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			About the Book

			When a puzzling missing persons’ case opens up in her hometown, forensic psychologist Paula Maguire can’t help but return once more.

			Renovations at an abandoned farm have uncovered two bodies: a man known to be an IRA member missing since the nineties, and a young girl whose identity remains a mystery.

			As Paula attempts to discover who the girl is and why no one is looking for her, an anonymous tip-off claims that her own long-lost mother is also buried on the farm.

			When another girl is kidnapped, Paula must find the person responsible before more lives are destroyed. But there are explosive secrets still to surface. And even Paula can’t predict that the investigation will strike at the heart of all she holds dear.
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			To all my Oxford friends

		

	
		
			Margaret

			1993

			They’d told her, back when she’d first started doing their dirty work, how it was likely to happen. There’d be a knock at the door, hard and demanding, and when you opened it there’d be a bag over your head. That was for two reasons – to stop you seeing them, and to stop them seeing you. So you’d be less human, somehow. Not an ordinary woman in her kitchen, a mother with a daughter due home from school any minute, but a tout, a traitor.

			Then you’d feel rough hands on you, pushing you into a car. They wouldn’t speak to you. They wouldn’t have to: you’d know who they were. And you’d know there was no point in arguing or fighting, because they had no say in what happened to you next. They were just the delivery men.

			Then the car would drive for a while, and if you could see the light under the rough sacking you’d be able to tell you were heading to the country, from the low green shade to the darkening air and the sound of cows and birds, and then the car would bump over a rough track and a cattle grid or two and it would stop. You’d be dragged out, in the same rough way, and you’d be marched and sat down on a hard chair and your hands would be tied with rope, and you’d know from the noises and smells you were in some kind of farmhouse, way out in the country, where no one could hear what they did to you next. And that was when they’d take off the bag and then you would really start to panic because you’d know that if they showed you their faces it was all over for you. You’d pray they had a balaclava on. A balaclava meant there was a chance.

			So far, it had all gone exactly as they’d told her, except that they’d left the bag on for a long time after she’d been pushed into the chair, while she’d watched their feet in heavy boots move about and listened to their low voices rumble. Snatches of words here and there were all she’d caught. What – fecking woman – Paddy. The floor of this place was bare earth, cold and dirty. It made everything echo. For a moment she allowed herself to imagine today had been different. That she hadn’t found the word in the dirt on her car two days back – TOUT – and she hadn’t stayed in the kitchen writing that note to her daughter, and they hadn’t come for her, she’d made it away in time. That Edward had got her away like he’d promised. Or that she could just turn things back to how they were before. Then she’d have been there when Paula came in, standing at the sink asking the usual questions about school, doling out the usual warnings not to eat too many biscuits, not to forget her homework. And later, when PJ trailed back in, stamped with exhaustion from whatever terrible things he’d seen today, she’d maybe have pulled herself together enough to smile and act normal. Her hands might have shaken when she drained the potatoes and she might have switched over from the news to something American with fake recorded laughter, and she might have lain awake beside him until the weary winter dawn crept in, but he wouldn’t have noticed a change in her. Because it had been going on for years now.

			It had been so small at first. She’d glance at confidential papers she was copying in the law office where she worked, the one where they defended so many Republicans. Maybe make another copy and slide it into her handbag; sure no one would notice, and what harm would it do? Slip the copy to Edward, the names and addresses of suspects, people to keep an eye on. They were bad men, even if they were her own side. Murderers. She told herself these small acts – a name here, a nod there – might lead to a better future, where her daughter could grow up safe. Her husband not get killed on the job. When she lay awake at night she saw wee Aidan’s face, at the hospital after they’d shot his father right in front of him. The blankness. Like he’d never be right again. She hadn’t wanted that for Paula, her father dead, her childhood gone, but how was this any better? Her mother taken and bundled up in a car with a sack over her head?

			She began to tremble, from cold and shock. Thinking of her daughter, who would by now have come home and found the house empty and dark, the curtains open. Who’d have read the note left on the worktop. Called the police maybe, called her father. Maybe they were looking for her already. Maybe they were almost here to save her. Of course, even if they did, everything would change – they’d have to run and hide and change their names and leave the country and she’d have to tell PJ what she’d been up to. All of it. Her arms contracted; she’d gone to touch her stomach automatically, but her hands were tied behind her. She was so vulnerable. These men were used to dragging in young fellas, hard and rangy, not middle-aged mothers taken from their kitchens. Maybe they’d go easy on her. She tried to remember had they ever killed women. A few times. Not many. And surely not one who was—

			There were footsteps coming towards her, and a hand on her head, tugging on strands of her hair as the bag came off. She stifled a cry, blinking in the cold light. It was all so stupid. Tied to a chair, of all things. They’d been watching too many gangster films. Someone stood in front of her, blotting out the light from the bare bulb so she couldn’t see their face. A man, of course. A big man, tattoos on his hands, a bomber jacket. Smell of tobacco and bubble gum. Paula always wanted to buy it with her pocket money but Margaret wouldn’t let her, said it looked vulgar to be chewing like a cow. As if that mattered now.

			‘Margaret,’ the man said. Surprisingly musical. The accent from over the border. ‘I hope they didn’t hurt you.’

			She shook her head, wrong-footed. Maybe this was going to be OK? ‘My daughter . . .’ She could feel the cold of it around her neck, Paula’s cheap little necklace that she’d grabbed off the kitchen counter as they took her. It was all she’d had time for, and for once she was glad her untidy daughter always left everything lying in a trail behind her.

			‘No one’s going to touch your daughter, come on now. We don’t hurt weans in this organisation.’

			She could have asked did they hurt women but she knew the answer: if they really deserved it, then yes. And she deserved it, no doubt about that.

			He pulled up a stool and moved closer, and she could see his face now her eyes had adjusted to the gloom. He was a good-looking man. A full head of black hair, fine soft lips like a woman, sharp blue eyes. Not what she’d expected; a thug maybe, with a broken nose and shaved head.

			That was when Margaret realised she could see his face, and that meant he wasn’t wearing a balaclava, and that meant she was in much, much more trouble than she’d even been afraid of. That meant she probably wasn’t going to make it out of this alive.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			London, 2014

			Eight million, five hundred and thirty-nine thousand. That was the number of people in the city she was staring down at from her tenth-floor window, give or take a few thousand. So many people she couldn’t even absorb it, the sheer number. Among those millions, what were the chances she could find one in particular? Was her mother here – had she been here in London all along? Not dead for twenty years in an unmarked grave, but alive and walking the same city streets her daughter had crossed a hundred times?

			Paula spun her wheely chair away from the distracting view and back to her desk. She was typing unenthusiastically at a document about procedures in missing persons’ cases, which was making her both bored and disgruntled. None of these procedures had been followed when her mother went missing from their kitchen on a cold October afternoon in 1993. A report from a neighbour about seeing masked men approach the house hadn’t even made it into the file. Basic searches hadn’t been done. Her medical records had disappeared. It was days before they’d even dusted the place for prints, and Paula and her father were still living in the house and present at the scene when they’d finally searched it. They’d just given up on her, despite the fact her husband was a police officer. Paula was doing her best not to imagine what might have happened if they’d done things properly, because she knew that was the surest route to crazy, but it was hard.

			A knock at the door made her look up. ‘Oh, hi.’

			‘How’s the report coming?’ said DI Guy Brooking.

			She wrinkled her nose. The Missing Persons’ unit had official oversight of all the missper cases in the London area. Surely Guy could find her something more interesting to work on. ‘It’s a bit dry. Have you anything good for me?’

			He shook his head. ‘Not since those girls got on the plane to Syria. We had to hand it over to Interpol. And the one from this morning turned up at her boyfriend’s house.’

			The missing girl who’d been logged in earlier that day was fifteen. ‘And how old’s he?’

			Guy winced. ‘Thirty-seven. So maybe we can charge him with something there.’

			Paula sighed. It was good, of course, when a missing girl was found safe, but she needed something juicier. She’d taken the job with her old boss’s new team knowing it would be largely research-based, looking at strategies to prevent teenage girls from being radicalised or groomed, joining gangs, being sucked into abusive relationships. She was sure they were doing important work, but still. A bit of mystery would pep her day right up. She wasn’t asking for much. Just something where the girl hadn’t had a fight with her parents and run off with an unsuitable older man. Because ninety-eight times out of a hundred, that was what had happened.

			Guy came in and perched on her desk, the smell of his citrus aftershave filling the room. His sleeves were rolled up and his skin lightly tanned from the week of warm weather they’d had. You actually got summer in London – sometimes, anyway. Back home in Ireland it was ten degrees and raining, despite being June. Paula still checked the weather every day, even though she officially lived here now.

			She moved her chair away a little. It was never safe to be too close to Guy, despite the gallons of water under the bridge between them. His aftershave triggered all sorts of complicated sensations in her, and she couldn’t have that. There was too much at stake – her job, her daughter. Aidan. But she wasn’t thinking about him. ‘How’s Maggie settling in?’ Guy asked, performing his annoying trick of reading her thoughts. ‘It must be strange, moving to London from Ballyterrin.’

			‘Oh, she’s fine. Kids are adaptable, I suppose. And the day care’s great – I can pop down and see her in my lunch break.’ She did feel bad about taking Maggie away from her grandparents. Paula’s father had remarried, and his wife Pat was technically Paula’s stepmother, but almost also her mother-in-law. Pat’s son, Aidan, who Maggie thought was her father, was currently in prison back in Northern Ireland. Part of Paula knew that by taking Maggie away, she was giving her daughter the chance to forget. She was only three. Maybe she wouldn’t even remember those two years when she’d had a father. Not that he was actually her father.

			She wasn’t thinking about that either. ‘How’s Tess?’ she offered in return, with forced brightness. After a wobbly year or two, Guy and his wife were trying to make another go of it. She was pregnant. A Band-Aid baby, as they called it. Paula was happy for them, of course she was.

			‘She’s fine. You know what it’s like, the final stretches. And this heat doesn’t help.’

			She nodded. She knew more than he realised. She pushed her chair a little further away from him and that distracting waft of lemon. ‘Sure.’

			Guy got up, his chat and check-in done, time to move on to another staff member who needed a pep talk. He was such a good boss. It was annoying. ‘Good. Well, if anything interesting comes in you’ll be the first person I call. Promise.’

			‘Thanks.’ She forced a smile. It was good, working with him. The environment was supportive – it always was around Guy – and she could make a difference here, and work on a range of cases that weren’t all steeped in the horrors of the Troubles. That didn’t remind her every day of her mother. But still. She was bored.

			Guy went, leaving a cloud of citrus behind him, and Paula wrenched the office window open, letting in the stale summer air of London, the hoots of traffic far below. It was hard to breathe here. The air didn’t seem to make it down between the high buildings. Not like at home, the cold pure wind blowing off the wet mountains. On impulse she got her phone from her bag and dialled a number. A man with a slack Belfast accent answered, coughing the words. ‘Davey . . . hem, hem . . . Corcoran.’

			‘Davey, hi. Paula here.’

			‘Oh.’ She knew what that ‘oh’ meant. She’d been badgering him non-stop, ever since the private eye had found out her mother might have fled to London in the nineties. It was a very slim ‘might’ – the man who’d been her mother’s contact in Army Intelligence, and also probably her lover, had moved there in November 1993, just weeks after her mother went missing. Given up his post running informants, retired from sight. Maybe he’d got her mother out too. Maybe she’d been safe in England all this time. ‘I’ve nothing more for you. Sorry, love.’

			She bristled at the ‘love’. ‘What about the house in Hampstead?’ The last known address for this ‘Edward’, if that was even his name, had been there.

			‘Neighbour said he moved on not long after. Dunno where to.’

			The neighbour had also said there was a child. That the man, her mother’s possible lover, had lived there with a woman, and a baby. It was all so slight. It barely held up. Paula sighed. ‘Thanks, Davey. If you find anything . . .’

			‘Aye, aye, I’ll let you know.’ He was staying in a Premier Inn near Heathrow while he did his digging, she knew, and she wondered how much all this would end up costing her. It didn’t matter. She had to find out, no matter what. Had to keep moving forward, doing something instead of nothing. Hiring a PI. Moving back to London herself. Destroying the fragile peace her family had found.

			She spun in her seat again. What was wrong with her? She had a great job, back in the city she’d loved for years, before a brief secondment to her home town had stretched into three years and an unexpected baby. She was working with Guy, who understood her and inspired her more than any colleague she’d ever had, she was away from Ballyterrin with its sadness and secrets tearing her apart like wet cardboard. She should be happy. Instead she was . . . restless. Maybe it was the blast of summer heat that had swept into the city, pushing groups of office workers out onto the pavements every evening, pints in hand, sweat patches under the arms of their shirts. It was too clammy to sleep in Paula’s little flat, and she didn’t have many friends left here now, so there she was, stuck in limbo while the rest of the city seemed to open in the heat like an exotic flower.

			A ring from the desk phone disturbed her, and she answered in her best work voice. ‘Dr Paula Maguire, MP Task Force.’

			A familiar voice said, ‘Would Dr Maguire have a wee minute for an old colleague?’ The Northern Irish accent was a cold breath across the sea, fresh and bracing.

			‘Helen! Always got time for you. How’s everyone in Ballyterrin?’

			‘Grand, grand. You’ll be back for the wedding of the year, I take it?’

			‘Wouldn’t miss it.’ Her former colleagues Avril and Gerard were getting married the following week, so a trip back to Ballyterrin was inevitable. She wondered if Guy was going too. He’d had an invite, she knew, but had been non-committal about whether he was actually attending, and she’d been avoiding asking him. She avoided discussion of Ballyterrin with him wherever possible, hoping to pretend that the time they’d worked together there, and its explosive consequences, could simply be forgotten. Turn their backs on it and move forward. Which was stupid. If anyone knew that you couldn’t turn your back on the past, it was Paula.

			‘How’d you like to do a wee consult for us while you’re here?’

			Paula felt a watch-tick of interest in her stomach. ‘What is it?’

			‘Well, you know how normally in missing persons we’ve got someone we can’t find and we’re looking for them, or more accurately, their body?’

			‘Yeah.’ That was the sad truth – any longer than a few hours gone and there was rarely a happy ending to the story.

			‘Well, this is different. We’ve got a body and we don’t know who it is.’

			‘You’ve got a body?’

			‘Sure do. Two, in fact.’

			‘Two bodies?’ Ballyterrin had seen more murders over the years than you’d expect in such a small town – its troubled history and location on the Irish border made sure of that – but two at once was excessive.

			She heard Corry settle down, imagined her perched on the edge of a desk, the sound of the incident room around her. The local accents, the smell of Cup a Soup from the kitchen. For a moment she felt something strange – homesickness, maybe. Which was weird when she’d run from her home as fast as she could, as soon as she was old enough.

			‘So there’s this old farmhouse way out the Killeany Road,’ Corry went on. ‘Red Road, they call it. Abandoned since the nineties. You know the place?’

			She missed that, the way people gave directions back home. Out the road, turn left at the big tree, go on till you pass the boulder. ‘Think so.’ It was called Red Road because the richness of the soil gave a coppery tinge to the ground.

			‘Well, it’s been sold to some grand-designs eejits and they’re digging the whole place up, and what do they turn up but a nasty surprise under the barn floor.’

			Paula hitched the phone under her ear. ‘Who were the previous owners?’

			‘Well, that’s the thing. The family, they were bollocks-deep in the IRA. One of the brothers is in jail here in Ballyterrin, the other’s been on the run for years.’

			Suddenly, it hit her, and she understood why Corry was using her special gentle voice. Shit. SHIT. ‘Oh. The bodies, are they . . .’

			‘One’s female.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘It’s not her, Paula. I mean, we don’t have the forensics yet – but this girl is much younger. Black hair. OK?’

			‘OK.’ She was glad she was sitting down. Of course it had happened before, several times over the years. An unidentified female body would surface in a bog or drain or yes, the foundations of a house, and Paula and her father would troop up to the morgue and take a look. The first time she’d been thirteen, dragged out of a Maths lesson in her school uniform, and she’d thrown up into a bin right there in the sterile white corridor. ‘Is Dad . . . ?’

			‘We’ll inform him, of course. But it’s highly unlikely to be her, Paula.’

			‘I know.’ The lift-drop in her stomach told her she’d allowed herself to hope, after promising herself she wouldn’t give in to it again. Over here in London, ostensibly for the job, when she knew very well it was for the one in eight million chance of one day passing her mother on the street. Not that they could even be certain she was here. She might have never left Ireland. She might easily be dead and buried beneath the ground of this farmhouse, or some other forgotten patch of soil. ‘So what’s happening now?’

			‘We’ll speak to the family who used to own it, the Wallaces, if we can track them down. Then search the missper databases.’

			‘So where do I come in?’

			‘Once the forensics have been done – and it won’t be her, I really believe it – I’d like you to work on the case. What do you say? Find a name for a body, rather than a body for a name?’

			‘I’m working here.’

			‘I know, but you’ll be back for the wedding anyway. I’d just like you to take a look. There’s a few strange things about the way they’re buried.’

			Paula breathed out hard through her nose. It was impossible to say no to DI Helen Corry. ‘Um . . .’

			‘Paula, pet, just save both our time. You know you want a peek. Get an earlier flight and give me a hand for a while. It’s the least Brooking can do, since he’s after stealing you away from me.’

			‘OK, OK. I do have some holiday saved up.’

			‘Brilliant. And Maggie’ll love to see her grandparents. I saw Pat the other day in Dunnes. How is she these days?’

			‘She’s not too bad.’ The guilt at leaving was always there, even though Pat was not actually Maggie’s grandmother, and even though Paula had already left at eighteen and only intended to go back for a few months the last time. There was also Aidan, of course, rotting in his prison cell. He wouldn’t let her visit, or contact him, but it still felt like a betrayal to be over the water, far away from him. At least when they were in the same country she felt close to him, somehow. She’d look out her window over the dark town, trying to pick out the lights of the prison where he was. ‘I better go,’ she said to Corry. ‘Work to do here. I’ll come, though.’

			‘How’s the work there, something exciting?’

			‘Um. Sure. Send me the details once you get them.’ She was talking as if she already knew it wasn’t her mother under that barn – and it wasn’t, of course it wasn’t – but she felt the anxiety claw at her all the same. Two dead bodies. She imagined it – the digger turning over the cold ground, the noise and churn of it, and suddenly the glimpse of white bone and rotted flesh, the nasty secret the house had been hiding all this time. It would hit the news soon, surely. Grisly mysteries always did. She’d better call her dad. Even if it wasn’t her mother – and it wasn’t, surely it wasn’t – the idea of a long-dead woman was never fun, and it was sure to stir up unwanted memories for him too, squirming with beetles as they were brought reluctantly to light.

			‘Look, Mummy, a bird!’

			‘That’s right, pet.’

			‘Look, Mummy, a dog!’

			‘That’s right,’ Paula said distractedly. They were heading for the bus stop, Maggie trotting beside her pointing out everything she saw. As she’d spent the first three years of her life in a small Irish town, London was endlessly fascinating to her, even the crammed red buses and the tiny one-and-a-half-bed flat they were renting on the Isle of Dogs. Paula’s skin felt coated in dust and sweat. In her head she was turning over the case. She’d have to start prepping Maggie that they were going back home for a visit but not staying. Yes, they’d be seeing Granny and Grandpa and Auntie Saoirse. And hopefully Maggie wouldn’t remember or ask about anyone else.

			‘Look Mummy, Daddy!’

			Paula’s heart stopped. They were boarding the bus now, struggling on through crowds of people with bags and pushchairs and walking sticks, and Maggie was pointing out the window. The bus was drawing off. She squeezed through to the side and looked out, stupidly, heart pounding. A hipster man slouched at the bus stop, tapping at his phone. Scruffy dark beard, band T-shirt. Not Aidan, of course. Stupid. Aidan was in prison. ‘It’s not Daddy, pet. Just another man.’

			It was the first time Maggie had mentioned Daddy since they’d left Ireland. She’d hoped the child might have forgotten. It was possible, wasn’t it, to forget the people you knew when you were two? No matter how much you’d loved them or they’d loved you? And there was Guy, asking so casually after Maggie, unaware that she was, in fact, his daughter. Paula had resolved to tell him so many times, and still hadn’t. They worked together so well. He respected her. He was back with his wife and she was pregnant. Paula knew she would not tell him. Not any time soon.

			She pulled Maggie onto her knee as the bus juddered off. ‘Look, a doggie! See his waggy tail!’

			Oh God. Why did she ever think she could get away? Ballyterrin would never leave her. It was cold dark ground pulling her down, crushing her arms and legs, closing up her eyes. She would have to go back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Rain. There was a saying in Ballyterrin, that if the cows in the fields were lying down it was about to rain. If they were standing up, it was already raining. Amazing how she’d managed to forget that already, in the heat of a London summer. Paula stood now and lifted her face up to it, that soft Irish rain that misted you all over, soaking you to the skin. Her hands were shoved in the pocket of the North Face jacket she’d hastily bought on the way from the airport. Beside her Helen Corry was turned out in a navy trench coat, slick and tailored, and a minion in uniform and a DayGlo jacket was holding a brolly over her head. They were staring into the dark pit that had once been a barn floor. It had been half-demolished when the builders made the discovery, and the remaining ceiling and walls stood crumbling in the rain, their insides exposed. Some twisted metal bars stuck up from the churned ground; places where animals had been tethered, she imagined.

			‘So this was it?’

			‘Aye. The couple’s builders were breaking ground when they turned them up. Making an “annexe”, whatever that is. Two bodies.’ Corry gestured with an elegant hand. ‘The man is older – mid-twenties, maybe. They were buried at the same time, we think, based on soil disturbance. He was in a classic execution pose. Arms bound behind him, knees folded, gunshot to the head. Thirty quid in cash shoved in his jeans pocket, no other identifying documents. The clothes, and the cash in the man’s pocket – it all suggests they were put down there around the early nineties.’

			‘And the female . . .’ Even though it wasn’t her mother the resonance was there, and Paula felt desperately sad for the girl, whoever she was, buried in this heavy earth.

			‘Pathologist thinks she was somewhere between twelve and eighteen. She’d never had a child or been pregnant. That’s how we knew for sure. That it wasn’t your mother.’

			Margaret Maguire had obviously had a child. And what Corry didn’t know was she’d also been pregnant when she’d gone missing. Paula still didn’t know what to do with that nugget of information, which she’d been turning over like a stone in her pocket for months now. ‘Anything else?’

			‘Black hair. She was in her nightie, with a sweatshirt on top, socks but no underwear – and a pendant. It’s quite distinctive. And she had her arms crossed over her chest, like this.’ Corry demonstrated; her minion moved the umbrella, panicked lest a drop would fall on the boss’s shiny fair head. ‘I’ve not seen something like that before. The way she was placed.’

			‘The man. That suggests we’re looking at an IRA killing.’

			‘Most likely. It’s how they executed informers. But the girl . . . We don’t know. They hardly ever killed women. And they never arranged people like that. It shows . . . I don’t know.’

			‘Respect,’ said Paula, who was thinking of Egyptian burials, young princesses laid out with such care. ‘Not an execution, then. Her at least.’

			‘Doesn’t look like it. We think she was strangled – the bones in her neck are snapped.’

			Paula looked up from the dark pit. The farmhouse stood on the other side of the field; the couple who’d bought the place were halfway through renovating it, with big glass walls and grey slate tiles. She could see the wife in the window, a toddler held in her arms. Poor woman. She could just imagine how she’d feel with Maggie running round near a pit like this, that held such grisly discoveries. ‘Reckon they know anything?’ She nodded to the house.

			‘Nah. They only bought the place a few months back. Must have thought they were after getting a lovely bargain. No, it’s the Wallace family we need to look at. And if you know anything about that shower, they’re not the type who like to be looked at. Not the type at all.’

			Later, in the dry of the station, Paula walked in slightly abashed, casting awkward smiles at her former colleagues. Back already. It was even more awkward when DCI Willis Campbell, the head of Serious Crime and never her biggest fan, clocked her. ‘Dr Maguire! Over so soon?’

			‘Just a consult.’

			‘I thought your specialty was finding the missing. Nobody’s missing here.’

			Corry shepherded her past. ‘We’ve bodies and no names for them. I thought Dr Maguire’s experience would be useful.’

			His handsome face twisted. Paula wondered, not for the first time, did he highlight his hair. ‘And I suppose we’ll be inundated with press. That Commission lot have already been on the phone nosing around. Make sure we get the credit for finding the bodies, OK?’

			The Independent Commission for the Location of Victims’ Remains had been set up as part of the peace process, to try and find the bodies of long-missing people the IRA had killed and buried back in the darkest days of the Troubles. They had clout. And money. And they weren’t without controversy, because if a body was found as a result of information they received, no one could be prosecuted for it. But these bodies had been dug up accidentally, so Paula wasn’t sure why they would be involved. And the girl, that was not an IRA killing, unless something had gone very wrong.

			‘It was the builders found them,’ Corry muttered, but Campbell was already gone, striding across the room to upbraid some other unfortunate member of staff. ‘Right, so, we need to go through all those missing persons’ files you had back at the unit. They’re still in storage. See if a man or a girl was reported missing at any point back then.’

			Paula was already mentally scanning her memory of outstanding cases, which had been part of their remit in the now-axed Missing Persons’ Unit she’d come back to work in three years ago. A young woman in her teens, missing for perhaps twenty years. ‘You said the girl was strangled?’ She closed the door of Corry’s office behind her, noting the new photos pinned to the wall. Corry’s teenage children, growing up at what seemed an impossible rate. Life going on.

			Corry shoved over a picture. Paula saw the white flash of bone against the rich soil – crime scene pictures. ‘Pathologist reckons so. There isn’t much left of her, as you can see.’

			Strangling was often the method of killing in intimate murders. Family, loved ones. You held them close as you squeezed the life from them. Paula looked at the pictures of the girl’s clothes. Sad, skimpy things, partly rotted and clogged with soil. A cheap towelling nightshirt with a cartoon dog on the front, an Adidas sweatshirt with white stripes on the arms, photographed on a shiny steel surface in the morgue. ‘What shoes had she on?’

			‘Shoes?’ Corry frowned, leafing through her pictures. ‘Don’t think we found any of those. She was just in socks.’

			‘So, she’d not have got far walking without shoes. And the farm is pretty out of the way.’

			Corry was nodding along. ‘Right, so someone took her out there in a car.’

			‘Or she lived there to start with. She was in her nightclothes, obviously. Getting ready for bed. Or asleep already. What do we know about the Wallace family?’

			‘We’ve a file on them a foot thick. Vocal Republicans. One of the sons, Ciaran Wallace, is serving a life sentence here in town. The other, Paddy Wallace, disappeared sometime in the nineties, never been heard of since. He was the head of an IRA punishment squad back then, fanatical about tracking down informers – any whiff of betrayal and he’d kill you as soon as look at you. A dangerous man.’

			‘So the body under the barn could be him?’

			Corry shook her head. ‘We discounted that. Too short – he’s a big fella, Paddy Wallace. We think he’s on the run – you’ve been following all the hoo-ha with the on-the-runs?’

			‘Sort of.’ She tried to keep up with the news from home, but had forgotten the chasm of perspective that opened up when you stepped on a plane and crossed the narrow sea, the way so much of local politics took on the character of a storm in a very small teacup. She thought the scandal was something to do with IRA suspects, still on the run for various crimes in the past, being secretly told by the British Government in the late nineties that they would never be tried. A part of the peace process that had been kept under wraps. The scandal over it had caused a major court case to collapse back in February. ‘The Wallaces. Was there a sister, or a daughter?’ she asked.

			‘We can’t be sure, based on what’s in the files. We need to find someone who knew them. Apart from Ciaran, they all seem to be scattered – that’s why the farm came up for sale. Old Mrs Wallace is in a nursing home and the place had to go to pay for her care. I suppose it makes sense none of the family wanted to claim it, if they knew what was under the barn.’

			‘A family tree would be really helpful. I’ll ask Dad, he’ll probably remember them.’ Paula’s father had an encyclopaedic knowledge of the criminals he’d pursued as an RUC officer, especially those he’d never been able to nail. Most of them would have seen Catholic PJ as a traitor to his own side, a legitimate target, deserving of a bomb under his car or a bullet in the head. As a child she’d always been scared that he wouldn’t come home one day. She’d never thought to worry about her mother, who was always just there in the kitchen when she came in from school. Stupid. If she’d known she would have asked so many questions. Maybe then she wouldn’t have been left hanging for twenty years, nothing answered, nothing explained. ‘You mentioned a pendant?’ she said.

			‘Oh yes. Here, I have it.’ Corry took a plastic bag from her locked drawer and held it up to the light. ‘Needs to be logged in to evidence. Look, there’s strands of her hair caught in it. Must have hurt.’

			Paula’s blood stopped. Corry frowned. ‘What is it?’

			‘I . . . Can I see?’ She took the bag, her fingers clammy against it, and held it up to the light. A thin chain, cheap and mass-produced, and on the end a silver dolphin leaping through the air. Black hairs caught in the clasp. The kind of thing a teenage girl would wear. Had worn.

			Corry was watching her. ‘Mean anything to you?’

			‘Oh – no. It’s just, everyone had those in the nineties, didn’t they?’ She realised she was clenching the wrapped pendant in her fist, and it was digging in. She put it down on Corry’s desk, rubbing at the indentations on her palm. ‘So if we can find out who this girl is, who they both are – someone must know why they’re there. Who put them there.’

			Corry nodded. ‘Right. Are you fit to work on this? By rights I shouldn’t ask you – the possible connection to your mother . . .’

			Paula just raised an eyebrow.

			Corry sighed. ‘Fine, yes, I know, if none of us worked on cases we had a connection to we’d never get a stroke done in this town. And with Wright and Monaghan off choosing wedding chair covers or what have you, I need your help. I was hoping the pendant would be more of a lead, but maybe you’re right. I’m sure there were loads like that in the nineties. My Rosie has one like it now, sure.’

			‘Right.’ And Paula, she’d had one too, hadn’t she? Exactly like this, a dolphin on a cheap chain. When had she lost it? She couldn’t remember. Had she seen hers since 1993, after her mother went? Was it possible this was her actual pendant, something real, a clue, a breadcrumb in the trail she’d been blindly following?

			And if by some chance it was . . . did it mean her mother had been at that farm, the place where two dead bodies had just surfaced?

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Tonight she wasn’t staying at her old house, the one she’d been born in and which her mother had gone missing from. It had been sold when she left town, so she was at Pat and her father’s place. The house Aidan had grown up in. All the same she made a small detour down her old street, the narrow terraced houses and parked cars leaving little room for two vehicles to pass. She loitered outside for a moment. The new people had painted the door and window frames green, and spruced up the untidy gravel at the front of the house, which she and Aidan had let choke with weeds in the two years they’d lived there. She wondered had they sorted the back garden too, the one that had never recovered from the police digging it up in 1993, in a vain search for her mother’s body.

			A curtain twitched in an upstairs room, Maggie’s old room, and before that Paula’s. A hand pulling them over, so she caught a glimpse of a child in a bed, cosy in the glow of a lamp. Paula pressed her foot down on the pedal and pulled away.

			Pat’s house would never feel like home. Something about the washing powder she used, or the smell of lemon cleaning products that permeated the place. Paula and Maggie were sleeping in what had been Aidan’s room as a teenager, and even though it had been redecorated in neutral cream and blue stripes, there was a ghost of teenage boy about the place, as if the football posters were still there under the wallpaper, and piles of sweaty football kit lingered in the corners. She’d only been in there once as a teenager, when Pat was out – they weren’t supposed to go in each other’s rooms, even though they were eighteen and seventeen at the time. Catholic Northern Ireland had different rules.

			She ran her hand gently over the new wallpaper, feeling the silkiness. Papering over the past. Maggie was already asleep, splayed out like a starfish in the middle of the bed, small palms turned up. Paula eased her over and climbed in. From downstairs came the sound of her father settling the house down for the night, locking doors, turning off plug sockets, checking windows. Habits learned from many years in the RUC. She wriggled, trying to get comfortable. Being back here was so strange. A guest in her father’s house, while he was downstairs with Pat. Stepmother, mother-in-law, who knew what to call her. The only mother she’d known for twenty years.

			Restless, Paula kicked back the covers. She’d never sleep like this. It was too hot, and the lights of cars kept moving over her window, and whatever Pat washed the sheets in made her skin itch. After a while she got up and padded downstairs in her pyjamas, noticing a faint blue light from the living room. ‘Hiya, Dad.’ His bad leg kept him up a lot, and it wasn’t unusual for him to be awake till the early hours as well. On the TV some shiny young politician was being interviewed, articulate and moderate, the kind that gave Paula hope for the future. No one she’d heard of, but the surname, Dunne, stuck in her head for some reason. A past case, maybe. Everyone in Ballyterrin was connected, roots beneath the surface.

			‘There you are,’ said PJ observationally. ‘The wee one down?’

			‘Like a light. She doesn’t take after me.’ Stupid, to say that, and remind him that Maggie’s biological father was an English police officer who didn’t even know that’s what he was. Who thought the little girl’s father was Aidan, whose involvement was only to have slept with Paula once.

			She sat down, yawning. In the old days, it had been just her and her father in the house, often meeting in the kitchen when insomnia drove them both from bed, and she’d pick his brains about her cases. ‘So, I’m working on this Red Road thing.’

			‘Oh aye. The Provos by the sounds of it. Some daft young fella who got himself mixed up with them, like as not.’

			‘The farmhouse belonged to the Wallace family. You remember them?’

			PJ paused for a second, combing his memory banks. ‘Paddy and, what was the younger fella called?’

			‘Ciaran.’

			‘Aye, that was it. We never managed to pin anything on them back then, though Paddy Wallace for one was up to his eyes in it. You know what they used to call him? The Ghost. Cos he never left a trace at any of his crime scenes. Not a print, not a hair, and him always nowhere to be found when we wanted to question him. Still haven’t caught up to him. He’s that good.’

			‘What about the brother?’

			‘Aye, well, we lifted him a few times but he walked. Always denied all involvement, but they got him on something all the same in the end.’ A grim satisfaction in PJ’s voice, and she wondered not for the first time how it must feel as a former policeman, to see the men you knew had done murder walking around free in your home town. Knowing they’d shot or blown up your colleagues. Even those who had gone to prison were out already under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement. The doors opened and murderers set loose.

			‘Yeah, in 2003.’ Ciaran Wallace had been convicted of a murder in London that year, she’d learned, some former Army officer. He’d been brought back to Ballyterrin to serve his time, so they knew where he was, at least.

			‘It’s not one of the Wallace brothers then, your dead fella?’

			‘We don’t think so, no. Someone else.’

			‘There’s a lot of families’ll be watching the news with interest,’ PJ said. ‘Waiting all this time to hear what happened to their son. Hope it brings them some comfort.’

			That probably explained why the Commission were calling. They wanted to check if it was anyone from their list of the Disappeared. A trawl through the missing persons’ archives, now thankfully digitised, had revealed no promising links. There were missing teenage girls, of course – there always were – but none exactly matching the description of the one in the morgue. None that had not turned up again, as happened in ninety-nine per cent of cases. This girl had been one of the one per cent that stayed stubbornly missing, a sentence with no full stop, a question with no answer. Those were the cases that Paula could not let go. So why had no one reported her gone? ‘The girl too. We don’t know who she is. Had the Wallaces any sisters?’

			‘Don’t know, pet. If they had we never arrested them.’

			She kept looking carefully ahead at the TV, which was showing some kind of late-night news programme. Politicians arguing about on-the-runs or whatever the issue of the week was. ‘What did you think when they – when the bodies were dug up? The female?’

			A short silence. ‘They knew it wasn’t her, so they did. Too young, poor wee girl.’ Paula’s father had given up on finding his wife. She’d known that when he remarried. He’d not have done that if he thought there was the slightest chance Margaret was still alive, and neither would Pat, staunch Catholic that she was. So what happened if Paula found what she was looking for, and her mother was still alive? What would that do to PJ and Pat and this life they’d made?

			‘Daddy . . . did you always think they got her? The Provos?’ This was dangerous territory. They didn’t talk much about her mother, groping past the high walls they’d put around her disappearance. You had to, just to survive.

			He paused. ‘I hoped they didn’t. But she was . . . well. People said she was up to something. Getting names from her work, passing them on to some Army Intelligence fella.’

			‘Did you believe it?’

			‘No. But she was gone. And we never found her, so . . .’ He shrugged. Paula understood. Her mother had either been taken by someone or she’d gone of her own accord, leaving them both and never sending back a word to say she was all right. And which was worse?

			Paula looked around her at the framed photos on the walls. Pat and PJ’s wedding, a pregnant Paula avoiding a stony-faced Aidan, before they’d worked things out between them. Maggie at every age from baby to now. Friends, relatives. PJ had built this, left behind the past and grabbed the happiness in front of him, even if it meant raising eyebrows, which for a stoical Catholic man in his sixties was no mean feat. Why couldn’t Paula do the same?

			Tell him, her mind urged. Tell him about the note in the kitchen. Tell him you’ve got a private detective searching for her in London. Tell him she might have been there, still be there even now. But how could she shatter all this, this comfortable over-warm house, Maggie’s grandparents, their happiness, settled so late in the day? She couldn’t. Not when she knew nothing for sure. She stirred herself. ‘I’ll make us some tea, Daddy. Are there any biscuits?’
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Long-buried secrets are being unearthed.
And they're very close to home.
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