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Chapter 1



The wind was bitter, there was snow in the air. I looked up at the sky. It was grey, that ashen grey that imbues the landscape with an eerie, otherworldly quality. Three o’clock in the afternoon and the light was fading already.


‘Why the hell would anyone want to live in a church?’ Paul Doherty wrestled with the padlock on the old iron gate.


I shrugged. ‘Not sure I would.’


‘Clients really pushing for this report then?’ he asked.


‘Liam is anyway. First sale he’s had in a while. He nearly had a fit when he discovered you didn’t have the map.’


Paul grinned. ‘He’ll get it tomorrow – if we ever get in, that is.’


He gave the key a last tug and the padlock released. He shoved the key into the pocket of his anorak and dug out a woolly hat, pulling it down over his ears as he lifted the gate just high enough for it to pass a foot or so over the rough grass, allowing us space to squeeze through. I waited while he arranged his camera bag and other equipment across his shoulders and then we set off in single file up the overgrown driveway. It didn’t take me long to regret not wearing gloves. My hands were scratched repeatedly by the briars that crept out towards us from the moment we left the gate. I regretted too the skirt I was wearing; I had come straight from court. Suddenly I heard a loud expletive ahead of me, uttered with considerable feeling.


‘Paul,’ I mock-scolded him.


‘Ah, Jesus. Who’s going to hear me up here?’


He had a point, unless you counted the cattle in the next field, a cluster huddled together against the cold. As we climbed higher I could see the cliffs and the Atlantic Ocean crashing against them. Never the most hospitable of waters, today the ocean looked as hostile as I’d ever seen it: dark, inky-blue with white horses riding the waves. It was always rough here, where the River Foyle met the sea at the north-east corner of Donegal.


We kept going up the hill, managing eventually to find a less uncomfortable route through. And then it appeared, looming high ahead of us, silhouetted against the pale sky. We stopped in our tracks, simultaneously.


Paul exhaled loudly. ‘Whitewater Church.’


I stared up at it, blowing on my hands. ‘Impressive. Do you still call it a church once it’s been deconsecrated?’


‘No idea.’


He rested his bag on the ground and fished out his camera. He screwed on a lens and flipped the switch to turn on the flash.


‘It’s been disused for a long time, but I’m still surprised by how much it has deteriorated,’ he commented.


‘How old is it?’


‘Hundred and fifty years, give or take a few. Built of fine local granite.’


‘I’m sure it was beautiful once,’ I said.


‘See the quoins at each corner and the bell tower? Typically Victorian features.’


The church was in bad shape. The gable end we were facing was completely covered in dark ivy, and there were places where the walls were starting to crumble. The stained glass which must once have resided in the two arched windows was long gone, but the stone cross on the eaves was still there, defiant.


The building had a heartbroken look about it, as if grieving for the parishioners who had abandoned it, the people who would have come to worship every week. I dismissed the thought as fanciful nonsense. Whitewater Church was to be revived – I supposed that must be a good thing. It was to become someone’s home.


Paul stopped taking photographs. ‘Do you have those maps?’


‘Map singular, I’m afraid.’ I opened my bag, produced a flimsy sheet of paper and handed it to him. ‘I’m going to have to get my office scanner fixed.’


‘Don’t worry about it. You’re the one who had to handdeliver it. And to be honest, I’m happy to have some company.’


He unfolded the map. It was little more than an old drawing with some rough measurements.


‘Is this all there is?’ he asked.


‘Yes, sorry. I doubt this place has ever been properly mapped. That’s what was attached to the old Registry of Deeds conveyance.’


He folded it back up and put it in his pocket.


‘OK. I’ll just need to measure the boundaries on the ground and ensure that they match the boundaries on the map as best I can.’ He looked around him at the overgrown site. ‘It’s not going to be easy. Right, the light’s fading. I’ll do the inside first.’


He picked up his bag, hoisted it over his shoulder and started to walk towards the main entrance, cursing again as his foot caught in a stray briar. The ground was covered in rubble, bits of metal and weeds – lots of weeds.


‘The original door must have been impressive all right,’ Paul said, looking up.


‘Wood?’ I asked.


He nodded. ‘Carved probably.’


It was hard to imagine it now. It had been replaced by an ugly corrugated-iron gate about ten feet high by eight feet across, which was starting to rust around the edges. The salty sea air couldn’t be good for it. Another padlock. Paul rooted in his pocket and retrieved the keys.


The door swung open easily when the lock released and we went inside. There was more rubble underfoot and a smell of damp decay, but still there was growth: weeds were sprouting from the walls and in patches here and there on the floor. It was less dark than I had expected; light was coming in through the windows, as was foliage. The ivy which was climbing the external walls had found its way inside, and the remains of a bird’s nest rested on what was left of the windowsill.


‘It’s not very big for a church,’ I said.


Paul shrugged. ‘The population here would never have been terribly high – a few families at most. Almost like an island population.’


While Paul took some measurements and photographs I wandered slowly around the interior, looking at the walls. Here and there were the remains of memorial plaques to individual families. Fishermen who died prematurely, farmers who lived long lives: a community. A community that no longer existed. We eventually gathered our things and left. Outside, the light was fading rapidly.


‘It’s going to be dark soon,’ I said. ‘Have you much left to do?’


‘I’m nearly done. I have a torch – if we’re really stuck, I can use that. Not that I fancy the idea of being here after nightfall.’


I stood and watched while Paul walked around the perimeter of the building measuring the external walls. A loud fluttering made me jump. I looked up to see a rook fly over my head and land on the cross on the eaves. There were four of them, in a neat row, spectral and silent. As I watched them, I lost my footing and stumbled backwards. The heel of my boot hit something metal. I looked down. I was standing on some kind of iron grid about two feet square and very overgrown. I called out to Paul and he came over to investigate, pushing the weeds aside to get a better look.


‘Damn it,’ he said. ‘Does the church have a basement?’


‘No idea. Anything on the map?’


‘I doubt it.’ He took it out, unfolded it and checked again. ‘No, no mention of a basement.’


I followed him as he walked further along the perimeter of the church.


Suddenly, he stopped dead. ‘Oh, Jesus.’ He pointed to a small iron gate at the base of the rear wall. ‘It’s a crypt. The church has a bloody crypt.’


I looked at him.


He sighed. ‘Now that I’ve seen it, I’m going to have to go in.’


There was a bolt across the gate but no padlock this time. It slid across easily, and the gate swung open. He turned towards me with a resigned expression on his face as he took the torch from his bag and switched it on, illuminating a number of narrow stone steps leading down into the gloom.


‘This shouldn’t take long,’ he said briskly. ‘I’ll take a quick squint inside, a couple of photographs, I’ll do the site measurement and we can head home.’


‘OK.’


He looked at his watch and then at me. ‘Sure, why don’t you head off, for God’s sake? There’s no need for you to be here now.’


‘You must be joking. It’s just getting interesting.’


The truth was that the prospect of making my way back down the overgrown driveway in the half-light did not appeal in the slightest. He saw through me immediately.


‘Actually there’s a second torch in my bag,’ he said. ‘You could grab that, just in case.’


Gratefully, I found it and switched it on. I hovered beside the gate as he slid his legs through the entrance and sat on the top step.


‘Can I come with you?’


‘Absolutely not. You stay put,’ he said. ‘The steps mightn’t be safe. At least I’m insured to do this.’ He disappeared through the gate.


‘You OK?’ I called.


‘Yep. I can stand, sort of.’


Although the ground was damp and cold, I knelt and watched as he went slowly down the stairs, each step reverberating against the walls on either side. They led into a small chamber no more than seven or eight feet high, with what looked like stone drawers on either side. He was right, it was a crypt. I shivered.


‘How long are you going to be?’ I called.


I heard him chuckle. The echo made it sound like some Bond villain’s evil laugh. ‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to stay down here a second longer than I have to.’


Halfway down he shoved the torch under his oxter to lift the camera. He took one photograph, then seemed to hesitate.


‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.


‘There’s something at the bottom of the steps.’


He lifted the torch again and directed the beam. He was right, there was something lying on the floor of the chamber. In the gloom it looked like a pile of rags. Paul slowly went the rest of the way down and then stood for a second at the foot of the steps.


‘What is it?’


‘It’s a blanket,’ he said.


‘A blanket?’


‘Yes. An old brown woollen blanket, rolled up like a carpet.’


I leaned in further, lying on the flat of my stomach, propped up on my elbows. I was almost entirely in the chamber now, with nothing but my feet outside. I inhaled the dank, earthy scent.


Paul poked the blanket gently with his foot. ‘I can’t feel anything inside it.’


‘Have a closer look.’


He looked up at me, an exasperated expression on his face.


‘I’ll come down.’ I struggled to twist myself around so I could get my feet onto the step.


‘No,’ he said. He shot me a warning look. ‘I told you to stay put. You shouldn’t be here at all.’


He went down on his hunkers. Even from this distance I could see that his hands were shaking. But he managed to pull the top of the blanket aside, just a little. Immediately, he leaped back, almost losing his balance, dropping the torch. The thud made me jump.


‘Paul? What is it? What’s the matter?’


He put his hand against the wall of the chamber for support. His torch rolled a matter of inches and came to a stop close by, its beam hitting the wall next to him. Slowly, he bent down and picked it up.


‘Paul?’ I said again.


He still didn’t reply. I stood up and went down the steps as fast as I could, trying not to slip on the uneven ones. Then I squatted beside the rolled-up blanket and carefully moved the top of it to one side, just as Paul had done, directing the beam of the torch to illuminate what he had seen seconds before.


It took everything I had to suppress the scream that rose in my throat.





Chapter 2



‘Hello?’ Sergeant Tom Molloy said again, his voice sterner this time. ‘Who is this?’


I had made the mistake of dialling the garda station before catching my breath. Leaning against the wall of the church for support, I breathed in deeply, relishing the clean, icy air.


Finally, I managed to speak. ‘Tom, it’s Ben.’


His voice softened. ‘Jesus, Ben, you sound a bit odd. What’s going on?’


‘I’m up at Whitewater Church with Paul Doherty.’


‘That deserted place on the cliff? What on earth are you doing up there?’


Paul watched me from a couple of feet away, looking agitated, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. I raised my eyebrows as he withdrew a pack of cigarettes from his bag and lit one, the wind causing the flame of the lighter to flicker.


‘Paul was doing a survey . . .’ I started, then caught myself. ‘Look, never mind about that. We’ve just found a skeleton in the crypt beneath the church.’


‘You’ve what?’


‘I’m serious. A human skeleton. And crypt or not, I’m pretty sure it’s not supposed to be here.’


‘OK. Stay put. Wait for me in Doherty’s jeep or something. Whatever you do, stay together. I’ll be there in ten minutes.’


I thought that was optimistic. Whitewater is a good fifteen miles from Glendara, along some of the worst roads on the Inishowen peninsula. I shoved the phone back into my coat pocket, grateful to be able to leave my hand in there with it for a while.


I turned to Paul. ‘I didn’t know you smoked.’


‘I don’t,’ he replied, sucking on the cigarette with a kind of grim desperation, his face ghostly in the light of the torch he had placed upright on the ground. ‘Gave up five years ago, but I always carry a pack with me to prove to myself I don’t need one.’


I smiled. ‘I can’t really begrudge you one in the circumstances.’


 


I came to sorely regret those words. In the confined space of the jeep Paul chain-smoked one cigarette after the other, giving me a pounding headache. The second the headlights of the Glendara squad car appeared in the rearview mirror, I climbed out, relieved by the blast of Arctic air. Molloy was beside me before I even closed the door.


‘You all right?’ he asked.


I was surprised by how comforted I was to hear his Cork lilt, to see the concern on his face. Things had been strained between us of late. I remembered the look in his eyes, his hasty retreat. I shook it off. Right now I had more pressing concerns.


‘Fine. Just a bit of a shock. I think Paul’s pretty shook.’


Paul acknowledged Molloy’s presence with a barely perceptible tilt of the head but made no move to get out of the jeep. His hands still gripped the steering wheel.


‘Right, let’s get up there and have a look. You can tell me your story on the way.’


Molloy waved at the squad car and Garda Andy McFadden emerged from the driver’s seat, phone in hand. He took a luminous yellow garda jacket from the back seat and strode over to Paul’s door.


 


Choosing brute force over orienteering, McFadden led the way, beating briars away with a large branch he had broken off one of the ash trees along the road. Every whin bush and bramble looked twice the size it had in daylight.


‘First of all, tell me exactly what you two were doing up here,’ Molloy said.


I took a deep breath. ‘Liam McLaughlin the estate agent asked Paul to do a survey of the old church and the site. The owners are selling.’


‘Are solicitors usually present at surveys?’ Molloy asked, in a tone that implied he already knew the answer.


‘I have the deeds. I had to bring a map up for Paul,’ I replied defensively. ‘Our scanner’s on the blink.’


Molloy gave me a wry look. He’s more familiar with my nosiness than most.


‘So you act for the owners of this place?’ he said.


‘I do.’


Watery moonlight guided us back to the bell tower and Paul went ahead along the perimeter of the church to the low iron gate. It was bolted, as we had left it. Molloy pulled back the bolt and the gate swung open. He nodded at McFadden.


‘Right, you stay here with Ben, Andy. Paul, you come with me.’


I protested.


‘The fewer people down here the better,’ Molloy stated.


They were gone only a matter of minutes. Paul re-emerged first, lighting a cigarette again before he was even fully upright. Molloy stepped out after him, looking sombre.


‘Well, you’re right,’ he said. ‘They’re definitely human remains. It looks like they’ve been here for some time. And they certainly don’t appear to be part of the official, buried remains . . .’


I interrupted him. ‘Actually, I don’t think there are any official remains here any more. They would have been removed and reburied somewhere else when the church was deconsecrated; that’s what usually happens.’


‘When would that have been?’


‘The church was deconsecrated back in the 1990s sometime. I’m pretty sure there was something about it on the deeds.’


‘What are your clients’ names?’ Molloy asked, producing a notebook and pen from his pocket.


‘Kelly. They’re a couple – Raymond and Alison Kelly. I think Liam said they’re away in the States at the moment. Not sure when they’re back.’


Molloy took a note. ‘I’ll need their contact details.’


I produced my phone from my pocket. The battery was dead. ‘I don’t have them on me but I can get them from the office.’


‘I’ll need them as soon as possible.’


Molloy transferred his attention to McFadden, who had begun fixing crime scene tape to the wall. ‘Andy, did you get hold of the State Pathologist’s office? We’re going to need someone up from Dublin as soon as possible.’


‘Aye, I did.’ McFadden straightened himself, rubbing his lower back. ‘There’s a pathologist in Letterkenny at the moment, up to give a lecture at the college. I lost coverage down at the gate but I reckoned I’d ring again when we knew what we were dealing with.’


‘It’s OK – I’ll do it. From what I’ve seen of the bones we’ll need a forensic anthropologist.’ Molloy took McFadden’s mobile and walked away with it.


The beam from McFadden’s torch flashed on the bolted gate of the crypt as he struggled with the tape. I found myself staring at it, the memory of what I had seen half an hour before returning with a vengeance. My stomach lurched.


‘How long have the Kellys owned the church?’ McFadden asked, jolting me back to the present.


‘I’m not sure. I didn’t act for them when they bought it.’


He shook his head. ‘I didn’t know it belonged to anyone. I assumed the Church still owned it.’


‘The couple bought it with plans to turn it into some kind of heritage centre, as far as I know, but they ran into some problems.’


‘Money probably,’ McFadden said. ‘The sorry end of our Celtic Tiger.’


‘Probably, or planning permission,’ I said. ‘I think it’s lain derelict ever since.’


McFadden whistled. ‘Jesus, I wonder if they knew what they had in their cellar?’


Molloy shot McFadden a look of disapproval. In the dim light, I hadn’t noticed him return.


‘Stroke of luck,’ he announced. ‘It turns out we have a forensic anthropologist and pathologist rolled into one, just down the road. She’s on her way.’


He turned to me. ‘Not that I approve of McFadden’s crude analysis, but do you think there is any chance your clients did know about this?’


‘It seems a bit unlikely they’d have someone out to inspect the church if they did, doesn’t it?’ I said.


‘Sarge,’ McFadden said suddenly. ‘Take a look at this.’ He shone his torch on the ground in front of the entrance to the crypt. There was something glinting in the grass.


Using a handkerchief from his pocket, Molloy picked it up. It was a padlock, similar to those on the gate and the door of the church. It had been roughly sawn open. He rubbed his chin. ‘Looks like you might be right. Maybe they didn’t know.’


He handed the padlock to McFadden, still in the handkerchief. ‘We’ll need one of you here when the pathologist arrives; I’m sure she’ll have some questions.’


‘Of course,’ I said immediately.


‘There’s no need for you to stay,’ Molloy told me. ‘Paul was first on the scene.’


Paul hadn’t uttered a word since he’d come back out of the crypt. He nodded unhappily, an expression of resignation on his face.


‘I don’t mind staying, honestly,’ I said.


‘I’m sure you have work to do,’ Molloy said firmly. ‘And remember – I need to get your clients’ contact details as soon as possible.’


‘OK, I’ll ring you back with them. Then I need to give them a call and let them know what’s happened.’


Molloy frowned. ‘I’d rather you didn’t. That’s my job.’ He handed me his torch. ‘And Ben?’


I looked up.


‘I don’t need to tell you, keep the details of what you’ve seen to yourself.’


 


I made it back to Glendara and the old terraced house that accommodates O’Keeffe & Co. Solicitors half an hour later. O’Keeffe & Co. is my firm, since I took it over from my retiring predecessor six years ago. It’s the most northerly solicitor’s office in Ireland. Last legal advice before Iceland; I’ve always thought I should put that on my notepaper.


As I crossed the road and watched people scuttle from shop to shop, weighed down with children and bags, people with busy lives and families to feed, I felt a familiar emptiness. Being an outsider in a town where most people have spent their whole lives is not the easiest way to live. Sometimes, in my darker moments, I felt as if my role here was limited to that of an observer and facilitator for other people. That my own life was a sort of half-life, as if I didn’t really count because no one knew my ‘people’. But I have my reasons for being here. I have made my choice.


I’m Ben O’Keeffe. Benedicta actually, thanks to my parents’ fondness for an obscure fifth-century Italian saint, but the full version rarely gets an outing. ‘Ben’ does me just fine, although it does create some interesting misunderstandings.


Leah was engrossed in accounts when I walked into the office. Leah McKinley is my receptionist, legal executive and everything else rolled into one. One quiet afternoon she managed to identify a job description for herself for each letter of the alphabet – aide-de-camp, bookkeeper, coffee-maker . . . You get the picture. It’s a two-woman operation.


Molloy had told me to keep my mouth shut but I’d trust Leah with my life – plus she’s bound by the confidentiality clause in her contract. So I filled her in on what had happened, watched her jaw drop, then headed upstairs to my desk. I found an address and telephone numbers for the Kellys and dialled Molloy’s mobile. It went straight through to voicemail so I left a message. Then I went over to the filing cabinet and took out a fat conveyancing file.


I extracted a large bundle of deeds, untied the pink ribbon keeping them together and spread them out on the desk in front of me, reading through each of the titles until I found the one I was looking for: the most recent conveyance of Whitewater Church, from the Catholic Church Trustees to Raymond and Alison Kelly. I unfolded it and checked the date. The Kellys had bought the church on 14 December 2005. Back in the days when everyone had been full of big plans and easy money.


I shuffled through the earlier title documents until I came across a Deed of Deconsecration from 1995. I was starting to read through it when I heard voices downstairs. Leah was talking to someone with a loud voice and a very distinctive accent. It was one I had been expecting, although not yet. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but from the decibel level it sounded as if Leah was struggling to calm some frayed nerves. The expression of relief on her face when I appeared at the bottom of the stairs confirmed my suspicion. Standing at the reception desk, looming over her, was Raymond Kelly.


‘I can’t wait!’ he was shouting. ‘I have to see her straight away.’


‘Mr Kelly?’ I said.


He whirled round to face me.


‘What the fuck?’ he said, spreading his hands in a gesture of helplessness. ‘I turn my phone back on when I land in Belfast, and there’s a message from some guard called Molloy. What the hell’s going on?’


‘Come upstairs,’ I said.


He followed me up the stairs. ‘I’m on my way to the station now. That guard said something about a body. A body, for fuck’s sake?’


In my office he refused the seat I offered him and started to pace up and down like a caged lion. One, two, three steps to the left, one, two, three to the right.


‘Human remains were found in the crypt under the church,’ I explained. ‘I was there at the time, as a matter of fact.’


Kelly stopped in his tracks and turned to face me, an accusatory expression on his face.


‘What in God’s name were you doing there?’


‘Liam asked me to go and give Paul a map.’


‘Sounds like the whole fucking town was up there tramping about.’


I counted to ten. ‘Paul needed it for the survey,’ I said as calmly as I could. ‘As for the bones, they don’t know how old they are nor how long they’ve been there. They won’t know anything much until a pathologist examines them.’ I looked at my watch. ‘She’s probably there now, as it happens.’


‘Jesus Christ.’ Kelly ran his fingers through his thinning hair. ‘Why do they want to talk to me? Do they think I have something to do with it?’


‘They didn’t say that.’


‘How am I supposed to know how the hell the damn thing got there?’


‘Look, why don’t you sit down?’


He shook his head. ‘I mean, why do they think I’d allow the place to be surveyed if I was hiding a fucking body there?’


‘I did say that, actually. I expect they need to speak to you because you’re the owner.’


He stopped pacing. For a second he looked like a little boy. ‘Will you come down to the station with me?’


‘If you want me to.’


His shoulders relaxed slightly. He sat down, put his elbows on the desk and held his head in his hands.


‘Why did I ever buy that damn place? It’s been nothing but a headache since I first set eyes on it. Paid far too much for it, couldn’t get planning permission and then the whole bloody economy collapses. A more superstitious person than me would think that the place was cursed. That I was being punished for buying a secularized church and trying to make something of it.’


I smiled. ‘I don’t think Whitewater Church can be blamed for the collapse of the whole national economy.’


‘I suppose not, still . . . It hasn’t brought me much luck. You can’t deny that.’


‘No,’ I conceded. ‘But then you couldn’t really have predicted this latest development.’


Kelly looked gloomily at the stack of papers on my desk. ‘Those the deeds?’


‘Yes, why?’


‘Anything in them about a hex?’


 


McFadden was on his knees searching for something behind the counter when we walked in.


I leaned over to speak to him. ‘Is the sergeant back, Andy?’


He looked up. ‘Nope. He’s still up at the church.’


Kelly groaned beside me.


‘This is Raymond Kelly,’ I said. ‘The owner. Tom wanted to speak to him.’


McFadden stood up. ‘Aye, OK. I can start taking some details from you if you like, Mr Kelly.’


He managed to get as far as Kelly’s address by the time the door of the station opened and Molloy strode in, accompanied by an attractive blonde woman, dressed in a dark trouser suit and flat shoes. They were deep in conversation. Molloy glanced briefly in our direction as they walked past and the woman looked up. Our eyes met and I found myself staring into a face I had hoped with all my heart never to see again. Without warning I was transported back eight years, to that awful courtroom where I had last seen her. I gripped the counter and looked away. Seconds later I heard the door of the interview room at the back of the station slam shut.


Time stood still until they re-emerged. My gaze followed them as they walked together towards the door, Molloy leaning forward to catch what she was saying. Pins and needles started to work their way up my neck. I forced myself to look away again, and tried my best to concentrate on Kelly’s replies to McFadden’s questions until I heard the front door of the station close and felt Molloy beside me.


‘Was that . . . ?’ I asked. My voice sounded odd.


‘That was the pathologist.’ He looked at Kelly. ‘And this is?’


‘Raymond Kelly, the owner of Whitewater Church.’


‘Thanks for coming down, Mr Kelly. I’m sure this is very distressing for you but we’d be grateful for any assistance you can give us. I’ll be back to you in a few minutes to ask you some more questions.’


Kelly nodded miserably. Molloy looked at me and cast his eyes in the direction of the interview room. I followed him, unsure if my legs would even work. He leaned against the door with his arms crossed.


‘Nothing much yet,’ he said. ‘Deceased was male. And according to the pathologist, from the level of decomposition, he’s been dead for at least five years. The body was completely skeletonized. But you knew that.’


I looked down, the grisly image still clear in my mind.


‘That’s it so far. She’s only done a preliminary examination. No cause of death yet. We don’t even know whether the bones were put there by somebody or if the man died down there.’


I struggled to refocus. ‘God, I hope he didn’t. What a place to die.’


‘If he did, it wasn’t an accident – we can be sure of that. The gate was bolted from the outside when you arrived, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘That confirms what Doherty said. With or without the padlock that gate can’t be opened from the inside. The bars are too narrow. He’d have been trapped.’


‘Christ.’


‘Yes, Christ. The pathologist has arranged for the bones to be taken down to the hospital in Letterkenny. She’s going to do a full examination and post-mortem there tonight, so we should have more in the morning.’


Molloy opened the door. ‘Your client – I know him, I think. He owns a few pubs over the west of Donegal, doesn’t he, and one in Buncrana. Big into fund-raising for the hospice?’


‘That’s him.’


‘Do you want to stay while I talk to him?’





Chapter 3



I stayed. The interview didn’t last long. Kelly wasn’t exactly forthcoming. His responses to Molloy’s questions consisted mainly of him insisting that he hadn’t been in the blessed place since he bought it and he was damn sure there weren’t any skeletons there then. And in case they were wondering, he was sure his wife hadn’t seen any either. And yes, there had always been padlocks on all of the gates, including the crypt.


Molloy didn’t seem to want to press him any further at this stage and so after half an hour Kelly and I left the garda station together. I walked him to his Mercedes and left him wearing the expression of a man who has won the lottery and lost the ticket.


Alone for the first time in the driver’s seat of my old Mini, I put the key in the ignition but couldn’t turn it. Instead, I found myself staring at the windscreen, frantically trying to rein in my emotions. A cold hand reached down my throat and clutched at my insides. I knew there weren’t too many female pathologists in Ireland, so when Molloy had said ‘she’s on her way’ up at the church, how on earth could it not have occurred to me that it might be her? Was it the ‘forensic anthropologist’ bit that had thrown me? She had obviously acquired an extra qualification, and there was no law against that. But I had never imagined for a second that I would see her again – and certainly not here.


My phone beeped, making me jump. It was a text reminding me about a Drama Club meeting at seven o’clock. Pathetically grateful for the distraction, I looked at my watch: nearly half six. No point in going home, and as I hadn’t had anything to eat since lunch, there was time for a quick sandwich and a coffee.


As I hurried on foot across the square, I wondered if news of the discovery at Whitewater Church had reached the Oak. Now that would be a true test of the town’s radar. But the pub was deserted. The only live body in the place was behind the bar building a house of cards with beer mats. Although ‘live’ might be pushing it, as a description of Eddie Kearney. I knew too, the second I saw the cellophane-wrapped sandwiches left over from lunch, that my stomach was not yet ready for food. The choice seemed to be egg mayonnaise or egg mayonnaise.


‘Hi, Eddie. Is the boss about?’


He looked up at me all acne-faced and bleary-eyed. ‘He’s gone home for a wee while and then he’s going to some meeting in the hall, I think,’ he said vaguely.


‘Grand, I’ll see him there. Can I get a black coffee, please?’


I had just taken a seat by the fire when the door opened and a tall man in a pink shirt and blue tie stuck his head in and surveyed the room. It was Liam McLaughlin, the estate agent. He made a beeline in my direction.


‘I’ve just been over to your office. It’s shut. I’ve been trying to ring you there,’ he said indignantly.


‘It’s twenty to seven, Liam.’


‘That didn’t stop Ray Kelly ringing me, so it didn’t.’


‘Oh God, yes. I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to tell anyone yet.’


He sat beside me and lowered his tone. ‘Kelly says Paul found a body up at the church, is that right?’


‘Well yes, bones. Human remains anyway, in the crypt underneath the church. They’ve been there for some time, apparently. The guards don’t know anything about them yet, how long they’ve been there even. The State Pathologist is examining them in Letterkenny.’


Liam whistled. ‘Jesus. Kelly’s not happy. My ears are still burning.’


‘I know. I’ve just left him.’


‘Do they know who it is? Or how they got there? I mean, did someone get trapped down there or what?’


‘No idea yet.’


‘Jesus,’ he said again.


I hesitated. ‘You would have been up there a few times, wouldn’t you, showing the place to people?’


‘Well, no. You see, the first people I showed it to was that English couple we were getting the survey done for. Fell in love with the place when they were driving by it. Called me out of the blue.’ He grinned. ‘No accounting for taste. Why do you ask?’


‘Did you show them the crypt?’


He shook his head. ‘No. Didn’t know it existed, to be honest. I just assumed that wee gate led down into some kind of an air vent.’


I raised my eyebrows at him as I took a gulp of my coffee.


He caught my look and his face fell. ‘Oh, Jesus, you’re not saying them bones were there the whole time I was showing those people around?’


‘Looks like it.’


‘Fuck.’


‘Whoever it is, the pathologist reckons the person’s been dead at least five years.’


‘That English couple will hardly go ahead with it now, will they?’ Liam sighed. ‘Not really what you want for your new home, is it – a body in the cellar?’


‘Suppose not. Although I doubt if they know about it yet.’


‘It’s not something I can exactly keep from them.’


‘No.’


He stared into the fire, his expression glum. ‘I’m never going to be able to sell the damn place now, am I?’


‘It’s not going to be easy,’ I agreed as I took another gulp of my coffee.


Liam groaned and made his way up to the bar to order a pint.


 


Ten minutes later I finished my coffee, pulled on my coat and scarf and reluctantly left the Oak and its fire to head down to the Beacon Hall, leaving Liam chatting to Eddie at the bar. The icy wind hit me as soon as I opened the pub door; the temperature must have been well below zero. No snow yet, but it was coming. You could feel it in the air.


As I walked down the hill, the footpath ahead of me glistened under the street lamps as if someone had sprinkled tiny crystals everywhere. I always liked the town at this time of the evening. It was quiet and still. The shops were closed; it was time for TV and homework and indoors. I felt calmer.


I reached the bottom of the hill, crossed the road and walked in through the high pillars to the old hall, stone chippings crunching beneath my feet. The car park was shrouded in grainy shadow and I picked my way carefully between the cars. Condensation was forming on their windscreens; in an hour they would be opaque, laced with spiders’ webs of ice. I looked up at the huge Georgian windows which were dimly lit. The main door was slightly ajar, a chink of light casting a white line across the footsteps.


I pushed it open and ran up the warped wooden stairs. It was impossible to tell if it was colder inside or out. In the main hall I was greeted by a friendly wave from a large, yellow-clad arm near the stage. The only heat in the room was coming from an old gas Superser heater fizzing bad-temperedly and ineffectively in the corner, impotent against the hall’s high ceilings and old wooden floors.


Two men and two women in heavy coats and scarves were huddled around an old card table, ragged strips of green baize hanging from the edges like a fringe. They stopped talking as I approached and the older of the two men got up and dragged an extra chair to the table.


‘Thanks, Hal. Always the gentleman.’ My breath came out as a white mist.


‘Chairman’s duty.’ He tipped his cap at me with a grin. Hal McKinney, master of the pun. It was Hal who had persuaded me to join the drama group. As well as being the local undertaker and mechanic he was also a Commissioner for Oaths. I sent clients to him to have documents sworn. It was a running joke that Hal could bury you, sign the probate papers, and then sell your car.


Looks were exchanged as I took my seat. I was beginning to feel as if I had interrupted something.


‘How is everyone?’ I asked cheerfully, examining the faces around me.


‘Baltic.’ Phyllis Kettle, the owner of the yellow-clad arm and the town’s second-hand book shop, stated the obvious. She was wearing an incredible ensemble of yellow coat, mittens and blue shawl which, weirdly on someone of her considerable size, worked. The dark skin helped, and the kind eyes. She had a notebook and pen in front of her, though how she planned to write with mittens on I had no idea. She certainly seemed disinclined to take them off.


‘Right, let’s get this over with as quickly as possible,’ she said. ‘And that means no big speeches.’ She directed her comment at the mournful-looking, long-faced man with the beard sitting opposite her. Tony Craig, local publican, owner of the Oak and enthusiastic raconteur, had the ability to make a riddle last the length of the Iliad.


Well aware of his reputation, he grinned back at her, his smile transforming his face.


‘Are we all here?’ I asked, looking around. Claire Devitt, the club’s set designer, poster artist and general publicity person, was missing. Not that surprising. Claire was unreliable and had become even more so of late.


‘Claire’s not coming,’ said Eithne O’Connell, as if reading my mind.


‘Oh?’


The local chemist’s quavering tone always irked me for some reason. There was something almost parasitic about the tragic air she adopted when passing on someone else’s personal drama. As if she herself was personally affected by it.


‘They think they might have found Conor,’ she said, her eyelids fluttering closed as she spoke.


‘Who is Conor?’ I asked.


‘Conor Devitt. Claire’s brother,’ Phyllis said. ‘He disappeared six or seven years ago.’


I looked up. ‘Disappeared?’


‘Vanished. Without a trace. It happened just before his wedding,’ Hal said.


‘You wouldn’t have met him.’ Phyllis patted my forearm. ‘It would have been the summer before you came up.’


Hal coughed. ‘As a matter of fact, we thought you might know something about it.’


‘Me, why?’ I asked.


They looked at each other. Phyllis was the first to transfer her gaze to me. She held it there as if waiting for something to register. And it did, of course. I can put two and two together. While they all looked at me expectantly, I played for time, Molloy’s words echoing in my ears.


‘When you say they think they’ve found him . . . ?’


‘Up at Whitewater.’ Hal’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘You were up at Whitewater yourself with the sergeant earlier on today, weren’t you?’


I had been seen. ‘Ah, that’s why you think I might know something,’ I said. ‘Well, I don’t, I’m afraid. You know more than I do.’


A short silence ensued during which all four regarded me doubtfully.


Phyllis sighed. ‘Well, the family think it might be Conor they found up there, Eithne was just telling us before you came in. As soon as word got out about the body, Claire was on to the guards to see if it might be him. They’re all up at the mother’s now, waiting to hear.’


‘God, that’s pretty grim,’ I said. ‘Are they doing DNA tests?’


Eithne nodded solemnly, her face a picture of tragic concern. ‘Claire said the guards were looking for the name of his dentist to get his dental records,’ she told us, her eyelids closing again. ‘It’s just so awful.’


There was a collective shiver around the table.


‘Should we postpone the meeting, do you think, out of respect?’ Tony said after a few seconds. ‘Till we find out if it is Conor? Seems a bit callous to carry on as normal and start choosing plays while Claire’s going through something like this.’


‘Agreed,’ said Hal immediately. ‘Same time next week, instead?’


‘Or what about Monday night?’ Tony suggested. ‘We could have our meeting in the pub. I might even stretch to a few sandwiches, if one of you manages to buy a pint.’


There was a nod of agreement around the table and everyone stood up. The sense of relief seemed to lift the temperature of the room.


 


‘Careful. They look pretty lethal,’ I said as Phyllis made her way precariously down the glistening steps outside. Eithne put her hand out to help, but Phyllis waved her away impatiently.


‘I’m not an invalid, you know. I’m fat.’


Eithne’s hand flew to her mouth, a wounded expression on her face.


Phyllis’s tone softened. ‘Entirely self-inflicted, Eithne, and much fun doing so. Save your charity for someone who deserves it.’


Somehow she managed to reach the foot of the steps without incident. She leaned against the wall for a minute to catch her breath.


‘Speaking of deserving charity, why is it that some families seem to get it so much worse than others?’ she said. ‘They’ve had such a rough time of it, those Devitts.’


‘Dreadful to have someone you love disappear like that,’ Eithne said in a whisper. ‘No closure. It’s been so terrible for poor Claire.’


I decided to keep my views to myself on this occasion. I knew they weren’t objective. You see, I have never been too sure about the need for closure. I know it is a common thesis but I’ve always been of the view that if there’s no body, at least there’s hope. But I guess that can’t go on indefinitely either. Six years is a long time.


‘And for his mother and brother,’ Phyllis said. ‘Awful for his fiancée too, of course. God love her. Day of her wedding and he just didn’t turn up. No explanation. Can you imagine?’


I shook my head. I couldn’t.


I jumped suddenly when a dance music track blared into the night and Eithne scrambled to find her phone. She retrieved it from her bag and hurried away to answer it, heading towards her car – an old Fiat Punto parked by the gate.


‘Odd ringtone for someone like Eithne,’ I commented as I walked with Phyllis in the other woman’s wake.


Phyllis grinned. ‘I know. You’d expect it to be a hymn or something.’ She lowered her tone. ‘I think that was Claire, by the way.’


‘How could you tell?’


‘The expression on Eithne’s face.’


I smiled. ‘Seriously? You’re good.’


‘OK, a guess then. Did you know Claire used to work for Eithne when she was a student?’


‘No, I didn’t.’


‘They’re very . . . close.’


There was something about the way she said it that I couldn’t quite decipher. She crossed her arms and rested her large rump against the back door of Eithne’s old Punto as Eithne paced up and down in front of the gate and I stamped my feet to avoid losing the feeling in them completely. Phyllis didn’t seem to notice the cold any more. She appeared distracted, studying Eithne with great interest as she finished her call, and slapping the car door with her gloved palm as the chemist walked back towards us.


‘Still driving this old rust-bucket, Eithne?’


‘As long as it gets me from A to B, it does me just fine.’ Eithne’s lips were pursed.


‘Fair enough. That’s me told.’ Phyllis grinned at me.


Eithne opened the car door, got in and turned on the engine to defrost the windscreen, clearly anxious to get off.


But Phyllis wasn’t going to let her leave that easily. She held the door open, leaning in. ‘There were those who said he’d done a runner, weren’t there?’


‘What was that?’ Eithne said distractedly.


‘Conor. People thought he’d just upped and gone to England. But Claire never believed that, did she? Claire never believed he just left?’


Eithne looked up blankly. It seemed to take her a couple of seconds to register the question.


Eventually she replied, ‘She said he’d never have left their mother like that. It wasn’t in him.’


‘Looks like she might have been right,’ Phyllis muttered ominously, as Eithne revved the engine and drove out through the gate in front of us.





Chapter 4



The next morning I had that nauseous, dry-mouthed feeling that comes from too little sleep. Between the blonde pathologist in Glendara garda station and flashbacks of what I had seen in the crypt, the night was haunted by images I could have done without.


I was sure I had seen a spark of recognition in the pathologist’s glance. It wouldn’t take her long to work out where she had seen me before, if she hadn’t already. I was disturbed by the idea that when she did, she would feel the need to share that information – and I wasn’t sure what I could do about it. In the meantime, that woman had brought with her a raft of memories I had worked hard to suppress, and I needed to hammer them back down to a safe level if I was to function in any way normally.


By midday there had been no new developments to do with the discovery at the church. According to Leah, Kelly had called twice looking for news. I let her take messages each time. I wasn’t ready to speak to either Kelly or Molloy. Eventually I gave up trying to concentrate on work and crossed the square to Paul Doherty’s office.


I was glad to see he looked a lot less green than the last time I had seen him, but infinitely more hassled. He was on the phone so I sat in his reception area and flicked through a magazine. When he finished his call, he left the receiver off the hook and raised his eyes to heaven.


‘Kelly ringing you too, by any chance?’ he asked.


‘Twice. Was that him?’


‘Not that time, thankfully.’


‘How are you doing?’


‘OK.’ He perched on his desk and stretched his arms. ‘Jesus, I wasn’t expecting that yesterday though.’


‘Me neither, I can tell you.’


‘Any news from the post-mortem?’


‘Not yet.’


He shook his head. ‘Did you not think that was the strangest thing you’ve ever seen?’


‘I guess it’s not something you’d come across too often in your line of work.’


‘It’ll stay with me a long time, I can tell you.’ He shuddered. ‘God, the way it was left. Creepy as hell.’


‘You mean rolled up in the blanket?’
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