



[image: Cover Image]






S.A. Dunphy’s first novel After She Vanished was published in July 2017. When She Was Gone is his second.




ALSO BY S.A. DUNPHY


After She Vanished






[image: image]







Copyright © 2018 S.A. Dunphy


The right of S.A. Dunphy to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in Ireland in 2018 by HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 4736 5576 8


Hachette Books Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Castleknock


Dublin 15


Ireland


A division of Hachette UK Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


EC4Y 0DZ


www.hachettebooksireland.ie




For Deirdre – you and me and that house on the mountain




Prologue


THE PRISONER
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6 JULY 1999


Somewhere


Some time


HE KNEW HE HAD A NAME.


He was aware that somewhere in the mists of what had once been there was a place he called home, a family he cherished and people who trusted and valued him – he had knowledge and skills that were hard won and sought after. At one time men had listened when he spoke and jumped to his commands. But that was before reality had unravelled.


During the early days of his incarceration he turned the details of his previous existence – who and what he had been before he was taken – into a chant, a prayer to make it easier to recall, but even that simple incantation was slipping from him, and he lived in terror that one day he would awaken from a nightmare-haunted sleep to find he had no idea who or where he was.


And that would be worse than death.


Often, despite all his efforts, he drifted, unable to discern reality from fantasy, and grinning, jittering, creeping things slithered from the shadows of his dreams during waking hours too. Then, regardless of any almost-forgotten desire for dignity, he screamed, because he did not know what else to do. The cries erupted from him in waves of throat-ripping fury, and it was almost a relief, because he found he could dive down into the crests and troughs of the horror and sink to a small, silent place within himself where no one could reach him.


Or so he thought.


Finally, when his paroxysms started to disturb the other denizens of that half-world, he was taken from the room that had become the entirety of his universe and brought to a tiny, bare cell – he knew from the change in temperature and the texture of the air that it was subterranean.


The frame of a military cot stood against the back wall, and a wheelchair with a bucket fastened beneath it sat in the corner just inside the door, which was pale grey metal and had a barred grille set into it at about head height. A dim bulb glowed and buzzed overhead – there were no windows in the closet-like space, and as the light was never switched off, he lived in a kind of artificial twilight.


Food was delivered twice a day, and he made himself eat it, although it was so dull and flavourless it was more a chewing exercise than anything else. He forced the meals down, telling himself he needed the nutrition, but he came to wonder if the porridge and grey stew they brought had some form of tranquilliser mixed through them, as he habitually passed out – for how long he knew not – after eating.


Finally, he decided that he did not care, as these sleeps were mercifully dreamless, and he craved the oblivion they brought.


And the dim sense of who he had once been passed further and further from his awareness.
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DAYS SEEPED INTO NIGHTS AND NIGHTS INTO DAYS and all were the same. He had no way of knowing how long he had been caged in the depths of the earth, so he ceased to wonder about it.


One day/night he regained consciousness to hear a sound he did not recognise in the corridor outside his cell: footsteps.


That he heard the sounds of someone’s footfall was not in itself strange, as people came and went occasionally. But he knew the noises each of these individuals made and could identify them all. This tread, though, was distinct. It was faster and lighter, and he lay on his cot for a time, trying to picture who or what it might be, but the image his groggy mind conjured made no sense, so he rose and went to the door, peering out at all the metal grille allowed him to see.


Directly opposite was a wall, painted a cracked, pale green. It ended just at the second bar of the grille, and he could see the first twelve feet or so of another characterless passageway, leading away from him. If he stood on tiptoe (his people were not naturally tall) he could make out the worn red tiles that covered the floor.


Pulling himself as upright as he could and craning his neck, he looked down and saw, to his great surprise, a little girl.
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SO OUT OF PLACE AND BIZARRE WAS THIS SIGHT THAT for a moment he backed away from the door and considered lying down again and turning to face the wall. He was about to do just this, when:


‘Hello? Mister? Can you help me, please?’


She spoke in a soft, almost accentless voice.


The prisoner froze, torn between his desire to hide from what could, for all he knew, be a hallucination and his wish to learn more about this strange visitor.


‘Mister?’


Finally, in faltering steps, he went back to the grille and gazed out.


She was perhaps five years old; her hair, which was dark brown, almost black, had been tied into a loose ponytail. She wore what looked to be a cheap, ill-fitting tracksuit of indeterminate grey, and on her feet were cheap blue trainers. As generic and slovenly as her dress was, something about this child told him that, not so very long ago, someone had cared for her a great deal.


Which made it all the more jarring that she had obviously been crying – her cheeks were wet and flushed and her eyes red.


‘What do you want?’ he asked querulously.


She sniffed and cleared her throat, peering up at him with grave seriousness.


‘Could you tell me where the Doctor is, please?’


The prisoner blinked.


‘You want to see a doctor?’


‘No – not a doctor, the Doctor. I need him to save me.’


‘Oh.’


Somewhere deep inside the prisoner something visceral stirred – hadn’t he had a child once? A little girl, not so unlike this one? He felt that he had, but the memory of it just would not come.


‘Have you seen him?’ the girl continued, wiping an eye with an already damp sleeve and sniffing again. ‘I tried to send him a message, but I don’t know if he got it. Sometimes, if you write things down – important things – and think really, really hard, he hears you and comes to help.’


The prisoner blinked, trying to process what she was saying. Even in his confused state, though, he knew that the child made no sense, and he was forced to consider that he might be caught in a bizarre dream – if not of his making, then possibly generated by the child’s feverish mind.


He pushed the thought aside.


‘You should run away,’ he heard himself saying. ‘This is a bad place. Find the door and get out and run far, far away.’


‘But then the Doctor won’t find me – when he gets here, he’s going to be very cross with the bad men, and he’ll make sure they are never mean to kids again. Then he’ll take me home to my mammy and daddy in his blue box.’


Fresh tears leaked from the corners of her eyes at this, and he saw her fight to regain control. She was trying so hard to be brave. He admired her for it, while pitying her, too. He had been brave. For a time.


‘Just go!’ he hissed. ‘Get out of here before they find you!’


And then he heard the sound of keys in a lock at the end of the hallway, and a look of true terror spread across the child’s pretty features, and without another word she took off at a sprint the way she had come. He wanted to shrink back into his safe, featureless room, but somehow he couldn’t – he was locked in place, and as he watched, a cold, bitter darkness began to work its way down the corridor, and a shape that looked like an old man but wasn’t stalked past, glancing at him with reptilian eyes before making its way after the fleeing child.


‘Now, Beth, dear.’ He heard a deep, purring voice. ‘How did you get out of your room, eh? Time for bed, my dear. Don’t you want to have your story before lights out?’


He heard her screeching: ‘No! I won’t go! I won’t go!’


And then he was bellowing, too, and someone was opening his door and he tried to fight them, the Gods knew he did, but they were too strong.


It was months before he could get the sound of the little girl’s cries out of his head.


He never forgot her, though they tried to make him.




Part One


DAY OF THE LONG KNIVES
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3 JULY 2016


Phibsboro, Dublin


11.13 a.m.


DIANE ROBINSON WAS AWARE OF SOMEONE SHAKING her gently. Opening one eye, she saw the face of her man-friend, David Dunnigan (they had as yet been unable to settle on a proper title for what they were – boyfriend/girlfriend seemed ridiculous, as they were each either in the throes of or as close as didn’t matter to middle age), grinning sheepishly.


‘Breakfast is served,’ he said quietly. They hadn’t been together long, and had only spent the night together a handful of times, but Dunnigan had quickly learned that she was not a morning person, so a tentative approach to waking her was assuredly the best course of action.


‘It’s still the middle of the night.’


‘It’s a quarter past eleven!’


‘You just made my point for me.’


He leaned down and kissed her, then went back out to the living room.


Diane stayed where she was and stretched luxuriously. Like most of Dunnigan’s apartment, the room was devoid of any decoration or personalising touches: it contained a double bed (when she had first visited, there had only been a single, but she had persuaded him to scale up), a single bedside locker (which he had thoughtfully put on the side where she slept) and a wardrobe. The bedspread and pillowcases were all a neutral cream colour – the only other set he had considered buying involved characters from the Star Wars films, so she had steered him in the direction of something more subtle.


Getting up, she pulled on an over-sized Bat out of Hell T-shirt, then walked to the door. Opening it a crack, she could see the man she had come to care deeply about perched on the threadbare couch he refused to get rid of, sipping from a mug of tea and leafing through The Sunday Times. This room was the only one that showed any signs of individuality: on the wall above the fireplace (which she had never seen him use) hung a framed poster of Patrick Troughton as the second incarnation of the science-fiction character Doctor Who, and on the empty mantelpiece directly below was a photo of Dunnigan and his niece, Beth, who had been four years old when the shot was taken on 8 December 1998, the day she disappeared.


Beth, who was the daughter of Gina, Dunnigan’s twin sister, had been about the only thing he gave a damn about other than his work – as a criminology lecturer at the National University in Maynooth and a consultant on missing persons cases and serious sexual assaults for the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation in Harcourt Street. A shared trip into Dublin city centre on the official opening of the Christmas shopping season had become a tradition for Beth and her uncle, and one they both looked forward to with great excitement. Dunnigan had prepared for it with the same degree of precision and attention to detail he applied to the criminal investigations he was so expert at – their itinerary had been carefully mapped out, he had researched restaurants they might visit for lunch and a mid-afternoon mug of hot chocolate and Beth had shown him her shopping list in advance, so he might think about where her gifts could be obtained at the most competitive prices.


All of which made it a bitter irony that a random variable had proven to be their undoing. Dunnigan and Beth had stopped on Grafton Street, just opposite the Stephen’s Green Shopping Centre, to listen to a group of carol singers. The little girl had been holding his hand, but she let go for a moment, and when he looked down to check on her, perhaps thirty seconds later, she was gone.


Eighteen years later, not so much as a trace of the child had ever been found. And it had almost killed Dunnigan.


He had retreated into himself – racked with guilt, he’d pushed everyone away: family members, colleagues, the few friends he had – and started approaching the work he had always been passionately devoted to with a sort of mechanical indifference. He taught his classes and processed evidence for his police work, but with just enough effort to get by.


His career stalled. If it had not been for Chief Superintendent Frank Tormey, who had recruited him as a consultant for the gardaí in the first place and still saw something in the strange, skinny, unkempt young man, he would have been let go countless times. As it was, the university repeatedly cut his lecturing hours until he was down to the bare minimum, which meant he was dependent on the police work to simply pay his bills.


Six months ago, through a case he had been given because no one else wanted it – a series of missing persons reports involving homeless people – Dunnigan had come to the Widow’s Quay Homeless Project, and there he had met the charismatic and unorthodox priest Father Bill Creedon, who had taken the lonely investigator under his wing. At the project he had also met Diane, who acted as a therapist-cum-receptionist/accountant for the charity, and after several faltering steps, the two had begun a tentative relationship that had blossomed into something special.


As they’d become closer, she’d sensed him loosening up – sharing a little more and daring to open himself to others who wanted to be there for him. He’d developed a close friendship with a young man named Miley Timoney, whom he helped to escape an abusive care home he had been placed in by a family who were embarrassed at the fact that he lived with Down syndrome.


Dunnigan had even started to approach his work with renewed vigour and had actually solved the case, which had been meant to simply keep him occupied and out of trouble. Through his efforts, he had been instrumental in shutting down a people-trafficking operation that had been snatching the homeless from the streets of Dublin and sending them into forced labour all over the world.


As she watched him through the doorway, Diane thought he looked happy. Hopeful.


‘So what’s on the menu?’ she asked as she pushed the door open and went and sat down beside him.


Two takeout mugs of coffee, a plate with some Danish pastries, a couple of freshly baked croissants and two cream-cheese bagels and a jar of good raspberry jam he had bought at Donnybrook Fair the previous week (at her insistence) were sitting on the low, rickety coffee table that, although as much an orphan as anything else in the room, seemed somehow to have morphed into a companion piece to the ancient sofa.


‘All bought with my own fair hands,’ he said. ‘And a cappuccino – hurry up and drink it before it goes cold.’


He passed her the Culture section of the paper, and she grabbed a bagel and slathered it with jam. They ate in companionable silence for a few moments.


‘Would you consider getting a proper dining table?’ Diane asked.


Dunnigan looked at her from the corner of his eye.


‘I’d consider it.’


‘I thought it might be nice to have Miley and Harry over for a meal.’


Harry was a ten-year-old boy whose parents were among the many forced into indentured slavery by the After Dark Campaign, the criminal group Dunnigan, Diane and Father Bill, along with an army from one of the local crime gangs whom the (always unpredictable) priest maintained relations with for reasons best known to himself, had caused to cease operations. The police, to whom Dunnigan had handed over all the records recovered from the offices of an abandoned freight warehouse on the docks, were trying to trace those who had been abducted, but the trail was so convoluted the prospect of recovering them did not look very likely.


Harry was now in foster care, but Miley, who had become very close to the lad, still played a huge role in his life and saw him during regular visits. It was hoped these might turn into overnight stays in time.


‘Father Bill might come over too,’ Diane said, testing the waters a bit more.


‘Mmm,’ Dunnigan said (a sound Diane knew by now meant he was only half-listening). She poked him playfully in the ribs. ‘I can’t really cook, though,’ he retorted.


‘That’s why God invented takeout menus. Would your sister come?’


Dunnigan and Gina had become very close again in recent months, and while she was still wary of Diane, there had been a gentle thawing of their relationship, too.


‘She might. I could ask her.’


‘Her husband still pissed at you?’


‘Yes.’


Diane felt herself bristle. Obviously, she could understand why the man would still harbour some pain towards Dunnigan, but for the sake of the family, perhaps it was time to begin rebuilding bridges? She realised she was probably biased, but decided she didn’t care.


‘We can work on that.’


Dunnigan sat back and looked at her, his eyes clear, alive with intelligence. ‘Do we need to?’


Diane shrugged. ‘Only if you want.’


He smiled and took her hand in his. ‘I don’t.’


They continued their meal, chatting about this and that, enjoying the lazy, simple pleasure of an unhurried Sunday-morning breakfast.


Then at 12.15 p.m. (Diane had just looked at her phone, and saw it was that time precisely), the doorbell buzzed.
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3 JULY 2016


Widow’s Quay Homeless Project, Dublin


12.01 p.m.


FATHER BILL CREEDON POURED HIMSELF SOME TEA and wondered if it was a sin to add just a little Irish whiskey when the sun was barely at its zenith in the sky. He decided that, as it was a Sunday, the usual rules of etiquette didn’t apply (drinking buttermilk all the week, whiskey on a Sunday – wasn’t that how the old song went?) and discharged a modest amount into his mug.


On Sundays, the project operated a skeleton staff, a couple of elderly ladies coming in to cook lunch and Father Bill setting out cutlery and crockery on the tables and keeping endless pots of tea on the go for anyone who happened to drop by.


Because Sundays were habitually seen as a family day, a lot of the people who were regulars the rest of the week seemed to lay low. In fact, the dining room was usually filled with mums, dads and children, a lot of whom weren’t technically homeless but who struggled to make ends meet and were grateful for the meal the project provided. The women who came in to cook always pushed the boat out, dishing up rustic, homemade vegetable soup and soda bread for starters, a roast of some kind with all the trimmings for the main and apple crumble (or tart, depending on who was preparing dessert that weekend) with thick custard. It was a meal most restaurants would be proud of and was wholly provided out of goodwill – various local shops donated the food, and the women gave their time and skills gratis and with good humour.


That quiet, gentle sense of goodwill was one of the many things that made him particularly proud to be a Dubliner.


Father Bill had grown up amid the poverty and violence of the inner city. By the age of ten he was showing promise as a boxer and knew even then that life offered him two paths: he could go into the local gangs and make a career as an enforcer, using his talents to instil fear and spread carnage, or he could enter the seminary, join a different kind of gang and serve his community in another way entirely.


He chose the church, and while over the years he had seen the organisation become more and more weighed down by corruption and the evils it claimed to stand against, his belief in a higher power, in the inherent decency that lay in the hearts of the people he worked alongside every day, had sustained him.


He could be unorthodox – he refused to toe the line when it came to sheltering sex offenders; he believed homosexuality was just another way of loving and performed gay marriages long before the state deemed them legal; he spoke out where he saw injustice and inequality and suffered the rebukes from his superiors with a stoic shrug. He understood the landscape and the psychology of the people and the environment through which he moved, and because he valued and respected those he came across, they loved and honoured him in turn. From the kids kicking ball in the narrow laneways to the rough men who ran the criminal underworld, Father Bill was seen as someone to be reckoned with.


He sipped his tea and surveyed the small office – an almost obsolete computer, some ancient filing cabinets donated to them when a nearby paper firm closed, a desk he had brought with him from Dolphin’s Barn, his first parish. He had built the project from the ground up, and it meant the world to him. It wasn’t much, but it was more than enough.


‘Father Bill?’


One of the women on kitchen duty that day stuck her head in – a kindly, wizened face, tightly permed blue-rinsed hair, covered that day by a pink-and-orange head scarf.


‘Yes, Kitty – what can I do for you?’


‘Spuds, Father. We need another sack, and neither me nor Marie can heft the things. Could you go out back and grab some for us?’


‘I will, of course,’ the priest said, and taking another draught of his tea, he set it on the desk and followed Kitty out.


The storage room was a low shed situated behind the project. Tinned food, blankets, bags of donated clothes and fresh foodstuffs that were used quickly (potatoes rarely languished in the shed for more than a day) were kept there. Father Bill unlocked the door and went inside, grabbing a five-kilo bag. He was a tall man, over six feet in height, with a full head of dark hair that was showing some grey. He still had the slim waist and broad shoulders of a boxer, and his nose had been broken more than once. He was, however, by any standards, a handsome man, a fact not lost on his parishioners.


He turned to bring the spuds to the kitchen, when he realised there was someone standing in the doorway.


If he had looked at his watch, he would have seen that it was 12.15 p.m. exactly.
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3 JULY 2016


Ringsend, Dublin


11.50 a.m.


MILEY TIMONEY WAS SINGING. LOUDLY. THE FACT that music was not a talent he possessed did not prevent him from enjoying the experience one bit. As he hoovered his small apartment, the first home he could really call his own, Miley belted out the chorus to ‘Don’t Pay the Ferryman’, which he considered to be one of the top-five best songs from his newly discovered favourite musical artist, Chris de Burgh, whose greatest hits collection he was playing at top volume.


Miley’s life had not always been a happy one. Placed in care when he was six, following the death of his father, he had been moved from one care setting to another until he had ended up in a nursing home, a residential service for the elderly. Even though he was not yet thirty years old, Miley’s family had (at least, this was the story he told himself) believed that Harrington Nursing and Convalescent Home was a better option than the other institutions a young man with Down syndrome might be sent to by the state.


They were wrong. While a resident there, Miley had been physically and emotionally abused by a thuggish caretaker. He dreaded to think how it all might have ended if David Dunnigan, whom he had met while being given a tour of the garda offices at Harcourt Street, hadn’t realised something was wrong. Dunnigan had got him out and helped him to set up home on his own. He had also ensured Miley’s tormentor was prosecuted for what he had done.


Now he had his own place and the freedom to be who he wanted, Miley was exploring all sorts of interests that had previously been denied him. Dunnigan, in his gruff but gentle way, had introduced him to classic horror and sci-fi, which Miley found he adored, but it was Father Bill who opened his eyes (and ears) to music. The priest had an abiding love for the songs of Canadian singer/songwriter Neil Young. Miley had bought a few of his CDs, and had enjoyed them a great deal, but he was conscious of creating his own identity, not mimicking anyone else’s (in the home, the nurses on shift insisted the residents watch whatever television shows they, the staff, happened to like, and the magazines and books made available were ones they had finished reading), and while he liked the country side of Young’s material, the grungy hard-rock stuff left him cold.


So deciding to find out what he liked, Miley had asked Father Bill if he could use the computer in the Homeless Project and spent some time on YouTube researching various musical avenues he had never gone down before.


He listened to the radio a lot, so he already had a good sense of his tastes – he tended towards gentler, lyrical music, and he was particularly drawn to songs that told stories. He also had a feeling he should support Irish musicians (Father Bill always advised him to shop locally), so he limited his search to homegrown talent.


He had been surprised at the reaction when he emerged from his online session and informed Diane, who was sitting at reception, that he thought he had found his favourite new artist.


‘Chris de Burgh?’ she spluttered. ‘But … but he’s so cheesy!’


Miley brushed her protestations aside.


‘I like him. Have you listened to the song “Waiting for the Hurricane”? I think it really rocks.’


‘Miley, sweetheart, one thing, I promise you, Chris de Burgh does not do is rock. But if you like him, listen away. It’s your choice. You’ll probably pick up his stuff pretty cheaply too – no one else much is buying it these days. He hasn’t had a hit since 1988, as far as I remember.’


He’d found a shop called Spindizzy Records in the George’s Street Arcade that sold secondhand vinyl and CDs. A really friendly guy called Damien worked there, who didn’t sneer the way other people tended to when he mentioned the newfound object of his affections. Soon he had a decent collection of de Burgh’s music, and he found that he really did like it – the songs had catchy choruses and told interesting tales, and he thought the singer looked to be a nice, amiable kind of chap, not really like a rock star at all. He reminded Miley of an awkwardly trendy dentist or maybe a primary school teacher.


And, Miley thought as he boogied along to the music, who cares if it’s cool or not? When had he ever worried about being cool, anyway?


He switched off the hoover and looked about the room. Dunnigan called it ‘compact’, which Miley knew was really just a nice way of saying ‘small’. It held a couch, a TV on a stand, a table and two chairs. There was a kitchen off one door, a bedroom with an en suite toilet and shower off another and the front door opened right into the living room. But it was his, and he loved it. And after that morning’s efforts it was, if he did say so himself, spotless. He wanted to make a special effort because Harry was coming over for the afternoon. They were going to have lunch (he had some fresh bread, some ham and cheese and some pickles that he hated but Harry loved laid out on the table ready to go) and then they were going to the zoo.


Miley would have loved it if Harry had been allowed to live with him, and he knew Harry wanted that too, but he understood that, because of how he looked and the upbringing he’d had, the social workers had to be sure he would be a good carer. He’d met the family with whom Harry was currently living, and he had to admit, they were really good people. As long as Harry was happy and safe, he didn’t feel he could really complain.


He put the hoover back in the cupboard and turned down the music. He looked at the clock on the wall. It was 12.14 p.m. – Harry was running late, but Tony, his foster dad, had called earlier that morning to say they’d be a bit delayed.


As the hands on the clock clicked around to fifteen past the hour, Miley paused – he thought he could hear footsteps on the landing outside his door.
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3 JULY 2016


Phibsboro, Dublin


12.15 p.m.


DUNNIGAN WENT TO THE WINDOW AND PEERED out.


‘Probably a mistake.’


He was almost back beside Diane when the buzzer sounded again. Shrugging, he went over and pressed the unlocking mechanism, opened his own door and waited for the caller to come upstairs. Diane cut a piece off a Danish and continued to read an article forecasting what was likely to happen in the next series of Game of Thrones – Season 6 had just concluded, and she was already pretty excited about Season 7, while also begrudging that she would have to wait a year for it to air. The other fly in the Westerosi ointment was that, although Diane loved the show, she was a bit dubious about watching it with Dunnigan, as he had read all the books and, whenever they discussed it, tended to point out every time the television producers made changes to the plot or (heaven save us) did their own thing completely (which is what they had chosen to do quite a lot in the recently lamented Season 6). She didn’t know if she’d be able to cope with an ongoing commentary/criticism while trying to enjoy Jon Snow brooding in his leathers and furs.


‘Be right back,’ Dunnigan called to her when, after a minute, no one had come up the stairs.


She waved him off and munched her pastry. Moments later she heard his returning tread.


‘Someone left this,’ he said, and she saw he had a small cardboard box in his hand. David Dunnigan was printed in bold type on a piece of white paper that had been taped to the front.


‘Were you expecting anything?’


‘No.’


Diane took the box from him and shook it gently. There was something inside, but it wasn’t very heavy and made a dull thudding sound.


‘Seems safe.’


Dunnigan snorted and took the package back from her. ‘And that is your professional opinion?’


‘Yep.’


Diane had been in the Rangers, the Irish equivalent of the Special Forces, and had served in Chad and Northern Ireland. Dunnigan had learned during their recent activities with the After Dark Campaign that she had more than a passing appreciation for combustible materials.


‘And if it explodes?’


‘It won’t.’ Diane had already returned to her paper. The writer was suggesting that an uneasy alliance between Daenerys Targaryen and Jon Snow might be on the cards.


‘We made a lot of very unpleasant people very unhappy recently, or have you forgotten?’


Dunnigan, as usual, was not going to be easily diverted. Diane looked at him sternly.


‘Open it!’ she said, then continued to read.


Of course, even if Season 7 proved to be complete and utter rubbish, Diane knew she’d continue to watch – she’d invested so much time and energy in it at this point, she was determined to see the whole thing to its undoubtedly bloody conclusion.


Beside her, Dunnigan made a strange strangled noise and stood bolt upright, the box falling onto the floor. She looked at him, puzzled, and saw that he was holding something in his hand. It took her a moment to register that it was a child’s shoe – it looked to be a trainer. Dunnigan was now making repeated gulping sounds and had gone a frightening shade of puce – that he was naturally pale (to the point of, at times, verging on sickly) made this all the more alarming.


‘Jesus, Davey – what’s wrong?’ She looked at him gazing at the shoe – white with pink trim. As she watched, he gently tapped the sole, and lights that were set into the sides flickered a sparkling purple.


And then she knew and felt her stomach turn over. Someone had sent Dunnigan one of Beth’s – his missing niece’s – shoes.
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3 JULY 2016


Widow’s Quay Homeless Project, Dublin


12.15 p.m.


THE MAN STANDING IN THE DOORWAY WAS AS TALL as Father Bill and perhaps twice as wide, his body bulked up by lifting weights and a probably not insignificant steroid habit. He was dressed in a blue muscle shirt and some sort of light workout pants – all designed to show off his sculpted physique. Father Bill had only a second to take all this in, because the huge man charged him in a sudden rush that was frightening in its ferocity.


How can a bloke that big move so fast? the priest just had time to think as pain erupted in his ribs. He realised in an oddly detached way that his attacker had stabbed him – further pain and an overpowering nausea hit like a wave as the blade entered him a second time.


Survival took over, and the priest, who was still holding the big sack of potatoes, shoved them as hard as he could at his attacker, knocking him backwards. Father Bill felt the blade withdraw and slice downwards, cutting across his abdomen and momentarily taking his breath away.


As the giant landed on his behind, two more men, smaller, but equally vicious-looking, surged through the door. Father Bill could feel blood soaking into his shirt and registered that it hurt to breathe, but he pushed these thoughts aside and did what he always did in a fight – brought the battle to his attackers. In two steps he was within range of the first of the new arrivals, a rat-like specimen in a black-and-pink-striped shell suit, and kicked him with all the force he could muster right in the testicles. Ratty gave a wheezing squeal and dropped to his knees. Without losing momentum Father Bill stepped over the fallen assailant and, using the heel of his hand, smashed the other man’s nose, driving the bone back up into his skull. He keeled over immediately without uttering a sound.


Somewhere in the depths of his mind, Father Bill was aware that he was beginning to feel lightheaded and that the leg of his jeans was soaked through and blood was squelching in his shoe. He ignored all these realities and turned back to the bodybuilder. Unfortunately, the man was no longer where he had fallen. Father Bill had no time to look for him because at that moment something exploded in the back of his head– a chasm seemed to open around him, and he sank down into it gratefully.
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3 JULY 2016


Ringsend, Dublin


12.15 p.m.


HARRY GATELY RAN AHEAD OF HIS FOSTER PARENTS and got to the door of Miley’s apartment block about thirty seconds before they did. It was already open – they wouldn’t have to ring up to be allowed in. This was not that unusual, as the spring mechanism designed to make the door close automatically was not as strong as it was supposed to be and always needed an extra shove to shut properly.


People who lived in the apartments or were regular visitors knew this and made sure to deliver a nudge to the lazy door, but occasional callers were not so well-informed and tended to leave it ajar.


Harry called back to Tony, his foster dad: ‘I’m goin’ on up!’


Tony, a short, balding man in his early fifties, called back: ‘Maybe you should wait, Harry.’


Cynthia, slim to the point of skinny but with arresting blue eyes, shouted: ‘Please hold on – we’ll be there in a mo!’


The lad heard but, in his enthusiasm, decided to ignore their suggestions and charged in anyway.


The building had an elevator, but as Miley’s apartment was only on the third floor, and the lift often took what seemed like hours to wend its way to ground level, Harry decided to hoof it and, taking the stairs two at a time, lolloped up to meet his friend.


Harry Gately was ten years old but could have passed for six. His young life had been a series of ups and downs, of traumas and challenges that would have, justifiably, caused many children to be bitter and resentful. Originally from County Clare, in the west of Ireland, Harry and his parents had come to Dublin almost a year previously. Harry didn’t know why they had left their home in Ballyvaughan, but he remembered his mum and dad fighting, and he had a sense it was over money. He knew his dad used to have a job building houses, but then he didn’t have one anymore, and his mum seemed to cry a lot. One day a man came to call, and Harry was told to go to his room, but he listened at the door while the grown-ups talked. He couldn’t understand everything they said, but he heard something about rent, and the word bailiff was used a lot. He had asked his teacher what that word meant, and she had told him a bailiff was a little bit like a policeman who made bad people pay money they owed.


Harry thought she must be wrong about that because his parents weren’t bad people. He tried to ask his mother what his teacher might have meant, but she just cried some more when he brought it up, so he never did again.


One night not long after, his dad woke him from a deep sleep and told him they were all going on an adventure. Dad dressed him in his warmest clothes (he actually put three T-shirts on him, which Harry thought was weird) and his thickest winter coat. Both his parents were similarly bundled up, and each had suitcases on wheels so you could pull them along rather than carry them. Dad put Harry’s schoolbag on his back, and he knew by the feel of it that it no longer contained books, but clothes and other things instead.


They slept on benches in the railway station that night and the next morning caught the earliest bus they could to Dublin.


The first few nights they stayed in Busáras, the main terminal, wandering the city during the day, his parents taking turns sleeping and keeping watch over their belongings. Finally they were asked to move on by one of the security guards – he seemed to be more upset about it than they were and told them there was a spot only a few hundred yards up the street, adjacent to Connolly Station, where a lot of the street people camped.


This became their home for many months – Harry’s dad made them a shack out of old bits of board and some strips of tarpaulin he found, and it was like they had their own little home.


Harry knew what being homeless meant, and while he was confused and embarrassed by it at first, he very quickly saw that, in a lot of ways, his family were better off this way. It was easy to get food from the skips outside supermarkets – there was always loads of stuff thrown away – and his mum didn’t cry anymore. In fact, his parents seemed to love one another again, and that made him happy.


And he didn’t have to go to school!


If only he hadn’t got sick.


That winter nearly killed Harry. No matter how many blankets his mother packed about him at night, the cold seemed to creep like a living thing through every crack in the wall of their little home. His dad tried lighting a fire outside (it would have been far too dangerous inside) but it seemed to make no difference. Harry would lie on the mattress his dad had found for him, thick layers of card between it and the ground to try and insulate it as much as possible, but within an hour it felt as if his entire body was made of ice.


When the coughing began and he could not stop shivering, even during the day when it was warmer, his parents decided they would have to move. They had heard of a warehouse on the docks that was unused, and over two days they transported their gear there to a room on the second floor. After a couple of days, when it looked like Harry was beginning to perk up, his parents told him to rest and they would go out begging, in the hopes of earning enough to buy some medicine – a tonic, perhaps – to further speed his recovery.


They left on a Monday morning early, and he never saw them again.


It was two months before the man called David Dunnigan came and persuaded him to go to the Widow’s Quay Project, where he had met Miley and Father Bill. Those two months had been awful – he didn’t like thinking about them, although his foster parents made him visit a psychologist who tried to get him to talk about what had happened while he was alone.


Today, though, he was not going to waste a thought on those bad things. He was going to be spending the day with Miley.


Harry was aware that his friend was not like other people. He understood that Miley had a condition. But what did any of that matter? His friend was fun and kind and when Harry was with him he knew that Miley was listening to every word he said, and not only was he listening, he remembered and thought about what they’d talked about. He’d once told Miley, in passing, that he liked Honey Loops cereal. The next time he was over at Miley’s, he saw a box of Honey Loops on the shelf. Miley didn’t point it out, didn’t make a fuss or anything, but there it was just the same, in case he fancied a bowl.


How could someone who would do a thing like that be a ‘disabled’?


Father Bill was cool. Dunnigan he neither liked nor disliked – he felt safe with him and was sure he would always help him if he needed anything, but he also seemed distant and cold, sometimes. Diane was lovely, and she gave good hugs and always smelt nice. He loved his foster parents – they were really good people.


But Miley: Miley was special – and not in the way grown-ups sometimes meant when they used that word about people like him, as if it was a bad thing. Miley was special like Christmas was special and birthdays were special.


Harry reached the landing outside Miley’s apartment and ran headlong into a man who was crouched over something just at his friend’s front door.


‘Sorry, mister,’ Harry said, staggering back a step.


The man straightened up and turned to look at him. Harry froze.


One of the things Harry didn’t like to think about that happened during those two months he was alone in the warehouse was that two men had come one night. They had made him do things, bad things, and one of them, the really evil one, had looked at Harry just like this man was looking at him now.


Somewhere below, he could hear the beep that said the lift had arrived at the ground floor, which meant his foster mum and dad would be arriving in a minute or so.


The man – when Harry tried to describe him later, he couldn’t; he could only remember those eyes – snorted and, shoving past him, moved quickly down the stairs, disappearing into the building below in a matter of seconds.


Harry turned to look at what the man had been doing.


There, lying against the wood of the doorframe, was what looked to be a doll of some kind. It was about the size of a teddy bear and made of rough material. A puddle of something dark was forming around it on the floor, as if it was bleeding. Harry moved it gingerly with his foot. The head lolled to one side, like it was weighted down with something, and he saw that the doll was a crudely made effigy of Miley: someone had drawn the almond-shaped eyes, the seemingly smiling mouth, and to his dawning horror, Harry saw that a tongue made of what looked to be some kind of raw meat protruded from the slashed maw.


Worst of all, though, was that a knife had been jammed into the body of the doll, which the boy now understood was little more than a sack filled with bloody raw meat.


Miley can’t see this, Harry thought. I won’t let him!


In one rapid motion he scooped up the disgusting bundle and, running to the landing window, which overlooked an alley running beside the apartment block, threw the reeking, foul thing out.


As he did, almost simultaneously, the elevator door pinged and slid open and a beaming Miley flung wide his front door.


Harry, smiling as if nothing had happened, ran to his friend and hugged him tightly.


It was later that evening when Miley saw the pool of dried blood on his doorstep. He asked Harry about it, and he knew the lad was lying when he shook his head and feigned ignorance. But he couldn’t work out what the cause of such a thing might have been, and it was a day before he even knew he’d had a visitor at all, so in the philosophical way he had about such things, he set it aside and decided not to worry about it.
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Phibsboro, Dublin


12.25 p.m.


DIANE THOUGHT DUNNIGAN MIGHT BE HAVING A stroke.


She tried to speak to him, to calm him down, but when he responded (which was not often) all that seemed to come from him was gibberish. At one stage she tried to get him to go into the bedroom to lie down, but he couldn’t seem to use his legs properly and ended up in a tangle of skinny limbs on the living-room floor.


The shoe that had started all this uproar was sitting on the coffee table among the remnants of their breakfast, looking innocent and unassuming.


‘Davey, will you look at me, please?’


He mumbled something, his face pressed into the carpet, his arms and legs tucked under him at uncomfortable-looking angles.


‘Davey, you’re scaring me! I need you to pull it together, just for a second.’


‘Shouldna …’ he said in a small, faraway voice. ‘Shouldna … let … her go …’


And then he was crying, loudly, desperately and uncontrollably.


Diane dialled 999 and asked for the police and an ambulance.


Then she wrapped her arms around David Dunnigan and rocked him like a baby.
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Widow’s Quay Homeless Project, Dublin

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
WHEN

SHE
WAS

GONE

S.A.DUNPHY

HACHETTE





OEBPS/images/9781473655768.jpg
" Couldthisbe
. the clue that
fmally Puts the
" ghosts of thetsans

o A;DUNPHY





