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Myrtle Crescent, 21 January

Isolde Hanly lay fast asleep in her large double bed in Myrtle Crescent. Moonlight seeped through the landing window, down the dark stairs and across the empty hallway. She was not the only person in the house.

Halfway up the staircase was a hooded figure, creeping up the steps. Someone dressed in black. On the landing, the figure paused and listened at the bedroom door.

The handle turned, the door opened and the figure stood in the doorway. Tick tock. Tick tock. It was loud for a bedside clock. Its hands glowed a sickly green in the dark.

The hooded figure slipped inside and took a step, a floorboard creaked, a few steps more. A shaft of light came through a gap in the curtains. The figure moved to peer outside. The street was still and empty. The figure set a backpack down.

Clothes lay in puddles over the floor, more were over the back of a chair. Among them was a bolero cardigan and a dressing gown. The intruder lifted the gown, pressed it against a cheek and inhaled the fragrance in the folds.

The intruder sat down, produced a flashlight and a notebook, and directed the flashlight from the notebook to the woman in the bed. The beam of light went up and down, over her bare arms, her face. Down and up. It was a time to savour, a precious time. The intruder set aside the notebook and the flashlight, and stroked the dressing gown as if it were a cat.

It was time.

The intruder made towards the woman. Her bedclothes rose and fell. In sleep her breath was shallow, her hair spread out, knotted and uncombed across the pillow. A cushion was held high above her head. It made no noise as it cut through the air, coming down over her face. She made moaning sounds. She flailed. She kicked. Her assailant whispered:

‘Something old, something new, something—’

Isolde’s hands shot out, blindly seeking her assailant. They locked on to her assailant’s wrists like claws.

‘Something old, something new,’ the whispering continued,‘something borrowed, something blue.’

Care was needed. That perfect nose, those lovely cheekbones.

‘Ssshhh. Ssshh now.’

Isolde’s moans became a whimper. Her grip released, her fingers loosened. Drained of life, her hands surrendered, slipping to the sides.

Five seconds.

Eight seconds.

Ten.

The killer strained to hear. There was nothing in the silence, not a stirring, not a sigh. Nothing in the room but the ticking of the clock. Lifting the cushion, the killer blinked and leaned over. It was done. It had taken a bare two minutes.

The dead woman looked strangely surprised, her mouth and eyes wide open. Tick tock went the bedside clock. The killer stood, thinking. Tick tock, tick tock. Closing Isolde’s mouth and eyes, the killer sank to kneeling at the bedside.

A suitcase was dragged out and opened. The layers of white tissue made a rustling noise as they were peeled apart. The killer removed a dress, draped it over the chair and traced a fingertip over the satin buttons. It was a garment to be admired, a garment to be caressed. Closing the gap in the curtains, the killer switched on a bedside lamp.

A dull light was cast on to the high-ceilinged room as a low-energy bulb warmed up. A cobweb dangled from a cornice. A number of paperbacks sat on a bedside locker, along with a magazine, a hairbrush, hand cream and a small brown pill container. The killer cleared a space and set out the contents of the backpack.

First the nightdress.

Unsheathing a pair of scissors, the killer cut a line from the hem to the neck. The body of Isolde Hanly was levered on to one side, then the other, and the nightdress was pulled free.

Next the bridal dress.

The long white garment had lots of buttons. One, two, three unfastened. Four unfastened.

Wait.

The killer edged towards the window. Down in the street, a man dragged a wheelie bin to the kerb.

The killer returned to work. The dress was ruched and the dead woman’s feet put through, then the dress was tugged up over her thighs, her hips, as far as her neck. Turning Isolde face down, each of the buttons was refastened. The task was slow and painstaking and when complete it was disappointing. She’d lost weight. Taking a pin, the loose folds were grabbed in a fist, gathered at the waist, tightened and secured in place, then the body was rolled on to its back once again.

Hold-up stockings – something new. Expensive too. Her legs were oddly heavy. Inside the suitcase was a box, and inside that box was a pair of shoes. White, size five, with small white bows. They slipped on nicely over Isolde’s feet. The killer settled the dress by straightening the underskirt, allowing the lace to sit smoothly on the top.

Time for hair and make-up. Taking the brush from the bedside locker, the killer pulled it through the tangles and arranged the hair in sections. Each section was rolled with a Velcro and finished off with a spritz of hairspray.

Eyebrows. The strays were tweezed.

Complexion. A primer first. Apricot, to neutralise dark circles. It was spread evenly over the dead woman’s forehead, over her nose, her cheeks and under her eyes and chin. A dewy foundation followed. A mid-brown pencil defined the brows.

Lipstick. Pink, perhaps. Something tasteful. Nothing garish. A slick on top, a slick on the bottom.

A touch of blusher? Maybe not. Slightly clown-like, that wouldn’t do. A dusting of powder it would be.

The make-up kit was slipped back into the backpack, the Velcro rollers too. ‘Clean as you go,’ said the killer, arranging the dead woman’s hair across the pillow.

A drawer in the bedside locker revealed a small velvet ring box. A bit of coaxing and the ring slipped on.

Time for flowers. The corpse’s cooling fingers were wrapped around a blue, dried posy from the bottom of the suitcase. Berried viburnum, eryngium and freesia.

The killer checked the notebook. Something borrowed. The Complete Poems of John Keats, on loan from the library. The book was opened at ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ and set face-down over the dead woman’s midriff.

It was done. She was centre stage and she was beautiful.

The killer listened.

There was rumbling . . . a wheelie bin, like before. Tomorrow was bin day in Myrtle Crescent.

The killer stooped.

Wait.

No kiss.

No DNA.

It was time to say goodbye to Isolde. Time to leave her private chamber, to exit by the back door, over the wall and into the laneway beyond. The killer picked up the butchered nightdress, gathered the kit and switched off the lamp.

House lights down.

All was quiet.

The man of the house would be back soon.

He’d find her.




2

7 March

‘I’m not imagining things!’

‘I think you are, Marina. Admit it. You’ve been looking over your shoulder all night long checking for weirdos.’

‘You would too . . . if you were m-me,’ the woman slurred. ‘I’m telling you that guy was gawping straight at me. OK, I’ve had some cocktails but I’m not stupid, I’m not totally paranoid. It’s fine for you two – neither of you is getting married.’

Marina’s friend stuck out her lip. ‘Three times a bridesmaid, never a bride.’ In her long black gloves and a bunny-girl headband, she clutched on to a pink, inflatable willy. Ellie itched to burst it.

She’d deliberated about picking the women up outside McSweeny’s in the dank, dark night. Learner Bride had been tottering about in stiletto heels and wasn’t exactly the blushing bride, despite the ‘Learner’ plate around her neck. Her two friends were equally intoxicated. Ellie was determined to drop them off before any of them threw up. She didn’t fancy cleaning vomit from the inside of her new black Škoda.

Ellie loathed hen parties with a passion. She couldn’t see the point. Gaggles of vodka-fuelled women dressed up as tarts (although it was getting harder to tell these days), traipsing around the town with their stupid, blow-up willies.

The council frowned on hens and stags. Not the image they wanted for the heritage town of Kylebeggan, they said. And proper order too. Not that Ellie had one scintilla of fondness for the council. Not after all the hassle they gave her in applying for her taxi licence. That said, hens and stags were the devil’s work. Worse than New Year’s Eve. Tacky, crass and unnecessary. But she couldn’t afford to be too sniffy. This was her new life now.

‘We get that you’re freaked, Marina,’ slurred the friend with flashing willy earrings. ‘I didn’t notice anyone in McSweeny’s pub gawking at you. I swear—’

‘Of course you didn’t, Rose. You were busy making doe eyes at those Neanderthals. I thought you were supposed to be looking out for me.’

‘I am,’ she protested. ‘We are.’

‘Oh, please come, Marina. Pleeease . . .’ Three-Times-a-Bridesmaid rowed in. ‘Everyone will be at Godiva’s. It’s only eleven. The night’s just started. It’s way too early to go home, on your hen night too.

‘Jen’s right,’ Willy Ears agreed. ‘You can show off all your Strictly moves.’

‘No.’ Learner Bride was firm. ‘I didn’t want to go out in the first place. I’m feeling a tad too old for all this lark. And now I’m going home.’

Ellie glanced in the rear-view mirror. Learner Bride was gnawing at the side of a thumbnail.

‘That weirdo played it twice. “I can’t take my eyes off of you.” Twice on the jukebox. All the while he’s looking at me, all drool and crazy-eyed.’

With a giggle, Three-Times-a-Bridesmaid broke into a rendition of the offending song.

‘Not funny,’ snapped Learner Bride. ‘I don’t want to end up like that poor woman over in Myrtle Crescent back in January, or like Imelda Gannon, laid out like an altar above in her bed. I knew Imelda. We used to be in the same German class in school.’

‘We know that, Marina,’ soothed Three-Times-a-Bridesmaid. ‘Why not try to forget all that for just one night?’

‘A tall order with that lot out there, trawling around for stories.’

As they drove past Brosnan’s pub, a guy poked a microphone into a party of women sucking on cigarettes, hugging themselves and shivering. Another wild-haired man hoisted a camera on to his shoulder.

‘It’s hard for me as well, remember.’ Three-Times-a-Bridesmaid was subdued. ‘I was to be Imelda’s bridesmaid too.’

For the first time since she’d picked the women up, all three of Ellie’s passengers fell mercifully silent. The taxi stopped at a red light, and the only sound was the clicking of the indicator. Checking the mirror, Ellie observed Marina look over her shoulder to the rear windscreen.

‘Maybe . . . maybe what happened was a freaky coincidence,’ Willy Ears piped up.

‘Two women found dead in their homes within two months, laid out on their beds in their bridal gowns?’ Learner Bride was scathing. ‘Coincidence? I don’t think so. And neither does the state pathologist.’

‘How do you know?’ Three-Times-a-Bridesmaid said sharply.

Ellie’s ears pricked up.

‘Some buddies in the force, down at the district court last week.’

‘My brother’s pal is a detective in Coleman Street,’ Willy Ears joined in. ‘He told Dara at football training that he couldn’t go into any d-details like’ – she hiccupped – ‘but according to the detective, there were similarities between the two cases. Big similarities.’

‘You don’t say?’ Learner Bride was quick. ‘Two women laid out in their wedding dresses and a detective says that there are similarities? No shit, Sherlock.’

Unperturbed, Willy Ears continued. ‘I think the similarities go beyond the dresses. The big guns are down all the way from Dublin to help the gardaí in Kylebeggan. The Dublin guys are calling the killer “The Bride Collector”.’

‘Fuck’s sake,’ wailed Learner Bride. ‘And that’s supposed to make me feel any better?’

‘Right. Sorry, Mar. But listen, the guy is bound to be gone by now. They suspect it could have been a tourist. You know, maybe someone passing through. They’re going through the guest list at Shanaglish, and all the other hotels and guesthouses too.’

This was news to Ellie. Shanaglish Mountain Lodge was a resort hotel built adjacent to monastic ruins, with a golf course designed around a spring-fed lake. According to guests she’d dropped there, the course was considered one of the more challenging ones in Kerry, with its narrow fairways, long grass and tricky greens.

Marina snorted. ‘You’re telling me the geniuses at Coleman Street reckon some tourist played a snappy nine holes, then nipped out to kill a bride or two while he was passing through? I hardly think so.’

Ellie cut in. ‘I take it you’re giving Godiva’s a miss tonight, ladies?’ she asked over her shoulder.

‘Yes.’ Marina was firm. ‘Straight to Arbutus Road, please. Number nine.’

‘Right you are.’

Wise girl, heading home.

When Ellie reached the tourist office, she took a left and proceeded up Barrack Hill, heading for the tree-lined suburb of Arbutus Road. She was chuffed she didn’t need the sat nav. As the months went by, she was becoming even more familiar with the Kerry town and surrounding area that was home to 19,000 residents or thereabouts.

A blue flashing light appeared over the brow of the hill. It barrelled towards them. The garda car was closely followed by an ambulance. Neither vehicle sounded a siren. Ellie sensed heads turning in the rear of her taxi, tracking the speeding vehicles as they went by.

‘I wonder what that’s about?’ Learner Bride said with a wobble.

‘Listen, Mar, if you’re that freaked out, you could always call the wedding off,’ Three-Times-a-Bridesmaid suggested.

‘Jen, are you completely mad? My dress cost a whole month’s salary. It’s hanging up ready to go. Dunseally Castle is paid for. Anyway, I couldn’t do that to Dylan.’

‘Ah . . . the future Mrs Coyle.’ Willy Ears gave something between a snort and a snigger.

‘What’s so funny, Rose?’

‘It’s nothing. Nothing really . . .’

‘Clearly something is causing you amusement. Go on then, tell us.’ Marina paused. ‘Oh God, it’s not that stupid Marina Coyle thing again, is it? I thought you were done laughing at that.’

‘If you’re cool being named after a contraceptive—’ Rose collapsed into giggles.

‘You should keep your own name, Marina.’ Jen was indignant. ‘Why are you going all Handmaid’s Tale? Why should you change? You’re a qualified solicitor in your own right.’

Learner Bride was a solicitor, was she? Ellie wondered what she specialised in. And, more importantly, how much she charged.

‘Look, girls, we’ve already discussed the whole surname thing. It’s what Dylan wants. I’ve already agreed. Can we not talk about it any more, please?’

Imagine that. An educated woman.

When Ellie checked the mirror again, she noticed that Marina was gripping the neck of her faux-fur jacket, white faced. Despite the woman’s friends persisting in poking her with the silly, pink inflatable for the remainder of the journey, Marina didn’t laugh. Not once.

Ellie made it to Arbutus Road as quickly as she could, but she was careful not to break any speed limits. It was darker now, the moon behind the clouds. Out on the road, bare-branched trees cast shadows in the streetlight. As she pulled up outside number 9, she cast her eyes about. Very nice. Very nice indeed. Whatever Marina’s future surname, she’d done well for herself.

The mid-terrace Edwardian house had a long front garden with a path winding through various shrubs. With a house like that, Learner Bride would know how to charge. An elegant white light was visible through the fanlight above the door. It bounced off the crystal beads of a large chandelier. This home was several notches above ones that Ellie had called to earlier in the night. Both sides of number 9 were in darkness. Across the street the small private nursery school lay in darkness. Now, Arbutus Road wasn’t Pottershill by any stretch, but it was respectable nonetheless, like most of Kylebeggan.

The town boasted a wealth of amenities and breath-taking scenery. So said the Kerry tourist guides. The Black Pins loomed over the town, protecting it from the worst of the weather, guarding its secrets. The sandstone and siltstone mountain range included some of the highest peaks and sharpest ridges in Ireland. Beyond the mountains with their deep gullies and sharp arêtes, and further west, crashed the waves of the wild Atlantic ocean.

Locals insisted Kylebeggan had a microclimate. Ellie enjoyed the area best in late spring when it exploded with rhododendrons. Later, in the autumn, it blazed with red and golden leaves. Little wonder brochures named Kylebeggan ‘A jewel in the Garden Trails of Ireland’.

The town had a horse track, two championship golf courses and no fewer than three luxury hotels to cater for the Ring of Kerry tourists. Civil servants and the medical fraternity held conferences in Kylebeggan. With little to blight the landscape, retirees on generous pensions enjoyed the bowling greens, the golf and flat walks around the shores of Lough Avulla. Well served by hotels and country houses, the town was a popular venue for weddings. And for those whose pockets ran deep, the ancestral home of the Earls of Dunseally could be hired.

Any unpleasant aspects of the town’s past were hidden or glossed over. Lisquinna Lodge, the notorious former industrial school for boys, was now a grade A hostel, earning it a place in the Lonely Planet guide. There was no mention of any vicious beatings meted out or the dark truths that lay within its walls. Apart from one or two run-down housing estates like Lowertown, everyone agreed that Kylebeggan was a wonderful place to live. Or they had, until now.

‘Are you getting out, ladies?’

The three women looked at one another. They seemed uncertain.

‘You two want to go on to Godiva’s. I know you do,’ said Marina. ‘I’m sorry to spoil your night. I just can’t relax and I realise I’ve been sarcastic and irritable, and I sincerely apologise. Go, go on . . . don’t feel you have to stay with me.’

‘You’re sure?’ Rose sounded doubtful.

‘I’m certain. One of you come in with me first so I can check the place? Dylan’s away on the stag, remember.’

‘I’ll come.’ Three-Times-a-Bridesmaid had already opened her door. ‘I won’t be long.’ She checked with Ellie. ‘Then onwards to Godiva’s, yeah?’

‘Yes, madam.’

None of this ‘love’ or ‘pet’ business for Ellie.

She watched as the two tipsy women tottered their way to the front gate, flung it open, burst out laughing and sashayed their way through shrubbery up the path to the door.

‘They’ve gone in.’ Willy Ears’ face was pressed against the window.

Ellie checked the dashboard. It was 23:16 p.m.

She sat back and waited.
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‘What do you make of it all?’ Rose leaned towards her. ‘Those poor women, I mean?’

‘It’s horrendous,’ said Ellie.

She could hardly confess the shocking events were yielding unexpected fruit. Despite the increased garda presence on the streets, the women of Kylebeggan were loath to walk at night with a killer on the prowl. Ellie’s takings were up five-fold on the month before.

‘I didn’t want to say anything in front of Marina,’ Rose’s voice dropped to a whisper, ‘but my brother’s pal, the lad that’s the detective – he was saying there’s talk in Coleman Street of some taxi driver called Joseph Liston. Have you come across him?’

Ellie stiffened. ‘I can’t help you there, I’m afraid.’ She liked to keep to herself.

‘No?’ Rose sounded disappointed. ‘The story is that he used to drive a taxi or a minibus back in the day . . . popular service with women, by all accounts.’ She hiccupped. ‘But then a couple of local women were attacked. They’re saying he could be back on the scene.’

Ellie checked the central locking. ‘As I say, I’ve never heard of him.’

‘It’s all sooo spooky. Marina isn’t herself at all these days. She’s really edgy about everything.’ Rose shuddered, turning her attention to the house. ‘Look, they’re doing the shutters.’

One by one, the lights went on and off in each of the rooms as the women inside moved through the house.

‘Marina’s the first of the three of us to get married. My mother says I’ll be left on the shelf.’ Rose sounded wistful. ‘Marina was the first of us to move away. Work abroad. Get a car. A boyfriend. A fancy house.’ She sighed. ‘I feel like I’ve worked for ever in the tourist office but I still can’t imagine even affording a place of my own. Me and Jen are only trotting along behind.’

‘Is that so?’

Ellie did her best to sound polite. It hadn’t taken her long to grasp that there was a social contract between a driver and a fare. She was obliged to listen to all manner of disclosure and indiscretions. She often thought of herself as a confessional box on wheels.

Passengers would solicit her advice and seek her absolution. ‘Three Our Fathers and one Hail Mary,’ she once flippantly remarked to a departing fare when she was new on the job and working on her patter. ‘Fuck you, lady. Mind your own fucking business and you can stick your prayers up your arse,’ was all the obnoxious thanks she got for enduring a rant from a punter who’d just blown his kid’s birthday money at the racetrack.

‘I should have put a bit more work in at school but it’s too late now.’ Rose sighed. ‘Marina was a right old swot. Did everything right. Got a scholarship to Trinity, you know. Left us behind and went up to Dublin. And she aced that too. She got a First in Law.’

‘Good for her,’ said Ellie.

‘Yeah.’ Rose remained wistful. ‘Marina worked in London for a good few years, but then her mother got sick and she had to come home. She got a job at Coyle & Coyle, no problem. She hadn’t seen Dylan since Kylebeggan Comprehensive, and in the beginning I think he found her coolness amusing. But Marina didn’t have too much time for a social life, looking after her mother. And anyway she wanted to keep her personal and business life separate.’

‘Clever lady.’

‘Dylan doesn’t take no for an answer though.’ Rose chuckled. ‘He was used to women flinging themselves at him. After he and Marina dated for a while, his father got all heavy, saying it was high time he settled down. Of course, Marina was aware of Dylan’s reputation, but she told us he had changed. She said she could handle him.’ Rose tittered. ‘I guess we’ll see.’

‘A leopard doesn’t change his spots,’ Ellie muttered.

‘Are you married?’ Rose enquired.

Ellie turned to answer. ‘I’m beginning to think marriage is outdated. No longer fit for purpose.’

Rose eyed her suspiciously. ‘Do you mind me asking how old you are?’

‘I’m in my late thirties.’ She could get away with that, couldn’t she?

‘You know what?’ Rose looked her up and down. ‘You don’t really sound like a taxi driver. You don’t look like one either.’

Ellie said nothing. Turning back, she pulled at the wrinkles that had formed on her sleeves.

She’d decided early on to wear the designer jackets. No point in letting good clothes hang unworn in the tiny wardrobe. The jackets made surprisingly good car coats. Not too short. Not too long. Purchased in the Via Condotti in Rome. The pastel shrugs came in handy too. Bought in Cannes, for sitting on the deck at night.

23:29 p.m.

The meter flashed red in the dark. A simple look-see around the house shouldn’t take this long, should it? Ellie told herself to be patient. The meter was running, that’s what mattered. It all added to the fund.

‘Ah, this is becoming a joke! What’s keeping her?’ Rose squashed her nose up against the window.

A dog barked into the still night air. All along Arbutus Road, cars were parked at the kerbside. The road was quiet. Cloud spilled over the top of the Black Pins in the distance, dulling the light from a watery moon. Ellie edged forward in her seat, watching as a scrawny cat slinked out from underneath a parked BMW and skulked, low-bellied, across the road, disappearing under a gate. She eased back. The bells of St Malachy’s tolled on the half-hour from the town.

23:32 p.m.

‘I’m giving her one minute more and then I’m ringing her. Where’s my mobile?’ Rose rummaged in her handbag. ‘What in the name of God are those two doing in there? Oh shit—’

Ellie heard the contents of her bag fall all over the floor. Rose huffed and hiccupped and cursed and thankfully stopped her talking as she busied herself retrieving stuff that had fallen. Over the sound of grumbles and moans came a low murmur from outside. A hum and the sound of a nearby engine kicking into life.

Angling her head, Ellie checked the side-view mirror, but she determined that the noise wasn’t coming from behind. Ahead, she observed a vehicle pulling away. An unmarked van, a Renault, perhaps. No headlights. She tracked it as it crawled off up the road to the T-junction where it turned left and disappeared from view.

There was a sudden knocking on the door behind. Ellie jumped. She unlocked the doors. Distracted by the van, she hadn’t spotted her passenger return.

‘I’m so sorry’ – Jen was breathless – ‘Marina made me check everywhere.’ She got into the back seat. ‘Back to town, please.’

‘Of course.’

Ellie flicked the indicator and, though the road was free of traffic, she pulled out cautiously. Remaining in a low gear, she passed the spot where the van had been.

‘She made me look in all the walk-in wardrobes and under all the beds. I even had to go down to the wine cellar. Dylan’s big into his wine, isn’t he?’

‘Big into himself, more like,’ retorted Rose.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t go kicking Dylan out of bed for eating Taytos,’ murmured Jen.

‘You wouldn’t kick anyone out of the bed for eating Taytos,’ Rose scoffed. ‘Sure you wouldn’t kick anyone out of bed, full stop.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Tell me, you’re not still—’

‘None of your business, Rose.’

‘What if—’

‘I’m a big girl and as I said it’s none of your business.’ Jen shut her down.

‘But if Marina—’

‘Drop it, Rose. Now, what’s way more interesting is Marina’s house. You should see the size of their bed. Jeez, it’s massive. A super king.’

‘Just like Dylan.’ Rose laughed.

‘Seriously, Rose, you should see how organised Marina is. The place is cram full of wedding stuff. Dark umbrellas in case it rains. White umbrellas in case it’s sunny. Boxes of fans. Flip-flops for after the church. No expense spared.’

‘I wish I was a bit more like her, I really do.’

‘Me too,’ said Jen. ‘Oh, Marina played her cards right there.’

Rose heaved a deep sigh. ‘What’s that in your hand?’ she asked.

‘A fifty. Marina insisted. Money for the taxi and a drink on her in Godiva’s.’

‘Aahh . . . isn’t she a sweetheart?’

‘That she is. Little Miss Perfect.’

A fine mist had started to appear on the windscreen as Ellie approached the centre of town. Two uniformed gardaí were patrolling Main Street. The closer she got to Godiva’s nightclub, the more she anticipated a request to drive back to Arbutus Road. This was getting just a little bit tedious.

‘You think she’ll be OK in that big house on her own with a psycho on the loose?’ Rose whispered. ‘I feel pretty bad about leaving her now.’

‘Marina will be fine.’ Jen was firm. ‘It’s only for one night. Dylan’s home from his stag tomorrow.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Well, I don’t for sure . . . obviously.’ Jen hesitated. ‘But I assume that’ll be the case. A stag is usually the one night, right?’

‘But maybe he’s gone for longer—’

‘Oh, Rose, stop looking for trouble, please.’

When Ellie pulled up outside Godiva’s the queue was all the way down Beggar Man’s Lane. Gym-muscled men wore tight-fitting jeans and spray-on tops. Despite the cold, the female night-clubbers wore practically nothing. The very thought of putting herself out there like that made Ellie shudder.

Settling the fare, Rose and Jen clambered out, leaving a tip for all their messing about. Ellie was just about to pull off when she spotted something. She wound down her window, calling out after the women.

‘Haven’t you forgotten something?’

Jen looked at her sheepishly. She tottered back towards the taxi with one eye on the back seat.

‘Oh . . . I don’t really want that any more. Can I leave it with you?’

‘I don’t think so.’ What was Ellie expected to do with a giant inflatable willy?

‘Only, I feel a bit stupid with that thing now.’

And so she should.

Jen opened the door and reluctantly reached in.

Rose waited on the pavement. ‘Look, Jen, this doesn’t feel right,’ she whined. ‘Maybe we should go back to Marina’s after all—’

Ellie wound up her window immediately, revved the engine and took off before she became embroiled in any more carry-on. It was time to go home. She was withered. It had been a long evening and not at all pleasant.

Every one of her passengers had quizzed her about the two women who’d been found murdered in Kylebeggan. Had Ellie ever heard the like of it before? Imagine, laid out cold like that, in their own homes, dressed in their bridal gowns.

They asked Ellie about her thoughts. They asked for her opinion. What did Ellie’s other passengers think? they asked. Had she picked up any of the reporters that were in town? Did they have anything new? Did anyone know anything at all? Had anyone any theories? Any little titbit at all?

And all night long Ellie had trotted out the same response. One woman being found dead in such circumstances was strange enough. But a second, turning up in exactly the same way? Well, there was nothing else to say. It was downright freaky.
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It was gone midnight when Ellie squeezed into the designated parking space across the cobbled road. The space was narrow. She edged the car as close as she could to the cut-stone wall that separated Botany Row from the convent school.

Ellie could see the convent gardens from her bedroom window. Benches dotted the lawn. There were statues and a fountain. It was where the posh girls went. Girls who went to university and then on to become solicitors and doctors. Like that solicitor woman she’d just dropped off. Women with fancy houses and walk-in wardrobes. Ellie missed her walk-in wardrobe.

Her mouth watered at the smell wafting around the car. She grabbed the carrier bag from the footwell, opened the door and stepped outside. It was damp and murky as she made her way across the road, taking care not to slip on the wet cobbles.

Leaving an outside light on made the little house in Botany Row more welcoming on nights she came in from late shifts. As she approached the house, she detected movement. A curtain twitching. Pauline Brennan next door checking up on her. God forbid she’d ever end up like Pauline. Spending her days checking local property prices and the death notices.

Turning the key, Ellie pushed the front door open and bent to pick up the newspaper that had been delivered. The house was chilly but it wouldn’t take too long to warm up. It was one of the few benefits of the tiny living space. She switched on the little green lamp from the charity shop. She turned on the electric fire – a reasonable imitation of a French firewood stove. The fake flames were quite convincing after a glass of wine.

Popping her handbag on the settee, she went to the bank of drawers by the kitchen sink. She could eat out of the plastic cartons the Golden Chopsticks had provided. It was late, she was tired and she did not have company. But she had her standards.

Finding what she needed, she opened up the fold-out table. She doubled over the linen tablecloth and draped it on top. She laid out a napkin along with a single dinner plate from the Wedgwood dinner service. The full service was stored away under her bed. She placed a silver knife and fork on either side of the plate. The canteen of cutlery was also stowed under the bed upstairs. They were wedding gifts. Ellie didn’t entertain and saw little point in cluttering up the compact kitchen.

Striking a match, she lit the candles on the shelf above the fire and moved the candlesticks to the table. Putting on the French café music she liked, she sat with a serving spoon and doled out General Tso’s chicken. It wasn’t lemon sole or sushi, but the general certainly knew how to bring comfort after a late-night shift.

Two mouthfuls in, there came a knocking through the wall. Bloody Mervyn. Ellie gave the wall two fingers. She could barely hear the music so she had no idea how Mervyn could. She turned it off. She couldn’t risk the guy showing up in his skimpy dressing gown on her doorstep. She couldn’t give him any excuse.

Ellie missed her old house. Not adjoining any other. However, Botany Row was what she could afford in rent. As she cast a jaundiced eye about, she thought it might aspire to be what the magazines called ‘eclectic’, if she ever finished painting the place. The colour she’d chosen was Elephant’s Breath. The colour of her old sitting room. So far, she’d only painted the wall behind the small settee.

She got to her feet. There was half a bottle in the fridge. A cheap Sauvignon. She’d only have one glass. She was up in the morning with a long drive ahead. These days she scarcely drank at all, mindful that she was driving for a living. Before, they used to share a nice Chablis at dinner. And if they were on holiday, Ellie would follow with a gin and tonic. Sometimes, too, she’d have a glass of sherry beforehand.

This time last year they’d been on a cruise. They both enjoyed getting away from the sheeting rain and the aching cold, sitting on the deck, allowing the Mediterranean rays to soak their bones.

Ellie always enjoyed the port visits, the tours of museums and art galleries, meeting people from different countries. She enjoyed the shows on board at night and making up a four for bridge. As she sipped wine in her little house in Botany Row, she wrestled with a threatening gloom.

She should have furthered her education. She’d always meant to. She should have done the Open University. She could have had a degree. Maybe in the future, when she’d finished paying for the taxi and saving for more legal fees, she’d put something aside for a course.

Ellie didn’t finish her meal. Saving the leftovers would have been thrifty and wise. Instead, she proceeded to the back door, unlocking it as gently as she could. She stepped into the concrete yard and waited.

Hermano appeared over a high wall as if he’d been on sentry duty. Ellie had no idea if the cat belonged to anybody, or even what his real name was, but she had named him Hermano.

‘There you go,’ she said softly. She set the container down.

The animal weaved a dance of thanks around her ankles. Bending to stroke him, Ellie heard a rustling sound. And breathing. Heavy breathing. She looked over her shoulder.

She bolted upright.

It was Mervyn. Ogling her over the eight-foot wall. A small man, he had clearly found something to stand on. How long had he been there like that, staring down at her rear end?

‘Please don’t do that.’

‘Sorry, Ellie . . . I heard you coming in. Just wanted to check that you’re OK. You know, with all that’s going on—’

‘I’m perfectly fine, thank you.’

Merv the Perv was the last person Ellie wanted looking out for her.

‘What’s the news around the town?’

‘No news, Mervyn. You’d hear more than I would.’

Mervyn ran a tanning salon.

‘Isn’t it awful for Harry Kirby?’ Mervyn was hell-bent on conversation.

‘Indeed.’ Ellie pulled her jacket close and backed up towards the door.

‘People couldn’t believe that he was getting hitched after so many years as a bachelor.’ Mervyn’s eyes looked piggy in the dark. ‘He liked the women, you know.’

‘I wouldn’t know anything about that.’ Ellie started to close the door.

‘The story’s all over this week’s paper. They’re saying—’

Mervyn was still talking when she shut the door.

Ellie had left The Kylebeggan Echo on the chest next to the settee. With the remains of her wine, she sat, curling her legs underneath her, and scanned the headlines.

HARRY’S DEAD VALENTINE, read one.

FEAR IN KYLEBEGGAN, read another.

MUCH-LOVED TEACHER WAS BRIDE-TO-BE, was another.

Ellie sipped from her glass and read.

HARRY’S DEAD VALENTINE

by Cormac Scully, Crime Correspondent


Former rugby star and publican Harry Kirby has been left reeling after the murder of his fiancée, Kylebeggan woman Imelda Gannon. Popular primary school teacher Imelda was found dead in her flat on Saturday 14 February, in Friary Lane, off Main Street. She had been murdered.

Imelda, 35, had been due to marry Harry, 37, on Saturday last in St Malachy’s church. Harry and Imelda planned to celebrate their big day with family and friends at Cronin’s Country House Hotel.

Both had shared a keen interest in sport, Harry involved with Kylebeggan Rugby Club and Imelda playing for the Ladies’ Firsts at Kylebeggan Hockey Club. The couple were due to move into their newly built home at Ardeevin Cross, outside the town, during Imelda’s school holidays.

Tragically, that will not be. Harry returned from his stag in Temple Bar, Dublin, dropping by his fiancée’s flat on his way home to the Fiddler’s Arms in Main Street, where he lives with his parents above the pub. Harry grew concerned when Imelda wasn’t answering his texts or calls.

When his fiancée didn’t answer the door, Harry contacted Coleman Street garda station. Gardaí arrived to the grim discovery of Imelda’s body. Pathologist Constance Kiely confirmed that the death was suspicious, and it is being treated as a murder. The case bears much resemblance to the recent case on 21 January in Myrtle Crescent, but gardaí are disclosing very few details for operational reasons.



Ellie closed the paper, folded it and set it aside. The town had never had a crime correspondent before. She’d come across Cormac Scully’s name on the news when the story had first broken about the murder at Myrtle Crescent. She was pretty sure Scully had also been on TV reporting on the second murder, that of Imelda Gannon at Friary Lane.

Of all the articles she’d come across on the Internet and in the press, this was the most informative. The other articles had been riddled with typos and poorly constructed clauses. This guy, Scully, could know even more than he was free to say, either on air or in print.

The sound of Mervyn coughing came through the walls. Ellie stiffened. Soon she’d have the pleasure of hearing him snore. She got to her feet, went to the kitchen, rinsed her glass and stood it to drain next to the dinner plate.

Just before heading upstairs, she stopped at the photo on the mantelpiece. There they were – the three of them. Ellie, Johnny and baby Owen. ‘Good night, Johnny,’ she said. ‘’Night, baby Owen.’

Upstairs, she drew the curtains in her bedroom. She undressed, hanging the cashmere sweater and the trousers in a wardrobe neatly recessed into the angled roof. A taller person would have difficulty walking around the room. Were people that much smaller two centuries ago, she wondered?

Climbing into bed, she breathed in the smell of the bedlinen that had dried outdoors. Ellie was careful what she chose to hang outside. Undergarments were dried on a frame indoors. The thought of Mervyn ogling her underwear was more than she could bear.

Before setting an alarm on her phone, she checked for texts. All was good. Every Sunday after lunch was the standing arrangement. She picked up the book she’d read many times before. It had been gifted to her, and these past few weeks it had been a friend to her. It felt like a time from another world, when it had first caught her eye on the shelves in the drawing room, an ash-scented fire hissing in the grate.

Tonight, her eyes were heavy. She set the book back on the bedside table. Rebecca and Manderley would have to wait. Ellie needed to be fresh in the morning. It was a two-and-a-half-hour drive to the prison.
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‘Good morning!’

Pauline was at her front door in slippers, wiping her hands on an apron.

‘Morning.’

Ellie had left the house quietly, or so she’d thought. Obviously not quietly enough.

‘I was up with the lark. Couldn’t sleep a wink for thinking about those poor women. Thought I’d do some baking before I went to church. Would you like some scones?’

The early morning barrage was a ploy. Scones for information. ‘No, thanks, Pauline. I’m off to work.’

Her neighbour’s face fell. A retired schoolteacher, Pauline was still trying to get the measure of Ellie. While Ellie sensed an approval of her appearance and the way she spoke, she sensed a certain puzzlement at how she earned her living.

‘You wouldn’t like one or two for lunch? You should look after yourself more. You’re always working.’

‘Go on then. You’re very kind.’ It would be quicker all round not to argue. Ellie could give the scones to Johnny.

Pauline beamed. ‘Just a tick.’

As Pauline hurried back indoors, Ellie gazed idly about the row. Some houses had been upgraded and had modern grey window frames and plantation shutters. Others guarded their privacy with net curtains and china figurines. Most houses in Botany Row were plain on the outside. Not Mervyn’s. His house had window boxes with plastic flowers. He also had a brass goblin-like creature as a doorknocker and a painted nameplate.

A grin crept up on Ellie. The guy
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