, but the upper two floors remained cloaked in darkness.


The front was coated in grim grey pebbledash. The bottom floor appeared to have been updated with modern window fittings, but the huge oak door looked like an original fixture. To its left ran a long, windowed corridor.


‘It’s scary, isn’t it?’ Laura came up beside Tom quietly.


She stared, wide-eyed and apprehensive, at the building in which her aunt had died.


‘I’m sure it doesn’t look so intimidating in the daylight,’ he said.


‘It probably looks worse,’ she replied, and started towards the door.


Tom followed his team. He looked at the backs of Laura and Michael’s heads and gave his own a quiet shake. Laura was mulling over her family history. Michael’s focus was half at home with his wife. Add to that the niggling worries Tom harboured about his own daughter’s news and really, out of the four detectives, only Ray could be said to have his mind fully on the case.


The large door opened before they had the chance to use the old-fashioned brass doorknocker. Sister Concepta stood in its frame, ready to greet them.


‘Detectives, fáilte. I heard the cars. Come in out of the cold. Tar isteach.’


Fáilte and tar isteach – welcome and come inside.


They made their way into the impressive entrance hall. It had high ceilings and was brightly lit, with doors off to all sides. A broad staircase stood to their right and an overhead balcony faced them.


A rudimentary cordon had been set up in the left-hand corner of the hall around a door and a half-moon-shaped walnut table, upon which sat a large vase filled with red roses.


‘Thank you for offering us refuge, Sister,’ Tom said. ‘I fear the weather is deteriorating.’


‘It’s our pleasure, really.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I told the others how Mother died. I hope that’s okay.’


‘Necessary, I imagine.’ He looked around. ‘The convent is bigger than I’d expected.’


‘Yes, it used to service a far bigger community. What you see from the front is not even the full building. There are two more wings off to the back. We’d other buildings on the land but they’ve been demolished. Oh, look at me standing here talking and you only at the door. Would you like to leave your bags in your rooms and then I’ll give you the tour? We’re having a late dinner to accommodate you. You can meet everyone then.’


‘That would be perfect,’ Tom said.


He was eager to see the sisters at their most relaxed, and a dining setting suited that. They would all be on their guard during the interviews.


‘So that is where you found the . . . disturbance?’ He cocked his head, indicating the cordoned area.


‘It is. I’m afraid Sergeant McKenna was very cross with us for cleaning up.’


‘Why on earth did you?’ Ray asked.


The nun shrugged. ‘I can only apologize. Some of the sisters were very distressed. And when no guards came . . . well, we couldn’t just leave it like that. There was glass everywhere. I should have told you earlier.’


‘Nobody’s been near it since the police team came?’ Tom asked.


‘Oh, no. Of course not. Shall we?’ she pointed to the large oak staircase. ‘Your rooms are just up on the balcony.’


The accommodation was as she had described it to Ray – basic but cosy. A narrow single bed filled one side of Tom’s room, made up with freshly starched sheets and grey woollen blankets. A small locker with a basic reading lamp and a pine wardrobe completed the furnishings. The only splash of colour came from the blue curtains drawn across the window.


He removed his suit jacket and opened his bag, from which he pulled out a dark fleece to throw on over his shirt and tie. A little note fluttered from its folds as he shook it out.




In case you’re tempted to find warmth in the arms of one of the nuns – try this instead. Your long-suffering wife xxx





Tom smiled. He put the piece of paper back in the bag just as there was a knock on the door.


Ray came in. ‘So you’ve no tea and coffee facilities either? I think we should complain.’


Tom ignored him and sat down to slide a spare pair of shoes under the bed.


Ray plonked down beside him.


‘Are we getting comfy here?’ Tom asked, amused.


‘My room is as boring as this one.’


‘The room you’ve been in for five minutes?’ Tom sighed.


Ray was a complex character. He could be ferociously smart. He had insights that set him apart from other detective sergeants the inspector had worked with. He was kind-hearted and dedicated and loyal. But he could also be incredibly immature.


Sometimes it was like raising a second child.


Willie was on the landing when they emerged from Tom’s room.


‘Are you two bunking together? Top to toe, is it?’ he chuckled. ‘I might head back into the town and see if I can get a packet of cigarettes.’


‘I doubt you’ll find anywhere open,’ Tom said.


‘No matter, I’ll just have a look,’ Willie said. ‘Unless you need me?’


‘No, no, you give the car a spin. In case the engine cools down.’


Michael and Laura had just come out of their rooms.


‘Right.’ Tom rubbed his hands together. ‘Let’s get acquainted with this place.’








Chapter 17


A multitude of appetizing aromas hit the detectives when Ray pushed open the heavy kitchen door, from the savoury dishes bubbling on the cooker to the sweet, sticky cakes resting on countertops. Two middle-aged sisters moved to and fro between a centre island and a large range cooker, set amid the cupboards on the back wall.


The right side of the kitchen had been kept as an old parlour-type area. Here, there were three comfortable-looking armchairs and an old-fashioned dresser with an assortment of bottles and glasses on its shelves.


As Tom stood on the threshold, a door beside the chairs swung open and Sister Concepta emerged from what looked like the dining area.


‘Inspector,’ she greeted him.


Michael, bringing up the rear, let go of the door, which promptly slammed shut with an almighty bang, making everyone jump.


‘Sorry,’ he muttered.


The two cooks cleaned their hands on their aprons as they walked around the island to meet the new arrivals. Sister Concepta made the introductions.


‘Inspector, this is Sister Mary.’ She indicated the larger of the two women. ‘And this is Sister Fidelma.’


‘Pleased to meet you,’ Sister Mary said, beaming. ‘We don’t get very many visitors here. It’s wonderful to have new people to cook for.’


Tom could see now that the busy kitchen and all its wonderful smells were for their benefit. He found it slightly incongruous that they were being so well received, considering the circumstances.


As though reading his mind, Sister Mary’s face flushed and she spoke again.


‘I mean, if it wasn’t for the awful event that has brought you here.’ She cast her eyes to the ground and blessed herself.


‘Well, I’m very pleased to meet you, nonetheless,’ Tom said, smiling.


Laura displayed nothing but professionalism – Tom had to admire her restraint. He suspected she was mentally assessing each nun for any potential complicity in her aunt’s death.


‘There was a fifth in your group?’ Sister Concepta said.


‘My driver. He’s in the village having a scout around,’ Tom answered.


The nuns exchanged puzzled glances.


‘There’ll be nothing except public houses open at this hour,’ Sister Mary said.


‘I can’t see that upsetting him too much,’ Tom replied.


After establishing that dinner would be in forty-five minutes, they set off on their tour of the convent. They started at the cordoned-off area in the entrance hall.


‘That door behind the police tape opens on to the corridor you saw from the front of the house,’ Sister Concepta told them.


Tom nodded. ‘There was nothing disturbed in there?’


‘Not that we could see.’


‘Where does the corridor go?’


‘Nowhere.’ Sister Concepta shrugged.


‘Oh?’


‘It runs along the front of the house and then it just stops. We used to keep plants in it, like a sort of conservatory. It catches the sun beautifully. There were windows on the inside wall then as well, for the house, but they were knocked out and replaced with alcoves. It looks pretty, but it serves absolutely no purpose.’


‘So why would Mother Attracta have been in this part of the hall late at night?’ Ray asked. ‘Was she at the coat rack, maybe?’


‘We have a tradition,’ Sister Concepta replied. ‘Every evening candles are lit in each of the alcoves. It’s to welcome lost souls, give them a guiding light. They’re extinguished before we go to bed. That was Mother Attracta’s task.’


‘Where do the lost souls go after hours?’ Michael mumbled to Ray, who smirked.


Sister Concepta heard Michael, and a hint of a smile danced on her lips.


‘As I said, it’s just a tradition. But don’t worry, we leave the electric overhead light on for the lost souls.’


‘So she could have been performing this task before she was assaulted?’ Tom asked, ignoring Michael and Ray.


‘I think so. The candles looked to have been put out.’


Tom tried to imagine the turn of events that night. Mother Attracta must have walked down the corridor performing her duty. When she arrived back at the entrance hall, she had been attacked.


Was she taken by chance, or did someone know that this was her specific nightly routine?


He examined the vase on the table, then the light switch and the wall surrounding it. To his left, just beside the front door, stood the huge old-style coat rack.


Something didn’t fit.


If she’d been attacked coming out of the door, then why was the blow to the back of her skull? The door opened into the corridor, so she would have walked out to the hall without anything obscuring her view. There was no space to stand flat against the wall to the left or right. He supposed someone could have hidden behind or even inside the coat rack on the left. Unless she hadn’t been alone in the hall and she had walked out ahead of her assailant.


‘You said a vase had been smashed?’ Tom asked aloud.


‘Yes, that one’s a new vase. We always keep fresh flowers in the hall. Oh!’ Sister Concepta’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘Do you think he hit her with that, Inspector?’


Tom noted she used ‘him’. Most people assumed the perpetrator was a man when faced with a violent murder.


‘That morning, Sister; describe to me what you saw.’


‘I don’t need to describe it, Inspector. I can just show you, if you like.’


Tom cocked his head, puzzled. ‘Show me how, Sister?’


He’d a daft notion when she said it that the sisters were going to re-enact the scene; a morbid take on a Christmas play.


‘I took a picture before we cleaned up.’


He almost laughed.


The nun withdrew a mobile phone from her skirt pocket and scrolled through its photo album.


‘It’s not the best quality, I’m afraid, but you can probably load it on to the computer and enhance it.’ She noticed the amused looks on the detectives’ faces. ‘We’re not complete idiots.’ She smiled and handed the phone to Tom.


The picture on her Nokia was small. Tom squinted at the image; it showed the door, coats and table. Blood was sprayed across the wall above the table, which itself was covered in strewn lilies and broken glass.


He looked down. They were standing on a multi-coloured but predominantly red carpet. It would be difficult to see a bloodstain, but fabric was less easy to clean than wood. Hopefully forensics would pick up something.


He looked at the picture again. He noticed one anomaly. In the photo, a candle in a clay dish also sat on the table.


‘There’s no candle on the table now, Sister. But there is in the photo.’


‘We don’t normally keep candles there. That was the candle from the last alcove. We put it back later that morning.’


‘And do you know why it would have been on the table? It’s not at the end of its wick. Would Mother Attracta have used it as a light to come back down the corridor?’


‘She usually turned on the overhead light before she went into the corridor. Otherwise, as you say, she’d be in the dark on the way back. As I said, we leave that light on overnight.’


‘Did you have a power cut that night, perhaps? Did anybody notice the lights going out?’


Sister Concepta thought for a moment. ‘I didn’t notice anything . . . and nobody has said anything.’


‘Do you know where the fuse box is?’ Ray asked.


‘Yes, it’s in the kitchen. The corridor light is that switch there.’ She pointed to the wall behind Tom. ‘Actually, now you say it, the fuse for that light did blow a few times in the last few months. I remember Mother Attracta complaining about it. Shall we, Inspector?’ Sister Concepta indicated that they should move on.


Tom could see she was unsettled at their current location. That couldn’t be easy, he thought. The main hall – no avoiding it.


The nun showed them the offices and the corridor that led to the kitchen. The inspector had decided to leave a detailed search of Mother Attracta’s office and bedroom until the morning.


Sister Concepta had finished showing them the second floor when Tom lobbed the bomb.


‘And where were the girls’ rooms?’ he asked, closely observing the woman in front of him. ‘Sister, I wonder why you didn’t tell us when we met earlier that this convent had originally been a Magdalene Laundry?’


Sister Concepta stopped short. The lighting was low but Tom could still see the glow in her cheeks.


‘Why would I, Inspector? I went to Dublin to identify Mother Attracta’s body. Why would the convent’s history be relevant?’


‘Mother Attracta was murdered,’ Tom replied, evenly. ‘And the laundries are gaining in notoriety.’


Sister Concepta chewed her lip. ‘To be honest, it isn’t something I would bring up willingly.’


Tom said nothing, waiting for her to continue. He sensed Laura had stopped breathing.


‘What happened in the laundries is misunderstood and often miscommunicated. Not all servants of the Church have misdeeds on their conscience.’ The nun held her head high, but her tone was defensive.


‘Is what’s being said about the laundries not true?’ Ray asked.


She considered for a moment. ‘I think there was a strict regime in the laundries that many might perceive as overly harsh. But talking about what went on then is out of context now. They were different times, and society had different norms. People forget that. Families sent their daughters to the laundries. Nuns didn’t go stealing girls from their beds. They were sent here, or they came themselves as a last resort, seeking asylum.’


Laura bristled and gave a dismissive ‘humph’.


Sister Concepta shot her a look and the two women locked eyes. Laura broke the contact first, giving Tom a sideways look.


‘It’s not entirely true, though, is it?’ Ray probed. ‘Not all families sent their children here willingly. In some circumstances they were encouraged to do so – by the Church. And even when it was unprompted, couldn’t you argue that society was so conditioned and cowed by the Church’s influence that many felt they had no choice?’


The sister bowed her head. ‘I don’t defend everything, Detective. But there are always two sides.’


‘Will the Church let the other side be told?’ Ray asked, refusing to back down.


Sister Concepta returned his gaze, unblinking. ‘Maybe we can have a conversation about the history of the Church and the state before you go. In any case, in answer to the original question, the dormitories the girls slept in are on the third floor.’


Tom had tired of the sparring match. He felt sorry for the nun. She was young – probably the same age as Ray – and couldn’t possibly carry the burden of responsibility for what had happened decades ago.


He was only a little sorry, though. Some of what she had said seemed genuine, and probably progressive for a nun, but mostly it had sounded like a message straight from a public relations manual. And she had been unconvincing in her delivery. He suspected the Church would be spinning some of those lines in the not too distant future.


‘Can we see the dormitories?’ Laura asked.


‘If you like.’ Sister Concepta’s tone was clipped.


Tom sensed it was better to see the dormitories now.


Fascination with the convent’s ghoulish history was understandable, but maybe viewing empty rooms would put their curiosity to bed.








Chapter 18


The third floor looked, to all intents and purposes, like the one they had just left, yet there was an atmosphere on the forbidding landing. Laura shivered when they arrived at the top of the staircase, and Michael felt goose pimples on the back of his neck.


‘I’m sorry, the heating’s never on up here, that’s why there’s a chill,’ Sister Concepta said, as she flicked on the light.


A perfectly rational explanation, Tom thought, ordering the butterflies in his stomach to cease fluttering.


‘This way, please.’


‘When did the convent stop being a laundry?’ he asked, as they approached the first room.


‘In 1985,’ she answered.


The nun withdrew a large ring, jostling with keys, from her pocket.


‘Did you know the convent had been a laundry when you came here?’


She hesitated. ‘Yes. I did,’ she answered, before turning the correct key in the door.


‘Why are the rooms kept locked?’ Ray asked.


Sister Concepta cocked her head, as though asking herself the same question.


‘They just are,’ she finally answered, with a shrug.


She opened the door, and the hall light spilled into the darkened room.


They walked into the first dormitory.


The tension among the detectives was palpable, but it quickly dissipated. The room was completely empty.


‘Sorry, I should have remembered, this room has been cleared,’ Sister Concepta said. ‘You want to see what the dormitories looked like when they were in use.’


The tone of her last sentence was deliberately sharp, calling out their morbid fascination for what it was.


Did the dormitories pertain to the investigation? Tom mused. Perhaps, if the killer’s motive were retribution.


He looked at Laura. The strain on her face was evident. The rest of them might be indulging in gratuitous macabre curiosity, but this was very real for her.


The nun opened the next door.


As they stepped over the threshold, it felt as though the temperature dropped further.


Time stood still.


Along the walls on either side, the bare metal frames of beds stood where they had always stood. Between each one sat a tiny locker. This was all the personal space afforded the young women in which to store their worldly belongings. At the end of the room a long washbasin sat atop a wooden cupboard, between two windows. A thick layer of dust covered everything, and cobwebs glistened silver in the corners of the room.


The nun flicked the light switch. Nothing happened.


‘Bulb must be gone . . .’ She shrugged.


Tom suspected the light just refused to shine in this crypt-like space.


He kept an eye on Laura, trying not to react when she moved hesitantly to the windows at the end and peered downwards. He watched the back of her copper hair, caught in the glow of the unnatural light that streamed in through the window, and shuddered, imagining her walking in the ghostly footprints of her aunt, who had made her way to such a window decades before.


The inspector turned to Sister Concepta, who was openly staring at Laura.


‘Where are the toilet facilities?’ he asked.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, do you need to . . .?’


‘No. I mean, where did the girls go? In this room and the last, between them there must have been sixteen beds. I see a washbasin, but no toilets.’


‘Oh.’ She was embarrassed. ‘There are toilets at the end of each landing.’


‘But weren’t the girls locked in at night?’ Tom asked.


He didn’t know this for sure, but something told him that was the case. If the nuns were in the habit of locking the rooms, that habit had come from somewhere.


‘Yes, I suppose they were.’ Sister Concepta pursed her lips. ‘I imagine they used chamber pots in the evening.’


‘As recently as 1985,’ Tom observed.


She looked up at him and he saw defiance flash in her eyes.


‘I feel like you want me to apologize, Inspector, for something that happened, as you know, long before I became a nun.’


He felt the force of her words. It was the first time he had seen her angry.


As quickly as it came, the seemingly uncharacteristic fury was gone.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m being too sensitive. May I ask you a question, though?’


‘Of course.’


She fixed him with a stare.


‘Do you think there’s a connection between Mother Attracta’s murder and the laundry?’


He looked at her. ‘It’s highly unlikely,’ he said, eventually.


Sister Concepta’s shoulders sagged in obvious relief.


‘In my experience,’ Tom continued, ‘when a murder’s committed, it’s usually by somebody close to the victim.’


Michael had followed Laura to the end of the room and was hunched down, examining the side of the wooden cupboard.


‘What are you looking at?’ Tom asked.


‘There are initials scratched here.’


Laura abandoned the window with lightning speed.


Tom joined them. He didn’t know what Laura’s aunt’s surname was, but he fervently hoped they didn’t see the initial P for Peggy. All he saw, though, were the initials MM, carved repeatedly in the wood.


He ran his fingers over the amateur grooves. ‘MM. That was on the back of Mother Attracta’s cross. It’s Mary Magdalene, isn’t it?’


‘Yes. Many of the older sisters have the same crucifix,’ Sister Concepta replied.


‘Why would someone carve that here?’ the inspector asked.


She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I suppose we have to remember that some of the poor souls who stayed in this place wouldn’t have had their full mental capacities. Repetitive behaviour can be a sign of an unsettled mind.’


‘Do you have a list of the women who stayed here?’ Laura said.


‘Many of the girls who came here were given house names to protect their privacy,’ Sister Concepta replied. ‘Are you looking for someone in particular?’


Laura nodded.


There was no denying the look of compassion on the nun’s face in that instant.


Tom observed her with interest.


‘Would you like me to look for a record?’ Sister Concepta asked Laura, her voice gentle.


‘Very much. Please,’ Laura answered, taken aback.


For crying out loud, Tom thought. An investigation within an investigation. It was time to call a halt to this distraction.


‘Sister, perhaps we should see the rest of the house?’ he said.


‘Of course. Follow me.’








Chapter 19


As they left the room, Tom felt a shift in the mood. Sister Concepta appeared relieved to have left the dormitories. Before they went back downstairs, she brought them to the end of the building, where a large window gave them a view of the land beyond the house.


‘You can’t see them at night, but there are some foundations still behind us from the buildings that were knocked down. They would have housed part of the laundry and the orphanage.’


‘Orphanage?’ Tom and Ray repeated in unison.


‘Yes,’ Sister Concepta replied. ‘It was very common for nuns to run orphanages before the state took over. There was a separate mother and baby home up in Limerick City, but it didn’t have the capacity for all the babies. Some of them were sent here, and the convent also took in pregnant girls from the surrounding rural areas. Shall we move on?’


The detectives reflected on the additional information.


‘So, how long was Mother Attracta in charge?’ Tom asked, as they walked back down the flights of stairs.


‘Twenty years, I think,’ she replied.


‘Meaning she wasn’t in charge when it was a laundry?’


‘No. But she was here. The Reverend Mother before her had been in charge since the late sixties. Her name was Mother Theresa.’


‘What was she like?’ Ray asked.


‘I never met her. I believe she was very strict.’


On the other side of the house was the nuns’ main sitting room, where they encountered more sisters. The nuns were relaxing and enjoying the warmth of an open fire. Most of the rooms in this wing had been used as classrooms and were empty.


Their final destination was the chapel.


There were six wooden pews on each side of a centre aisle, in front of a compact altar. A crucifix hung on the back wall, to its right an image of the Holy Ghost, portrayed as a dove. On the left was an icon of the Virgin Mary.


‘Would you mind if I left you for a few moments so I can check if we’re ready for dinner?’ Sister Concepta asked Tom.


‘Not at all. I don’t want to keep everyone up too late but I’d like to speak to the sisters individually after dinner.’


‘Whatever we can do to help.’


When the nun left, the detectives sat down on the hard wooden pews.


There wasn’t a sound to be heard from inside or outside the house. The silence was unsettling.


‘So, what do we think?’ Tom asked.


Ray rubbed his chin, now coarse with stubble after the long day.


‘I don’t like this place; I’m used to working out of a station. I’m just wondering what the hell we do if we get snowed in here.’


‘I know. This place gives me the heebie-jeebies as well,’ Michael said. ‘The whole Magdalene thing is creepy – locking girls away from the world like that – but I still think that’s just a distraction.’


‘Go on,’ Tom said.


‘Those empty rooms,’ Michael continued. ‘It puts it in perspective. It’s ancient history. How likely is it that someone who was in the laundry came back decades later and battered Mother Attracta over the head? The laundry closed in 1985, twenty-five years ago. If our victim was as unpleasant as Sister Concepta made out to you earlier – an opinion the local sergeant seemed to share – I think our suspect could be one of the other nuns in this house, or someone from the village. I know it’s unlikely to be a woman, but . . .’


‘I agree, up to a point,’ Tom said. ‘We should start with those around her. But so far, other than our gracious host who seems young and fit enough, we’ve seen a group of nuns ranging in age from their late forties to their seventies. I haven’t seen anyone I’d suspect would have the strength to do what was done to Mother Attracta.’


Ray shrugged. ‘She was an elderly woman, though, and didn’t weigh much. I can’t imagine a middle-aged nun killing someone, but if we’re talking trumps here, that heavyweight sister in the kitchen could take Mother Attracta every time.’


Michael snorted.


‘Jesus, Ray.’ Tom shook his head.


The image Ray had conjured broke the tension for most of the detectives, but Laura didn’t smile. She had been twisting a curl earnestly with her finger and now looked up.


‘How could one of the nuns have killed her?’ she asked. ‘They’d have had to take her on Wednesday night, and the pathologist said she wasn’t killed until Thursday, sometime around 11 a.m. She was hardly brought to the park in daylight, which meant waiting until four-ish at least to move her. A nun from here would have been gone a whole day. Surely they’d have been missed?’


‘Well, we’ve to establish that, but they might not have been gone a whole day,’ Tom said. ‘We know she was taken on Wednesday night, but if she wasn’t killed until the next day, the killer could have moved her somewhere close to the convent, stayed with her that night, murdered her in the morning, then come back here, before leaving again later that day and bringing her to Dublin.’


Laura raised her eyebrows in a way that implied she found the idea far-fetched, but couldn’t yet rule it out.


Tom continued. ‘It’s possible, but not probable, I know. We’ll need to ascertain in the interviews if everybody has an alibi for those twenty-four hours.’


‘How are we going to organize the interviews?’ Ray asked.


‘Let’s pair up, Laura and I in one room, you two in the other.’


‘Any word from Dublin?’ Michael asked.


Tom fished his phone from his pocket. It had been so quiet that he wondered if they had no network coverage. But no, the signal was strong and the phone fully charged.


‘No missed calls,’ he said. ‘I’ll phone them in a moment.’


‘The park thing really confuses me,’ Laura said.


‘Maybe the killer wanted her as far away as possible to throw us off the scent?’ Michael suggested.


‘Myself and Tom discussed this earlier,’ Ray said. ‘She wasn’t left in a way that destroyed any hope of us identifying her. The killer might have delayed us finding out where she was from, but didn’t prevent it. I have this feeling that our murderer was, as Sean McGuinness puts it, depositing her in our back garden. But as Tom points out, we’d have ended up on the case, anyway.’


Tom inclined his head.


‘I suppose we’ve no way of knowing if they knew that, though. Would they have assumed detectives from Limerick would be sent to Kilcross? The general public is not that familiar with garda structures, or how the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation works.’


‘What if they didn’t want a Limerick team because they might have more local knowledge?’ Laura mused.


Tom stood, massaging the backs of his thighs. The numbness in his buttocks summoned memories of enforced attendance at Sunday Mass as a child – which, he knew, had lasted no longer than an hour each week but at the time had felt like endless purgatory. How many hours had the Magdalene girls been forced to sit and kneel at these pews praying for forgiveness for imagined sins?


‘Let’s join the suspects for supper,’ he said, drolly. ‘Otherwise, we’ll be here speculating all night. Go on ahead. I’ll ring Dublin.’


He walked with them as far as the end of the corridor before stepping into the large living room where they’d seen the nuns relaxing earlier. It was empty now. Sinking gratefully into one of the comfortable armchairs by the open fire, where peat briquettes glowed invitingly, he dialled Ian’s number.


‘How are the sticks?’ Ian answered. ‘Any fear of you getting snowed in?’


‘There’s every chance, but I’m pretty sure Ray would walk ahead of the cars shovelling snow to get back to the comforts of the capital. Have you got anything for me?’


‘I was rather hoping you’d have news for us.’


‘Wishful thinking. Anything from the park?’


‘We’ve had a few calls that we’re checking out. A higher than usual number of cranks.’


‘I can well imagine. Is it out that she’s a nun yet?’


‘Surprisingly, no. The hacks are in a frenzy trying to get an identity. RTÉ is looking for an update. McGuinness has decided to keep them in the dark until the morning. He says he’ll do a presser then. He’s channelling obstructive in a big way – hoping you’ll get it solved before he has to do media.’


‘I was planning on sleeping at some point, but I’ll postpone,’ Tom said. ‘Anything more on Gerard Poots?’


‘He is who he says he is. Lovely house, not too far from you – Luttrellstown. Wife. Nice career. When are you getting your forensic scientists?’


‘In the morning. They’ll have their work cut out for them – the nuns cleaned everything up.’


‘You’re joking?’


‘I wish I was.’


‘Who gave the order to clean? If someone down there committed the murder, it would be very handy to have every trace removed before you arrived, wouldn’t it? It’s not like they’d have had time to do it while they were kidnapping her.’


‘Good thinking,’ Tom said. ‘We’re about to have dinner.’


‘Well, let Ray taste it first. If they’re planning to bump you off, he’s more expendable.’


‘I won’t tell him you said that. Speak tomorrow.’


Tom hung up and surveyed the room. There was no television – the local sergeant had been right – but the bookcases along the wall were crammed. A small unit in the corner contained board games and boxes of playing cards. At his feet there was a basket of wool, knitting needles poking out here and there.


The room reminded him of his grandmother’s house years ago, before mod cons became the norm. It was restful. He wouldn’t miss a television in a room like this. Then he smiled and shook his head. Who was he kidding? A nice cigar, though, and maybe a good book.


His musings were interrupted by the banging of the heavy brass doorknocker – a sound that echoed throughout the convent. Someone was impatient to come in out of the cold.


Tom arrived in the main hall in time to answer the front door.


Willie was back, stomping his feet on the light layer of snow that now covered the ground.


‘Making yourself at home, I see. They have you doing doorman.’


‘You couldn’t find a nice country pub for a sup, Willie?’


‘I’m shocked you have so little faith in me. I’d sniff out a pub in the desert. I’d a half-pint and, I don’t mind telling you, a very interesting conversation with some locals.’


Tom lifted his eyebrows inquiringly, but just then the door behind them opened and Sister Concepta looked out.


‘I thought I heard the door. Ah, your colleague is back. Would you like to join us for dinner?’


‘Lovely,’ Willie and Tom said, a look passing between them that said they would talk afterwards.








Chapter 20


When Sister Concepta opened the door to the dining room, the murmur of conversation died down and the rest of the convent’s inhabitants turned to look at the additional guests. All the nuns wore veils, but only some of them were in full habit. The rest wore a mixture of navy, brown or grey skirts and white blouses, topped with V-neck woollen pullovers.


Two long tables were laden with steaming tureens of stew and woven baskets spilling over with bread rolls. Ray, Michael and Laura sat at the end of one long table, so Tom and Willie joined the other, greeting the nuns on either side, as Sister Concepta took her seat at the top.


The two tables were full, but there were others on either side that sat empty, reminders of a busier convent. The walls were painted a warm beige, and heavy cream curtains gave the room a comfortable feel on the cold winter’s evening.


Tom was wondering why nobody had started eating when Sister Concepta joined her hands in prayer.


‘In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.’


Of course! Grace before meals. He made the sign of the cross and, momentarily ignoring his lapsed Catholic status, dutifully hung his head as the nun intoned the familiar prayer.


When Tom thought it was safe to look up, he saw that the sister seated beside him was holding a ladle of beef stew and pointing at his plate.


‘Shall I serve you?’ she offered.


‘Please, Sister. This smells divine.’


‘I’m Sister Gabrielle,’ she said. ‘Sister Concepta said we should all introduce ourselves to you.’


‘Detective Inspector Tom Reynolds,’ he replied.


Sister Gabrielle looked roughly the same age as Tom. The small glimpses of hair under her headdress were strawberry blonde, and she was pretty – in a farmer’s daughter way, with a plump round face, large blue eyes and dimpled cheeks.


He smiled as she generously spooned the thick meaty mess on to his plate.


‘Help yourself to the rolls,’ she said. ‘Sister Fidelma makes the most beautiful bread. If you snooze you lose. Some of the sisters can’t help themselves. These are like apples in the Garden of Eden.’


As she talked, she placed three rolls on her side plate, held one up to her nose, broke it apart and inhaled the rich doughy smell.


‘You’re lucky to have such gifted cooks,’ Tom observed.


He turned to thank the nun on his other side, who was brandishing a decanter of deep red wine with intent. He nodded to her to pour but held up his hand to indicate a half-glass was sufficient.


‘We tend to break out the good stuff coming up to Christmas – and especially when we’ve guests,’ Sister Gabrielle said. ‘There are many periods in the year when we’re either fasting or limiting ourselves, so I suppose we appreciate our treats all the more when we do indulge.’


‘Fasting?’ Willie chimed, from her other side, as he helped himself to a roll. ‘Now, why would you do that to yourselves?’


The nun Tom recognized as Sister Mary tittered like a schoolgirl, then clamped her hand over her mouth as though shocked that the sound had escaped.


Tom liberated a roll from the rapidly depleting pile and, following Sister Gabrielle’s lead, broke it in two. The warm aroma that rose to meet his nostrils made him salivate, and he placed one half in his mouth. It was delectable. Crisp on the outside, soft and hot on the inside. The bread tasted sweet and sour simultaneously. He’d have to sneak some of these home for Louise; he wouldn’t be able to describe how good they were and do them any justice. He washed the tasty mouthful down with a sip of the rich wine, guessing it was a Bordeaux.


The sacrifices I make for this job, he reflected, contentedly.


The inspector was abruptly roused from his bread-and-wine-induced reverie. An elderly nun on the other side of the table suddenly bellowed at him, as though seeing him for the first time.


‘What are you doing here? You men can’t be in here!’


Tom froze, mid-chew.


The nun beside her placed her hand firmly on the older sister’s arm.


‘Gladys, hush now. This is our guest. He’s a policeman, here to see what happened to Attracta.’


‘What?’ the nun roared back at her. ‘Speak up. Stop mumbling. Why does everyone mumble these days?’


The nun beside her raised her voice further, though she’d been pretty clear the first time. ‘He’s here to find out about Mother Attracta.’


‘That bitch? Why?’ The elderly nun sat back, tore off a piece of bread with her teeth and chomped noisily, a mischievous look on her face.


Tom nearly choked. Sister Gabrielle gasped and blessed herself. The nun sitting beside Sister Gladys groaned and placed her head in her hands.


A shocked silence descended on the room.


All eyes turned to Sister Concepta as she slapped the table and glared at the older nun.


‘Sister Gladys, you cannot use that kind of language. May God forgive you for speaking ill of the dead.’


Tom waited to see how the chastised nun would react. She seemed belligerent, and up for a fight, but after Sister Concepta spoke, the elderly woman just bowed her head.


Tom looked around discreetly. Sister Concepta was the youngest nun there, easily by ten years; yet she had assumed authority in the absence of Mother Attracta.


The buzz of conversation struck up again.


‘I apologize for that little outburst, Inspector,’ Sister Gabrielle said quietly. ‘Gladys is our oldest sister. She’s in her mid-eighties and stroppy with it. We’re so used to hearing her ripping at one thing or another we barely notice any more. She suffers from a rare form of straight-talking. She has no politeness filter.’


Tom laughed. ‘Isn’t that a great way to be, Sister? We spend so much time thinking about what we shouldn’t say, it’s a wonder we ever say anything at all.’


‘But can you imagine the chaos if we went around saying what we really thought about people all the time?’


‘Perhaps,’ Tom replied. ‘I suppose it depends on your nature. If you’re the sort of person who only thinks the best of people, it wouldn’t matter how honest you were.’


‘If you were the sort of person who only thought the best of people, you’d soon be dissuaded of that notion if everyone went around saying what they thought,’ the nun retorted.


‘You have me there, Sister. And what do you really think of people? What did you think of Mother Attracta, for example?’


Sister Gabrielle smiled as she toyed with her food. ‘I should have realized you were leading me there.’


He took a mouthful of the stew, savouring the delicious flavours. The beef was tender, the stew flavoured with bay leaf and thyme and fresh root vegetables. Paprika and black pepper gave it a subtle edge.


‘If you are asking me to be honest,’ she replied, ‘I have to say I found Mother Attracta to be a difficult woman, as did most of us.’


Tom kept his face neutral.


‘I’m deeply shocked and saddened at the manner of her passing, but Mother Attracta was a hard, overbearing woman. If Sister Gladys had roared at you like that while Mother was at the head of the table, she’d have been on basic rations in her room for a week.’


Tom looked around the table. Each nun was deep in conversation with those around her and he could see smiles, although there was the occasional nervous glance in the direction of the detectives. Or rather, every nun bar Sister Gladys, who was busy chewing her food with a force that could only mean she had all her own teeth.


The atmosphere was very relaxed for a group of people who’d only found out that day that one of their members had been brutally murdered.


Ding dong, the bitch is gone.


Tom turned back to his neighbour.


‘Was there anybody here who liked Mother Attracta, Sister?’


The nun bowed her head, embarrassed. ‘Of course, Inspector.’ She indicated the table behind her.


Tom glanced over his shoulder.


The table was largely abuzz with chat, but three of the nuns appeared to be absorbed in their meals. They weren’t engaging with the wider group.


‘That must be hard,’ Tom said, turning back. ‘To all live together, but in separate camps.’


‘It isn’t that black and white. We all have our confidantes. I can tell you what Sister Concepta would have done if she hadn’t become a nun. I can tell you which actor Sister Mary has a crush on. I know Sister Bernadette is afraid of the dark. I didn’t have that sort of relationship with Mother Attracta.’


Several large platters of dessert treats were carried in after dinner. The tables heaved under the weight of apple strudel, Black Forest gateaux, pavlova with fresh cream and winter berries, and small mountains of cinnamon raisin cakes, glazed with syrup.


Willie nearly expired with excitement as he helped himself to a little of everything. Tom, uncomfortably aware of an expanding midlife midriff, limited himself to a sumptuous cinnamon cake.


‘Don’t worry, Inspector,’ Sister Mary told him. ‘Nothing goes to waste. We bring all of our Saturday leftovers to the church hall on Sunday, and anyone from the parish can join us for lunch after Mass. It’s usually just our elderly parishioners but sometimes we have special community lunches.’


Tom nodded pointedly in Willie’s direction. ‘I’d be less concerned about food going to waste and more worried about those old folks going hungry.’


The nun gave another of her high-pitched giggles. She was evidently starting to relax around the officers, as were the other women. Sister Gladys kept winking at Willie, causing him to chuckle, until Sister Gabrielle explained that the elderly nun had a tick in her left eye that flared when she was stressed.


As the meal came to a close, Tom found himself in the unfortunate position of bringing the new-found camaraderie to an abrupt end. He asked Sister Concepta if it would be possible for them to begin their interviews.


‘And could you possibly allocate us two rooms, Sister?’


A nervous quiet greeted the inspector’s request. The nuns had been reminded that their unexpected guests weren’t there solely for the good food and company.


Tom stood up and addressed the room.


‘Please don’t worry, Sisters. These interviews are routine. My colleagues and I will split into two groups, and perhaps you will decide amongst yourselves the order in which to come to us . . .’ He paused for a moment to observe the room. ‘We would like to express our condolences to you on your loss. I hope that we can return Mother Attracta to you for burial as soon as possible. Right now, we need to concentrate on finding her killer.


‘With that in mind I would ask that you use the opportunity of our time with you to tell us anything – and I mean anything – that you think is relevant to our investigation.’
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