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			Prologue

			That shot was the one I’d been waiting for. The canal had frozen over. It was as if one day the water was flowing and the boats were moving and the next everything was trapped in the ice. Under the ice, too. I wondered what would rise to the top once the thaw came – supermarket trolleys, dead ducks. Bodies, even. There was always going to be some fool who thought he could walk on the ice, and maybe one did, in the dead of night, when no one was watching. It had me thinking I could do something different. I’d been up to my eyes in politicians you wouldn’t let into your garden shed, Z-list celebs you wouldn’t inflict on each other, let alone on the newspaper-buying public. I’d always had the urge just to wander around with a camera and no agenda and all the time in the world to wait for the perfect shot, but I didn’t have too many hours left for that kind of thing after marathon stints waiting for some shabby politician to emerge from the love nest where he had been shagging some pretty waitress half his age. The great thing about the snow and the ice was that London came to a complete stop and left me with sod all to do. So, when the snow looked like it was going to stay on the ground, I wasn’t really thinking about anything. I didn’t have a plan. I just started taking shots as I walked around. The one I liked best had a couple in it. Random couple. I had no idea who they were. I still don’t. They probably never saw it. They certainly couldn’t have had any idea I was taking the shot; they were too wrapped up in each other. Even though I say it myself, it was terrific. The pair of them, looking into each other’s eyes as if nothing and no one else existed. And nothing else did exist because there was just the white snow covering everything. Her red coat was the only bit of colour in the whole scene. It was a picture waiting to be taken. I felt as if they were my creation somehow, as if they only existed in the lens of my camera. I often wonder what they’re doing, how their story is turning out. Are they still together a few months on, or has love’s young dream perished?

			Extract from a profile of photographer Danny Beresford in The Sunday Times Magazine
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			Chapter One

			The screen has gone dead, the connection broken. But I can still see those terrible images in my mind, flashing up in front of me like scenes from a movie trailer. I see her get up from the red sofa and walk towards the door. I see the glass she has left on the low table, the amber liquid inside it glowing in the low light. And then my eyes are drawn to the open door and the darkness beyond. I can hear the sounds of the storm that’s raging outside: the heavy beat of the rain, the eerie howl of the wind. I can also hear the sound of the logs crackling in the grate and I can see the flames leaping and dancing around them. But the flames are moving now, spreading beyond the fireplace, burning orange and red, consuming everything in front of them. Amid the roar of the flames, I hear the whiskey glass shatter. I am frozen in front of the moving wall of fire. And then my hands rise involuntarily to my face as I see something take shape inside the flames. It’s a moving, blazing form and it screams an unearthly scream. That’s when the screen goes blank. That’s when I start to scream.

			*

			Lillian had phoned. She told me to turn on the computer and get Skype up and running. ‘We’ve got the broadband going at last! I have so much to tell you,’ she said.

			It was Saturday night. We could have been in some wine bar or pub, but I was in London, in the flat we used to share in Maida Vale, and Lillian was in Ardgreeney, where we’d both grown up.

			I remember thinking, as we talked, that if anyone had suggested to Lillian, just a year before, that she might end up leaving London and returning to live back home in Ardgreeney, she would have laughed her head off. But there she was, delighted with herself and her new life, and snuggled up on a big crimson sofa with her legs curled up under her, drinking a hot whiskey with lemon and cloves. There was the mother and father of a storm raging outside, Lillian said: the perfect night to be in by the fire.

			She was wearing a white bathrobe and had a towelling turban on her head. Her face looked shiny from the cream she’d lathered all over it. She was in for the evening. She wasn’t expecting anyone and she wasn’t going anywhere.

			I told all this to the guards. Over and over. Over and over. I could remember every word of the conversation.

			‘I have so much to tell you, but let me give you the tour first. You’ve just got to see this place. It’s amazing. Aidan’s builders have done a brilliant job,’ Lillian said, adjusting her headset, and picking up her laptop and then walking through the cottage, making sure the camera was angled so that I could see the transformation. What had been little more than a semi-derelict hovel was now the kind of place they could probably rent out to tourists for a small fortune, if they ever moved into the big house.

			‘Fabulous,’ I repeated time and time again as she pointed out one feature after another: the gleaming state-of-the-art kitchen in the extension that ran seamlessly off the original structure of the cottage; the master bedroom, painted a dark teal, against which the enormous bed, with its cream and white coverings, stood out. ‘I can see you in House & Garden any day now,’ I said.

			‘Yeah, all the dust over the past few months has been worth it. But it’s a pity it’s dark. We’ll have to have another Skype chat in the daytime so you can see the view over the sea from the back. It’s absolutely incredible. And – wait for this – we have our own private access to the strand! Wooden steps, all the way down.’

			She looked like the cat that had got the cream. I felt a little twinge of envy, but quickly dismissed it, reminding myself that Lillian had known what she wanted and had made it work for herself. It wasn’t that I wanted to go back to Ardgreeney – that hadn’t been her goal, either. But I think that maybe, in some deep part of myself, I wanted the kind of certainty that Lillian had found, and I had no certainty with James.

			The tour finished, she sank back into the huge sofa.

			‘What’s Aidan up to?’ I asked.

			‘Out with the lads. There’s a stag night for one of his pals and he couldn’t get out of it. And, anyway, if he was here I couldn’t tell you all the gossip.’

			‘Well, crack on with it. I’m all ears,’ I said.

			‘You have to promise to keep this to yourself, but do you remember what I told you about our plans for Eaglewood? Well, he talked to his mother this morning and she’s more or less agreed.’

			‘Are you serious? Just like that?’

			‘Well, maybe a bit less than more. He said she was a bit taken aback at first, but that she was okay with it by the time he left her. I hope she really is up for it, because we need her to keep the riding school going. For a while, anyway.’

			‘I suppose congratulations are in order, then,’ I said.

			As I raised my glass of wine, I became conscious of how grudging I must have sounded with my ‘I suppose’. So I quickly added, ‘Congratulations are definitely in order!’

			Lillian beamed. She started to raise her own glass, but put it down again before she had a chance to drink from it. She frowned.

			‘Sorry, Orla; someone at the door. I’d better see who it is. Give me a sec,’ she said, getting up from the sofa.

			As she walked towards the door, my landline rang and I turned to pick it up. A wrong number. I looked back at the screen. There was no sign of Lillian. I looked away again, this time at my mobile phone to check whether there had been a text from James that I hadn’t heard ping as it landed. Nothing. I looked back at the laptop screen, which still showed the empty sofa, the open door and the blackness beyond it. I could hear the noises picked up by the microphone on Lillian’s laptop: the wind blowing down through the chimney, the crackling of the leaping flames in the grate. Somewhere in the background was the roar of the sea.

			Later, when I tried to dig into my memories of that night, I thought I might have heard other sounds that I couldn’t quite make out then: the sound of words carried on the wind, the hum of a car that could have been distant or could have been just down the road.

			Was it just the wind? When I was a child, my grandmother told me that the howl of the wind was the sound of the banshee, and that, when you heard the banshee, it meant that someone was going to die. I told this to my mother, who laughed, said there was no such thing as the banshee and told me that my grandmother was just trying to frighten me.

			I lost track of myself for a while as I waited for Lillian to come back. She was probably having some necessary conversation with whoever was at the door – a neighbour, maybe, although the nearest house was several fields away. I wasn’t worried. Not then. I was even a bit annoyed. You don’t arrange to talk to someone on Skype and then disappear to talk to a neighbour for God knows how long.

			But that wasn’t the only reason I was irritated. Until she had gone to answer the door, the conversation had been all about her and Aidan and that wonderful house of theirs. She hadn’t asked about me. I had things of my own I wanted to talk to her about – James, for a start. He and I were going through a difficult patch. He had become distant, unreachable, and I didn’t know why. I realised that it must have been building up for a while, but I had no idea what was behind it. The fact that he lived in Edinburgh wasn’t helping. I wanted Lillian’s advice.

			I looked at the screen again. The hot whiskey, still on the coffee table where she had put it, glowed amber and gold in the changing light thrown by the fire, which still burned brightly in the grate. I could still see the flames dancing and hear them crackling. I could still hear the wind, shrieking and howling away. But there was no sign of Lillian.

			Give me a sec, she’d said. That second had long passed. Where was she? I listened, beginning to grow anxious now. I stared at the screen, staring at its borders for any sign that she was just beyond them, within reach. But there was nothing.

			And at some point I realised that something was terribly wrong.

			I called her name into the microphone.

			‘Lillian! Lillian! Are you there? Are you all right?’

			But there was no answer. There was nothing I could do but wait. I sipped my wine. And then the crackling of the flames seemed to grow louder and I watched in shock as I saw them catch the rug and then the sofa. I heard the sound of the glass exploding as the flames swallowed it up. And then, through the moving wall of fire, I saw, to my horror, a human shape bending and falling, and it was screaming a long, unearthly scream.

			I heard another scream as the screen went dead, but this time the scream was coming from inside me.

			I grabbed my mobile and pressed Aidan’s number, but he didn’t pick up. I tried it again. Same thing: ‘Leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.’ I didn’t have time for that. Dad, I thought. I’ll call him and ask him to get the emergency services out. But the phone in my parents’ house rang unanswered, and neither Dad nor Ma had mobiles. I called Lillian’s mother but she didn’t pick up. She was probably out for the count after downing God-knows-how-much vodka or gin. So I called directory enquiries, got the number for Ardgreeney Garda station and dialled it. I blurted out that I was afraid something terrible had happened to my friend.

			The guard who answered the phone told me to calm down and speak slowly. I took several deep breaths and started again.

			‘My friend – she lives – at Oriel Cottage. It’s off the Seapoint Road. I was talking to her and – she went to answer the door, but she didn’t come back! And now the house is on fire! I think – I saw someone burning! I think it’s her!’

			‘Where are you calling from, miss?’

			‘London.’

			‘London?’

			‘Yes. We were talking on Skype – it’s like a phone call, but it’s a video thing. You do it on a computer. But, please – the house is on fire now!’

			‘Just a moment, miss,’ he said.

			I waited, frantic, for what seemed a very long time.

			‘Are you still there, miss?’ the guard said when he picked up the phone again. ‘The fire brigade is on its way out to the cottage. We have Garda officers going there too. Now, I’ll need your name and all your details.’

			‘My name is Orla Breslin,’ I said. I gave him my landline and mobile phone numbers, and my address in Maida Vale. I told him my friend was called Lillian Murray and that she had recently moved back to Ardgreeney to live with her boyfriend, Aidan McManus.

			‘I know Aidan well,’ he said.

			Of course he did. Everyone knew Aidan.

			‘Do you know where he is now?’ the Garda asked. ‘Have you talked to him?’

			‘He’s out. That’s what Lillian said when we were talking. She said there was a stag night.’

			‘Have you called him?’

			‘I’ve tried, but he isn’t answering.’

			‘Can you stay where you are, where we can get hold of you, Orla? And try not to worry too much.’

			The guard ended the call, promising to call me back. And while I waited for the phone to ring, I dialled Lillian’s number over and over again. And, over and over again, I got her voicemail.

			‘Hello, this is Lillian,’ it said. ‘Please leave a message and I’ll get back to you.’

			But there was no point in leaving a message, because I knew somehow that Lillian would never get it.

			I shivered. And even though the flat was as warm as toast, I couldn’t stop shaking.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Ned Moynihan hadn’t been long home when the call came. The drive from the station had been an exercise in avoiding hazards as the worsening storm sent tiles flying off rooftops and debris skittering through the air. He could tell as he closed the door behind him that the new double-glazed windows were no match for the roar of the wind and the explosions of thunder that followed the flashes of lightning. Still, the one good thing about weather as bad as this was that it tended to keep the villains indoors. He was looking forward to his glass of Bushmills and then the lamb casserole that Eily had told him earlier she was going to make.

			The first challenge to his expectation of a quiet, relaxing evening came in the form of Annie, his bolshie twelve-year-old daughter, who immediately drew him into an argument she was having with Eily about her status as an almost-teenager, which, she said, meant that she should be allowed to stay up later.

			‘We’ll talk about this tomorrow,’ he said, ruffling her mop of brown hair. ‘But now, bed.’

			Ned waited as Annie stormed out of the kitchen, banging the door behind her.

			‘She’s becoming a right little madam,’ he laughed, turning to Eily. He had intended to kiss her, as he usually did when he came home, but he held back when he saw the angry expression on her face and the blaze in her eyes.

			‘You shouldn’t have given in to her,’ Eily said, her voice sharp.

			‘But I didn’t give in to her!’ Ned protested.

			‘You did. You said you’d talk about it tomorrow. That means you’ll give in to her. And you won’t be here most of the extra hours she’s up. I’m the eejit you’re inflicting a later bedtime on,’ she said. ‘Anyway, let’s eat. I’m starving. I nearly ate with the kids.’

			It took him just a fraction of a second to decide that he would leave the decision on the rules governing Annie’s bedtime entirely to his wife. Her ‘I nearly ate with the kids’ came across less as a statement than as a warning, and he was taking it on board. They had gone through a bad patch a few years before and he didn’t want to risk upsetting the equilibrium they’d managed to regain. It had been his fault entirely – he accepted that. He had been ambitious, climbing up the ranks faster than he had ever imagined and maybe even believing he was on a trajectory that would take him all the way to Phoenix Park and the Office of the Commissioner. He had taken Eily for granted, assuming that, despite being a young mother with a small child, she was okay with him working long days and nights.

			He wasn’t going to make that mistake again. As well as Annie, they had Tom now, and he was determined to keep his family on a higher footing than his job.

			Funny, though, he thought, how his and Eily’s troubles had kicked off during his first posting here. Sure, he had been a bit of a workaholic, but maybe being posted to the town where they had both grown up hadn’t helped, either. It certainly hadn’t been great for him, but he had had no problem staying away from his father and visiting only when he had to. It was different for Eily. She was close to her parents and having them nearby had been convenient when she needed help with the kids. Even so, maybe it had all been a bit too claustrophobic for her.

			That posting had lasted just a few years and had ended with his move to a detective unit in Dublin. Now they were back, and he had to admit that he had been apprehensive about it. But the past few months had been smooth. They’d bought a lovely old detached house, with a huge garden and high stone walls, on the outskirts of Ardgreeney, the kids were settling well into school and Eily was thinking of returning to nursing. She’d taken up again with some of her old school friends and was getting involved in all sorts of social stuff – a book club, a choir, bridge classes.

			Jack and Winnie, her parents, had retired and moved up to Cavan, Winnie’s home county, to live beside a lake. The bit of distance between them was a good thing.

			Eily seemed to be happy generally, but her tetchiness tonight bothered him. He hoped it wasn’t a portent of things to come.

			‘You’re the boss and I defer to you in all things,’ he said, making eyes at her and pulling her close. He buried his nose in her dark hair, which smelled of shampoo. ‘If I wasn’t so hungry, I’d be tempted to ravage you.’

			She pulled away, smiling now and nodding her head towards the ceiling. ‘Not with Little Miss Antichrist’s ears on high alert upstairs,’ she said. ‘But there’s always later.’

			‘Promises, promises,’ Ned said.

			After dinner, they watched the news. The big story was the weather, with reports of gale-force winds across the country blowing down trees and damaging buildings. He was glad to be inside with his family.

			The call came shortly before half nine. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a cloud of annoyance pass over Eily’s face as he picked up his phone. She got up off the sofa and went to the kitchen, leaving him to listen. A minute later, he followed her. She glared at him.

			‘Sorry, Eily,’ he said. ‘That was Fergus. There’s a fire at Aidan McManus’s place, where he’s living with his girlfriend. She can’t be found.’

			Her look of annoyance disappeared, to be replaced by one of shock.

			‘Jesus! What about Aidan?’

			‘He’s okay. Seems he was over at his mother’s and the girlfriend – her name’s Lillian Murray – was on a video call to someone in London and went out of the house during the call. The friend in London was waiting for Lillian to come back in and saw the house catch fire. She thinks she saw someone in the flames. Anyway, Matty Walsh got the emergency services out. The fire’s under control, but no one knows whether Lillian is inside the house. There’s no sign of her anywhere. I’ll know more when I get out there.’

			‘What, you’re going there now? At this time of night? And in this weather? Can’t someone else handle it? Why does it always have to be you?’

			‘Because it’s my job. And the press will be all over it because of Aidan. I have to go out, Eily; I really do. I’m sorry.’

			‘No, it’s all right,’ she conceded. ‘You have to. I know that.’

			He grabbed his coat and kissed her.

			‘Don’t wait up,’ he said. ‘I have a feeling this might be an all-nighter.’

			He expected her to respond with her usual, ‘Don’t worry, I won’t.’ But she didn’t. She asked him to call her when he knew more about what had happened. She looked worried – which wasn’t surprising, of course, because she’d known the McManuses all her life.

			*

			He drove back through the town along Main Street and down on to the Seapoint Road. As the gaps between the houses grew bigger, the street lights became fewer, to the point where the darkness was absolute and he had to switch his beams on full. In the distance, an eerie light formed a break in the darkness. As he turned into the lane that led to Oriel Cottage, he saw that, despite the heavy, driving rain and the efforts of the firefighters, the cottage was still ablaze, the flames soaring into the sky.

			He pulled up a short distance from the blazing house. As he got out of his car, he heard a strange cacophony of sounds: the roaring flames, the banshee-like keening of the wind, the fast, thunderous beat of the sea.

			He saw Superintendent Fergus Gallagher’s car arrive. They’d already spoken on the phone as they drove towards the cottage, and Fergus had suggested that, because Aidan might feel more comfortable talking to someone he knew, even vaguely, Ned should be the one to speak to him.

			‘He’s in the car, over there,’ a uniformed Garda told them.

			Ned glanced towards the patrol car and saw a face staring out at the blazing house. It looked ghostly, devoid of features and expression.

			‘Any idea yet whether the girlfriend is in there?’ Ned asked the young officer.

			‘No, sir. But we’ve looked around outside and there’s no sign of her anywhere.’

			Ned walked to the car and got in beside Aidan McManus. He hardly recognised the rain-sodden man who sat there, shrivelled and shrunken, wrapped in the blanket that someone had put around him.

			‘Aidan,’ Ned said, making his voice and tone as gentle as possible, ‘I don’t know if you remember me. Ned Moynihan.’

			He watched Aidan’s head turn slowly to look at him. The man seemed almost surprised to see that someone had materialised inside the car. He said nothing, but nodded.

			‘We’ll need you to help us try to find out what happened. Will you be able to do that?’

			Another nod. Then, ‘I . . . I can’t think straight . . .’

			‘Take your time.’

			After a few seconds, Aidan began to speak in a mechanical voice. He had left the cottage around seven o’clock to join a group of friends for a stag do. Lillian, already in her bathrobe and planning to have a quiet evening, had told him not to drink too much and not to get back into the car if he did get plastered, but to get a taxi home.

			‘I was in Clarke’s,’ he said, mentioning a pub that Ned knew was popular with Ardgreeney’s well-heeled, rugby-playing crowd. ‘That’s where we were meeting up. All the lads were there.

			‘We were drinking away when I felt my phone buzz in my pocket. I didn’t look at it there and then. And then it buzzed again, so I looked at it and saw there was a missed call from my mother and a voice message. I wasn’t going to call her back or listen to the message, because she calls me all the time, but then I thought I’d better, just in case there was something wrong . . . The storm, you know . . .’

			His voice trailed off and, as if to stem a new flood of tears, he screwed his eyes shut. Ned waited.

			‘I went outside to listen to the message, because the pub was too noisy to hear anything. My mother wanted me to call her. She said it was urgent. So I called her and she said a big branch had fallen through the roof of one of the stables and there were slates flying off and crashing all over the place. The horses were panicking and she needed me to help her. So I went straight away.’

			‘Did you go back inside the pub to tell your friends where you were going?’ Ned asked.

			‘Yes. I ran inside and told them I had to go and help my mother, and then I got into the car and went straight to Eaglewood – that’s my mother’s house. She was in the yard. The wind was bad. We were afraid it would blow the doors off the stables. So I told her to keep trying to calm the horses while I strengthened the doors and bolts. I went to get a hammer and when I came back . . . my mother . . . she was on the ground. I thought she’d just slipped, but when I saw her face . . . You know those things they tell you to look out for . . . I knew she’d had a stroke, so I dialled nine-nine-nine.’

			He looked at Ned, his eyes suddenly filled with a new expression of anxiety. ‘Do you know how she is, my mother?’

			‘We’ll get you to the hospital shortly,’ Ned said. ‘And then?’ he asked gently. ‘How did you find out about the fire?’

			‘The guards arrived at the same time as the ambulance. They told me Lillian had been talking to Orla – that’s her friend in London – and that . . . Orla said Lillian went to answer the door and . . . then she saw the fire . . . That’s all I know.’

			He screwed his eyes closed again, but the effort couldn’t stop the tears that began to flow freely. He bent his head into his hands and started to sob.

			*

			By the time Ned drove home to have a shower and a short sleep the following morning, the fire at Aidan McManus’s cottage had made it on to the national news. So far, the press hadn’t got wind of the girlfriend going missing, but that would be the next big revelation in the story if she didn’t show up in the next couple of hours. Several journalists he knew had already called his mobile, but he had chosen not to answer. Eily, who had never pressed him for details of even the big cases he had worked on in the past, was anxious for information. It wasn’t surprising – she had known the McManus family for as long as she could remember. And, although she didn’t really know Aidan all that well, since he was younger than her by a good few years, she was horrified by what had happened.

			‘Do you think the fire was started deliberately? Do you think that girl’s body could be lying in there?’ she asked. ‘Jesus – it’s too horrible for words.’

			‘Well, we haven’t been able to find her yet. And if the friend in London really did see someone in there . . . well, it has to be a possibility.’

			‘Did Aidan recognise you?’ Eily asked.

			‘I think so. I told him who I was and he seemed to recognise me, but it wasn’t as if we were having a social conversation.’

			Aidan and his mother had been at Ned and Eily’s wedding, invited by her builder father, who had done a lot of work for the McManuses over the years. Malcolm, Aidan’s father, had been dead a few years, at that point. Aidan, who must have been about seventeen or eighteen at the time and still at whichever expensive boarding school he had been packed off to when he was still in short pants, was already being tipped as a young rugby player to watch.

			But Ned could hardly remember him having been at the wedding. That day, the best of his life, Ned’s head and his eyes and his heart had had room for nothing but Eily. He had asked the band to play Dexys’ ‘Come on Eileen’, and he had sung the chorus at the top of his voice, substituting ‘Eily’ for ‘Eileen’. And all the wedding guests joined in, singing, ‘Come on, Eily,’ and Eily herself had laughed and laughed. And then, without any prompting from him, they had played Van Morrison’s ‘Brown Eyed Girl’, and he must have looked a right eejit as he danced around Eily, making pointy signs at her dark chocolate-brown eyes with his fingers.

			Beyond cheering him on in key international rugby matches over the years, Ned hadn’t had much contact with Aidan. They were too many years apart and didn’t mix in the same social circles. But, thanks to Eily’s family and the kind of local know­ledge he had absorbed without even being aware of it, he knew a fair amount about the McManuses.

			Aidan’s grandfather, Phelim McManus, had been an unskilled labourer with brains and ambition. He had made a load of money in America – it wasn’t quite clear exactly how – and had returned to Ardgreeney in the early nineteen thirties. Eaglewood was already derelict, having been burned down in the twenties, and Phelim bought it for a song from its owners – an Anglo-Irish family that had lived there for generations, but had moved to England after the fire.

			With good looks and enough money to make him attractive even to the landed gentry in the area, Phelim married Alice Downes, the daughter of a wealthy farmer, and established himself as one of the most prominent men in the locality. Phelim and Alice produced Malcolm, Aidan’s father.

			Ned had heard all sorts of stories about Malcolm over the years. Like his father, Malcolm had prospered and had married well; his wedding to Kathleen Butler-Lacey, a leading fashion model whose father was one of Irish racing’s top trainers at the time, had made the front pages of the national papers. Malcolm’s name appeared frequently on the business pages of the national newspapers, too, due to his talent for buying and selling land and property. What had never appeared in the papers were the rumours that he was a Republican sympathiser and had regularly provided a hiding place for men on the run. Indeed, according to some of these rumours, he had been a gunrunner during the nineteen seventies and had even taken up arms himself. The rumours also had it that Malcolm’s father, Phelim, had been involved in the border campaign of the nineteen fifties.

			Whether the stories were true or not, Ned had no idea. He had never met Malcolm, but he remembered Jack O’Donnell describing him as a bowsie and a scoundrel, and saying more than once that he wouldn’t have trusted him as far as he could throw him and that he could never understand what a fine woman like Kathleen had ever seen in him.

			Ned stood in the shower for ten minutes and then went to bed, asking Eily to wake him after an hour. He hadn’t been asleep for more than a few minutes when he felt his wife shaking him.

			‘Sorry, Ned, but you’d better take this. It’s Fergus. He said it was urgent.’ Eily handed him the mobile phone he had left in the kitchen.

			He held the phone to his ear and listened.

			‘Okay, give me ten minutes,’ he said, and got out of the bed.

			‘What’s happened?’ Eily asked.

			‘They’ve found a body.’

			‘In the cottage?’

			Ned nodded.

			‘The girlfriend?’

			‘They don’t know yet. But I suppose it has to be.’

			He started pulling on his clothes.

			‘You wouldn’t make me some tea and a bit of toast while I get my clothes on?’ he asked her. ‘Fergus wants me back over there, fast.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I was half crazed with worry as I waited for the guard to call me back. I tried to convince myself that I hadn’t really seen the burning shape and that my eyes had played tricks on me. I had imagined the scream too, I told myself – that eerie, unearthly scream. What I had heard was only the scream that came from my own body.

			The guard would tell me that Lillian was safe, that she had gone to help a neighbour with something urgent and that she had stayed with the neighbour as the fire blazed. She had left her phone in the cottage; that was why she hadn’t called me to tell me she was all right.

			But I couldn’t get those horrible images of the flames consuming everything in their way out of my mind. It was as if they were on a continuous loop that I was doomed to watch over and over again.

			When the phone rang, I jumped, hoping it was Lillian. But it was the guard calling back, and I held my breath as he told me that the fire was under control.

			‘Thank you for alerting us so quickly,’ he said.

			‘What about Lillian? Is she okay?’

			‘I have no news of Lillian. All I’ve been told is that the fire is under control. Now, Orla, can you give me any contact details you have for Lillian’s family?’

			My stomach lurched. ‘Does that mean . . . you think Lillian’s in there? In the house? But I saw her go outside before the fire started . . . She can’t be inside! She can’t!’

			‘I’m not saying that at all, now. It would just be helpful if you could give me any useful addresses and phone numbers, including Lillian’s.’

			I gave him all the details. I told him I had called Lillian’s number over and over and that it had gone to voicemail.

			‘What about Aidan?’ I asked. ‘Have you talked to him?’

			‘I can’t really tell you any more than I’ve told you already,’ the guard said. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll call you back when I have more news.’

			I tried Aidan’s phone again. My heart was pounding. What would I say to him? What could I say? His voicemail came on. He must know by now that I’d raised the alarm. Surely he would want to talk to me?

			I called James, in Edinburgh, but he didn’t pick up. I remembered then that he was getting together with some old friends from university that evening. I tried his mobile, but the call went through to voicemail.

			‘Please call me,’ I said. ‘It’s urgent.’

			I tried him again several times and each time his voicemail came on. I gave up around two in the morning. I didn’t want to tell him such terrible news in a voice message.

			I stayed up all night, hoping desperately for good news. But it didn’t come.

			By morning, the fire was all over the television and radio news, in the UK as well as in Ireland. The focus was on Aidan. He was safe, the reports said. He hadn’t been in the house when the fire broke out. There was no mention of Lillian. And there was no mention of anyone having been injured or having died in the fire. I heaved a sigh of relief. This must mean Lillian was safe; I had imagined the shape in the flames.

			When my phone rang, around eight, I rushed to answer it, certain it was Lillian. But it was a different guard. He asked questions about the fire. At what point had I noticed the flames? Was I sure the fire had begun after Lillian went outside? Was it possible it started while she was still inside? Could she have come back in without my having noticed?

			‘Can you tell me if Lillian is all right?’ I asked, my anxiety returning.

			‘Sorry; I have no information. I’ve just been asked to talk to you. I can get someone who knows more to give you a ring,’ he said.

			A couple of hours later, my phone rang again.

			‘Is that Orla Breslin? My name is Ned Moynihan. I’m a detective inspector with the Garda in Ardgreeney. I just want to give you an update on what’s been happening.’

			‘Is Lillian safe?’ I asked.

			I sensed him hesitate and my heart began to thump so loudly in my chest – boom, boom, boom, boom – that it was all I could hear as I waited for him to speak.

			‘I’m afraid we have no definite news of Lillian,’ he said.

			Don’t panic, I told myself. No news is good news. She ran down on to the strand to get away from the fire. She went to her mother’s. Yes, that’s where she is now: at her mother’s. She’s in shock. She hasn’t thought of calling anyone.

			There was another moment of hesitation at the other end of the phone.

			‘Orla, I have to tell you that we found a body in the house. We don’t know that it’s Lillian’s, however,’ the detective said.

			I felt myself slipping from the sofa on to the floor. The images rolled through my head again, vivid and terrifying. I saw the flames, gobbling up everything in their path. I heard the whiskey glass shatter. I saw the human form take shape among the flames, only now it began to take on Lillian’s features. I had watched her burn to death.

			No! No! No! I howled silently. I couldn’t speak. Every part of me was in terrible agony.

			‘Orla?’

			The detective was still at the other end of the phone.

			‘I’m sorry . . . I can’t . . . take this in . . .’ I said.

			‘And I’m sorry I haven’t been able to give you any good news,’ he said. ‘I understand how you must be feeling. Is there anyone you can go to or who can come to you? A friend or a neighbour, maybe?’

			‘Yes . . . No . . . I’ll be fine . . . I’ll stay here. Will you let me know . . . whether it’s . . . ?’

			I couldn’t finish what I was asking him, but he understood.

			‘Of course,’ he said. ‘In the meantime, can I ask you not to tell anyone about the body? We aren’t releasing that information yet.’

			He didn’t tell me to try not to worry. In a strange way, I was glad of that.

			*

			My parents called. The news was all over Ardgreeney. They were calling to tell me that there had been a fire at Oriel Cottage, but that none of the news reports had mentioned Lillian.

			‘Do you know if she’s all right?’ Dad asked.

			‘No,’ I said, choking. ‘No one knows where she is.’

			I told them about the Skype call and how she had gone to answer the door, but hadn’t come back, how I had seen the flames spread and about the human shape I had seen inside the flames.

			‘The guards found a body, Dad,’ I sobbed. ‘I’m not supposed to say that to anyone. They asked me to keep it to myself. They don’t know whether it’s Lillian.’

			‘It’s all right; I won’t say a word about it. But maybe it’s not her. Have you talked to Nancy?’ he asked, referring to Lillian’s mother, who lived on the same estate as my parents.

			‘No,’ I said. ‘I called but she didn’t answer. She was probably in one of her alcoholic stupors. And now . . . I don’t know what to say to her. I’m sure the guards will have been to see her.’

			‘Would you like us to go and talk to her?’ he asked.

			‘Oh, Dad, would you? I can’t face having to talk to her on the phone. And . . . do you think I should come over?’

			‘Only if you want to and you’re up to it. Why don’t you try to rest now and then make a decision tomorrow?’

			‘Yeah . . . Sorry, Dad; I just can’t talk about this any more. Do you mind?’

			‘No, of course not. Now, go and rest. And if I hear anything, I’ll call you.’

			I crawled into my bed and pulled the covers up around me. I closed my eyes and prayed that the terrible images would go away for long enough to allow me to fall asleep.

			I woke to the sound of the phone ringing. At first, my head was empty of everything but the sound that reverberated around it. But only for a second. The memories of what I had seen the night before exploded in my head and in front of my eyes. The room was dark. I must have slept for hours, all through the morning and afternoon.

			I picked up the phone.

			‘Hello?’ I croaked.

			‘Orla?’

			I recognised the voice. It was Inspector Moynihan again.

			‘Sorry. I was asleep. Is there news?’

			‘The body in the house isn’t Lillian.’

			‘Oh, thank God!’ I gasped in relief. ‘She’s all right, then? She’s not injured or anything?’

			‘We haven’t been able to find her.’

			‘But . . . she must be somewhere!’

			‘We’re trying to find her. We need you to help us,’ the inspector said. ‘You told us last night that she heard someone at the door and went to see who it was.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you said she was gone for a long time and didn’t come back.’

			‘Yes . . . I waited. The door was open. I thought she must have been talking to someone she knew. She didn’t come back. And then, the fire started . . . It was horrible . . .’

			‘Can you tell me everything you saw? I’m sorry to have to ask you to go through it all again. It must be very distressing for you.’

			I told him everything. How Lillian was so excited to give me a video tour of the cottage after living through months of renovation and building work; how, just as she sat down on the sofa, she heard someone at the door and went to open it; how I could see the darkness and hear the storm through the open door; how I waited for her to come back and, then, how I saw the flames creep across the room from the grate.

			‘Did you see or hear the person who came to the door?’

			‘No,’ I said.

			‘But you heard the knock on the door?’

			‘No, I didn’t hear that either. But Lillian said there was someone at the door. She seemed . . . surprised. She didn’t seem to be expecting anyone. And Aidan was out. If it had been him, he wouldn’t have knocked. He would have used his key.’

			‘Unless he had forgotten his key, maybe?’

			‘But, if it had been Aidan, she would have just let him in. I’d have seen him. And I’d have heard him,’ I said. ‘Have you not talked to Aidan? I thought the television said he was all right . . . The body . . . Was it him?’

			‘Aidan is fine. He’s at his mother’s house. We haven’t identified the person in the cottage yet,’ the inspector said. ‘And, in the meantime, the most important thing is to find Lillian. Are you, by any chance, planning to come over to Ardgreeney?’

			‘Should I?’

			‘It would be helpful.’

			‘I’ll have to clear it with work . . . there’s a lot going on at the moment.’

			‘What do you do?’

			‘I’m a journalist. But I don’t think there’ll be a problem. I’ll try to get a flight tomorrow morning.’

			‘Good. One more question for now – was it a PC or laptop you were using to talk to Lillian?’

			‘A laptop.’

			‘Can you bring it with you? We’ll need to look at it.’

			‘Okay.’

			He gave me his mobile number and said, ‘Send me a text when you know which flight you’re going to be on and I’ll have someone pick you up. Look out for a guard in uniform, with your name on a big piece of card.’

			When we finished speaking, I called James. I wanted – needed – to tell him what had happened. But I got his voicemail again.

			I called my editor and told him what had happened. ‘Take as much time as you need,’ he said.

			I lay back on the bed and stared into the darkness. The know­ledge that Lillian hadn’t died in the fire had brought great relief. But I was still frantic. Where was she? And who was the person I had seen burn to death in the flames?

		

	
		
			Chapter Four 

			They hadn’t yet had a formal identification of the body found in Oriel Cottage – or what was left of it. But it was a man’s body, not a woman’s. The pathologist had verified that straight away. And a local man called Patsy McLennan had been reported missing. In all likelihood, the body was his.

			Ned drove to the man’s address on Quay Street, one of the oldest streets in Ardgreeney and the main conduit between the centre of town and the strand and small harbour. As he opened the door of the car, he felt a wet blast of ice-cold air and pulled the collar of his coat up around his neck, wishing he’d worn a scarf. The wind had died down, but it was still strong, especially down here, sweeping the sea with it as well as the rain, and it was loud enough to drown out the roar of the waves. He bent his head into the wind and walked towards the squad car that was parked a few yards ahead of him. Already, he was drawing an imaginary straight line between the missing man’s house and Oriel Cottage. Patsy wouldn’t have had to walk up to Main Street and then on to the Seapoint Road to get to the cottage. He could have walked down to the strand, turned right and kept walking until he reached the wooden steps leading up to the cottage. Even on a wild, dark night, it wouldn’t have taken McLennan very long to get there using that route.

			Patsy McLennan’s house was the only one in the street that appeared to have seen no change; the thatched roof was still in place and the two small windows either side of the front door looked old and rickety enough to be the original frames, inserted when the house was built. The other houses had been upgraded and extended to varying degrees, in some cases to the extent that the original structures were only hinted at.

			It was a sign of the times. Ardgreeney had always been a relatively prosperous little town, within easy enough reach of Dublin, but not close enough to become one of those commuter towns where most people got on the train first thing in the morning and came back last thing at night.

			But things were changing. The town was expanding fast and the small nucleus of streets that formed the town centre belied the size of the population living in the new estates to the north, south and west – estates that couldn’t be built fast enough to accommodate the demand of a population that had increased by nearly forty per cent, to twenty thousand, in just a decade.

			Ned remembered one young Garda complaining that, when he and his family had first moved into their tiny estate, they’d had a clear view across the fields to the sea, but that almost overnight the fields had been filled with shoebox houses that blocked their lovely view.

			There was still a core sense of community in Ardgreeney, but only just, and it was under pressure as the provision of services and amenities failed to keep up with the huge influx of people into the estates.

			The population explosion had, however, been reflected in Ardgreeney Garda station’s move from an old house on the Dublin Road to a huge state-of-the-art building, sprawled over half an acre, on the northern edge of the town, and an upgrading of its status to district HQ level.

			Here, on the eastern side, by the coast, the odd new house was being built, but there was nothing like the huge development that the big builders went in for. Not yet, anyway, Ned thought, but it was only a matter of time, what with house prices going through the roof.

			He had never quite understood the property craze. It was all very well to see your house soar in value, but it didn’t mean you were rich, unless you were able to buy somewhere else at a fraction of the price. And, he wondered, why would you want to go through the hassle of it all, settling into a house and then selling it and having to do the same all over again?

			He looked around, trying to stretch his line of sight as far as he could into the grey mass of cloud and sky. You couldn’t see the burned-out shell of Oriel Cottage from here, but you could smell it on the wind, mixed in with the saltiness of the sea.

			A few people had come out of their houses. They stood around, huddled into their coats, curious about the extraordinary things that were happening in their quiet little part of Ardgreeney. Ned thought they looked like black Lowry figures against the sky, which, despite being low and threatening, seemed to emit a light against which everything stood in high relief.

			Based on what he now knew about Patsy, Ned had expected the cottage to be half derelict, both inside and out. But it wasn’t. Sure, the thatch looked as though it needed some attention and the whitewash was a bit on the grubby side, but these were the jobs you got done in the summer. When he ventured inside, Ned noticed that it smelled a bit musty, but the place was surprisingly clean. He had expected a hovel.

			After looking over the cottage, Ned spoke again to the officer who was first on the scene, now keeping watch on the street outside. ‘Run it all by me again,’ he said.

			The young guard repeated his account. He and another guard had done a house-to-house, in hope of finding someone who might have seen Lillian Murray or could give them any information that might throw light on what had happened to her. No one had been able to offer anything. But when they knocked on the door of Patsy McLennan’s cottage, a worried-looking woman had come running out to tell them Patsy was missing and that she was concerned about him.

			‘Who is she?’ Ned asked.

			‘Her name is Moira Daly. She’s a relative of some kind.’

			‘Where is she now?’

			‘In there,’ the guard said, pointing towards a small house with pebble-dashed walls, about fifty yards away.

			Ned knocked on Moira Daly’s door and a thin woman, who looked to be somewhere in her seventies, opened it, her face a mixture of hope and despair.

			‘Have you found him?’ she asked, before he could introduce himself.

			‘Not yet,’ Ned said. ‘But, if you don’t mind, Mrs Daly, I’d like to ask you a few questions.’

			‘Of course,’ she said, standing back from the door to let him in. She led him into the kitchen, where they both sat down at the table.

			‘When did you last see Patsy?’ Ned asked.

			‘I think it was about six o’clock yesterday evening. I took him in his tea. I do that every day,’ she said.

			‘That’s very generous of you,’ Ned said.

			‘He’s my cousin – the only one left on that side of the family. He’s not what you’d call “all there”. I keep an eye on him – you know, I give him a hot meal every day and make sure the house doesn’t fall down around him. You have to look after your own.’

			Ned nodded. He thought of all the people whose deaths he had been called out to investigate down the years: elderly people who had lain dead for days and even weeks because they had had no one to watch out for them. He wished there were more people like Moira Daly.

			‘What makes you think he’s gone missing?’

			‘I went in this morning, at seven, to check he was all right – you know, after the storm – but he wasn’t there.’

			‘Could he just have gone out for a walk?’

			‘Ah, no; he never gets up early. Patsy goes to bed very late, if he goes to bed at all. He’s a bit of a night wanderer. I don’t think he came in last night. I’m worried he might be lying in a ditch somewhere.’

			‘Maybe he took shelter somewhere and fell asleep,’ Ned offered.

			He tried to sound positive. And, indeed, under normal circumstances there would be every reason to be hopeful that a man described by his cousin as ‘not all there’, who went out wandering by night – even while one of the worst storms ever was raging – would turn up safe and sound. But, in this case, his conviction was weak. Two people in the same town and on the same night seemed to have disappeared off the face of the earth. More often than not, coincidence counted for a lot of things. But, this time . . . well, he wasn’t so sure.

			Nor was he sure he should tell Moira about the body found in Oriel Cottage. They hadn’t released that information yet, because this was now looking like a criminal investigation – though exactly what kind of a crime, or crimes, they were going to be investigating wasn’t clear. And, after all, the body might not be that of her cousin. Still, he felt like a cruel fraudster as he left her. He had given her hope – hope that was almost certain to be snatched away from her. Sometimes he hated this fucking job.
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