

[image: cover]













Orchid Blue


EOIN MCNAMEE


[image: ]







[image: ]


















 




To Marie



















Contents











	Title Page


	Dedication


	PART ONE


	‘Mr Justice Curran had just finished his summing-up…’


	One


	Two


	Three 


	Four


	Five


	Six


	Seven


	Eight


	Nine


	Ten


	Eleven


	PART TWO


	‘Robert was examined by a prison doctor in Crumlin Road’.


	Twelve


	Thirteen


	Fourteen


	Fifteen


	Sixteen


	Seventeen


	Eighteen


	Nineteen


	Twenty


	Twenty-One


	Twenty-Two


	Twenty-Three


	Twenty-Four


	Twenty-Five


	Twenty-Six


	About the Author


	By the Same Author


	Copyright


























PART ONE




















‘Mr Justice Curran had just finished his summing-up…’





Mr Justice Curran had just finished his summing-up and the court precincts had barely cleared when the tipstaff told Curran that the jury had reached a verdict. Some of the reporters had stayed in the vicinity of the courthouse. Others had gone into the town to file copy from public phones. There was no expectation of an early verdict in a capital murder case.


Twenty-six-year-old Robert McGladdery of Damolly in Newry was on trial for the murder of nineteen-year-old Pearl Gamble, also of Damolly. The case had been heard in Downpatrick Courthouse because of defence fears that an unbiased jury could not be empanelled in Newry.


The prosecution alleged that McGladdery had lain in wait for the girl on her way home from a dance at the Henry Thompson Memorial Orange Hall in Newry. It was maintained that McGladdery had beaten Pearl, stabbed her seven times and then strangled her. Her naked body had been dragged over half a mile, through a stubble field, and partly hidden at a place known locally as Weir’s Rock. The Crown was represented by the Attorney General, Brian McGuinness, QC. James Brown, QC represented the defence. Mr Justice Lance Curran presided.


The trial had lasted for seven days. Brown said afterwards he thought that the longer the jury spent on their deliberations, the better it would be for his client. The evidence against McGladdery was entirely circumstantial. The prosecution had no direct witness or forensic evidence to connect him to the crime. McGladdery had been in the witness box for six hoursand, in Brown’s opinion, had done himself no favours, although he had been adamant that he had nothing to do with the girl’s murder. Brown hoped that the jury would take time to consider the fact that there was no direct evidence. He hoped that they would address themselves to the absence of motive. Pearl had been stripped naked but in the words of the lead detective, John Speers, ‘it was a mercy she was not outraged’.


In any event Brown had already started to consider grounds for appeal. Any appeal would be difficult. Lord Justice Curran had conducted the case with icy impartiality. It seemed that he had thought of every eventuality. Brown sought to open legal issues hanging in the air, to leave certain avenues unexplored in order to provide grounds of appeal. But Curran had anticipated each move, restricting Brown’s room to manoeuvre in the future. The judge was soft-spoken and implacable, and the final portion of his charge to the jury had been, in the words of Eddie McCrink, Chief Inspector of Her Majesty’s Constabulary, ‘sabotage’.




 





Curran’s presence in the courtroom would not have been tolerated in any other jurisdiction. In 1952, the judge’s nineteen-year-old daughter Patricia had been murdered in a case which attracted massive publicity. In 1953 a young airman, Iain Hay Gordon, had been found not guilty by reason of insanity, and incarcerated for the killing of Patricia Curran. It is unlikely that any of the jury members would have been unaware of the murder of Lance Curran’s only daughter. In any other jurisdiction Curran would have been disbarred, or would have disbarred himself, from presiding over a capital case involving the murder of another nineteen-year-old girl.


In the first few days Brown could see the jury members glancing towards the bench. They knew the judge’s history. As the trial progressed Brown thought that they had become attuned to the judge and to the subtle shifts in his demeanour. At the beginning he appeared abstracted, lost in grief, having to drag himself back to the moment, to the business in hand. As the days passed, unlooked-for sternness crept into his attitude. When Speers said that Pearl had not been outraged the jurors looked at the judge. Although his daughter had also been stabbed she had not been sexually assaulted either. Witnesses at the trial of the man charged with the murder of Patricia had reported Judge Curran’s remark at the time that ‘thank goodness there was no interference’.


When he was arrested there were fresh cuts on McGladdery’s hands. Curran questioned him closely from the bench as to the origin of the cuts, which McGladdery explained as being from the tools he had used in his apprenticeship as a shoemaker with a local cobbler, Mervyn Graham. The questioning served to draw attention to a vital part of the prosecution case – the contention that Pearl had been stabbed with a shoemaker’s file.




 





The crime scene now adjoins a traffic interchange with a retail park to one side. There is a grimy, out-of-town feel about it. Foster Newell’s department store where Pearl worked was destroyed by firebomb in 1974. The brasswork and ornate plaster is gone, the garment racks and lingerie displays consumed in the flames. Vortices of flame carried upwards into the incendiary night. A large gospel hall has been built on the northern side of the railway embankment. The house of the godly. Bible texts are displayed on the gable of the building. The Wages of Sin is Death. Trains pass nearby on the viaduct. Diesel fumes hang in the air.


Pearl Gamble is buried in the Friends’ Meeting House graveyard. The cemetery is on the hillside looking down on North Street and the head of the lough. Old North Street was demolished in 1963. A dual carriageway and blocks of flats were built on the site. Their gone-to-seed modernist facades with washing on the balconies hide the cemetery. Traffic dirt hangs in the air. One row of original buildings remains as though to illustrate archetypes of business in decline. On the second storey of a barber’s shop you can see the faded lettering indicating that the building was once a temperance hotel. A ghostly proscription against appetite and excess. The traffic streams past.




 





A formal photograph of Curran had been published in local newspapers on the opening day of the trial. Curran was reviewing a guard of honour of the First Battalion of the Royal Sussex Regiment at the opening of the Downpatrick Assize. Curran is wearing the garb of a High Court judge. A horsehair demi-wig. A starched white collar reaching down over the breastbone. A dark red cloak or surplice with ermine collar draped over the shoulders and a red gown underneath reaching to the ankles. A tipstaff comes behind him holding an umbrella over his head. The pleated folds of the soutane fall precisely. You can see the downturned mouth, a characteristic which he shared with his murdered daughter. His features are set. An eminence. A soutaned cardinal set at the head of some baleful congregation.




 





The usher ordered the court to rise and Judge Curran entered. 

















One





Monday 30th January 1961




 





Eddie McCrink’s Heathrow flight landed at 8.15. When he was in the air he liked to close his eyes and picture the air traffic control radar screen. All this speed and velocity monitored in dim-lit rooms by people in headphones, the terse clipped phrases of passage being exchanged between the tower and aircrew. Bearing headings. Westbound. Northbound. McCrink wondered if the travel itself was the point. Being airborne. Ranging between the aviation hubs, tracked across the vectors. There was a mystic element to aircraft crossing the radar screen, the ghost traces they left.


McCrink had worked in London for fifteen years, rising to the Murder Squad before being appointed to fill the vacant post of inspector of constabulary in Belfast. When he had applied for the job he had expected a formal interview process but instead had been called to the Cavendish Club by Harry West, a prominent member of the Stormont government. The talk about West was of buying up land ahead of zoning change for new motorway development. Re-drawing council boundaries. McCrink met him in the foyer. West had the look of a countryman about him, bluff and shrewd, the skin wind-reddened. He was wearing a tweed suit. He shook McCrink’s hand. He showed him that evening’s Belfast Telegraph. There was a photograph of Pearl Gamble on the front page.


‘Dreadful event,’ he said, ‘the poor girl.’ McCrink could read the look that West gave him, the steady corruptible stare. ‘Was she of the minority faith?’ McCrink knew what he was getting at. Lynch-mob politics. Hoping the killer was a Catholic. The miscreant underclass sunk in the perversion of their faith.


‘The dance was in an Orange hall,’ McCrink said, ‘so it’s not likely.’


‘Someone laid in wait for her on the way home?’


‘That’d be the way of it all right.’


‘You think the man will be caught.’


‘It’s up to the local police. Under the supervision of the Inspector of Constabulary.’


‘You’d better get supervising then. The job’s yours. Make this a priority. And bear in mind we don’t want another Curran case.’


‘It won’t take that long.’


‘That wasn’t what I meant, Mr McCrink. I want Allen to have him. Send out a signal.’


‘Allen?’


‘Harry Allen. The hangman. What goes on the mainland goes in the province. Shows we’re upholding the rule of law without fear or favour.’




 





The terminal was empty except for passengers waiting for a Palma-bound charter delayed in Spain, grounded on some far-off sultry apron. Outside McCrink could see the lights of Belfast reflecting off low cloud to the east. The land fell away towards the conurbations to the west. Aldergrove had been a wartime aerodrome and it retained some of the improvised feel of those times, a windswept plateau and a feeling that, if you listened for them, lost callsigns could be heard in the radio buzz and clutter, whispery ghost wordings in the radar operators’ headsets. Oscar, Whiskey, Zulu.


He took a taxi from the rank at the front of the airport, crossing the drizzly flatlands of Nutts Corner and Dromara, parts of the old aerodrome being used as a motorcycle racetrack, blue lines of two-stroke exhaust hanging in the evening air. Wistful post-war landscapes, driving through the slobs and flax dams, dropping down towards sea level and into the late-evening traffic heading into the city. He had been booked into the International Hotel in the University area. The taxi driver left him there at ten o’clock, the thoroughfare empty at that hour except for couples walking home. There was a television lounge in the hotel. A boxed set that stood in the middle of the floor. The picture was poor, but McCrink sat up when he heard the newsreader menton Pearl Gamble. The screen showed the murder scene at Weir’s Rock. The flickering rudiments of television. There was a different texture to the crime-scene photographs he was used to. The utilitarian six-by-tens, the darkly functional allure they brought to their subject matter. The hunched dead. The lingered-over poses. They were sombre and darkly themed.


McCrink left the hotel and walked down past the Botanic Gardens. He passed the end of a small cross street. A woman beckoned to him from the darkness. She was in her forties and there was a smell of gin on her breath, but in the late evening’s balm she could be recast as a melancholic altruist, an archivist of arousal and desire, the city’s carnal memory embodied.


He went into the York Hotel. He ordered a pint of ale and sat in an alcove to the side of the bar. The clientele was middle-aged. Men in blazers with the names of rugby and tennis clubs on the breast. There were club ties and crests. McCrink was familiar with this society, the emblems and allegiances, the coded and shifting structures. There was hearty laughter from the group at the bar. It depended on types. There would be hearty types, aloof men who defined themselves through sporting feats. There would be seducers of other men’s wives, sly flatterers of pale dissatisfied women.




 





In the morning he drove down through the woebegone roundabouts and artificial lakes of Craigavon, its stained concrete overpasses and shuttered estates, its hinterland of failed civics.


John Speers was waiting for him outside Corry Square Station. He hadn’t seen Speers since he had left Belfast for London twenty years before. Speers’s skin had a grey hue. He looked ashen, exhausted, an apostle of bad faith. He shook McCrink’s hand.


‘Good to see they’re keeping an eye on us, sending the big city boys down,’ Speers said. Letting McCrink know there was no way round the resentment, that there would be a subtle and lasting rancour.


‘It’s your case, John,’ McCrink said.


‘You must have put the crusader’s sword away then,’ Speers said.


‘A long time ago. Maybe we should proceed.’
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Pearl’s body had been concealed at Weir’s Rock. Her clothing had been discarded between Damolly Cross and the murder scene. Speers had made inventory of the clothing. McCrink noted the labels. The word Ladybird on her slip. Playtex on her brassiere. The nubbed fabric. Lejaby. There were things he didn’t understand about women. How they measured themselves and what rule they used. McCrink wondered if that was why her clothing had been removed. If the man who had killed her had found himself in study of these garments. If he had strained for understanding of them like a medieval theologian, head bent over an unfolded codex.


‘This is Sergeant Johnston,’ Speers said. Johnston was a stocky man in his fifties. The kind of provincial policeman that McCrink had expected. Jowly, resentful, shrewd. ‘Where was she that night?’


‘At a class of a hop in a hall. We have the boy. We have him nailed for you. Just haven’t took him in yet.’


‘Who are you looking at?’


‘Local hood by the name of McGladdery. He’s got some form. Convictions for breach of the peace and the like.’


‘Any sexual previous?’ McCrink asked.


‘Not recorded anyhow. I’d say he was just working his way up to it.’


‘Any witnesses place him there?’


‘The whole town knows McGladdery was at the dance. Him and Will Copeland. The two of them full of drink. He got up to dance with the victim. Pawing her by all accounts. Hands all over her.’


‘Common enough at a dance, I would’ve thought,’ McCrink said.


‘There’s common and there’s common. McGladdery takes off after the dance and nobody sees him till the next day. There’s a bicycle missing from outside the hall. We reckon he took it,’ Johnston said.


‘He spent time in London. He’s into bodybuilding and the like,’ Speers said.


‘We should pick him up,’ Johnston said.


‘No,’ McCrink said, ‘leave him out there. Give him the chance to slip up. But we need to start interviewing the witnesses. Bring them up here.’


‘We can do it in Corry Square.’


‘I’d suggest doing it in Queen Street. Off the home patch. Who found her?’


‘Some boy out walking greyhounds. He seen clothing by the side of the road. There’s bloodstains between the field and the road. By the look of the face he bust her nose and she took to the fields.’


‘I got out of London to get away from this,’ McCrink said.


‘There’s no getting away from any of it any more,’ Johnston said. ‘As thou sowest, so shall thee reap.’


‘Spare us the tent mission, Sergeant,’ Speers said.


‘I seen it written on a gable on the way up to Weir’s Rock.’


‘Don’t tell us we’re in that territory,’ said McCrink.


‘Clean-living to a man. You worked this kind of case before?’ Speer said.


‘I did.’ McCrink thought about the girl sprawled in the reeking grass. ‘In London. Toms killed and dumped.’


‘Toms?’


‘Prostitutes.’


In 1959 McCrink had worked on the first cases in what became known as the Nude Murders, the killing of eight prostitutes in London. The body of twenty-one-year-old Elizabeth Figg, also known as Ann Phillips, was found in Dukes Meadows in Chiswick. McCrink had accompanied her to the morgue. A lab technician had propped her eyes open with matchsticks so that she could be photographed for the late-edition Star. She was identified from the photograph.


The photograph was published in the morning editions the following day, given prominence in the Daily Mail, the Mirror and the Express. Elizabeth Figg doesn’t look dead in the photograph. Her look is thoughtful. She seems to have spotted something just out of frame that has given her pause. She looks wryly amused.


The Krays and the Nude Murders. Gangland killings and backstreet procuresses. A Reggie or a Ronnie in a lounge suit. The societal weather for the next decade seemed set at steady rain.


Pearl’s nude, butchered remains on a fell hillside seemed to funnel these dire times into people’s lives, reaching out from the distant metropolitan sprawl and clutter. Weir’s Rock and the stubble field taking its place in the dead landscapes of the corpse dumping grounds, the dingy parklands and ashpits and canal banks.


‘Same kind of thing then,’ Speers said.


‘Yes and no.’ The Nude Murderer had used only the required amount of force, just squeezing the girls’ windpipes, drawing them gently downward, removing them from the squalor of their lives, the thievery and poncing and edgy living. McCrink looking for connections. Pearl’s body partly concealed behind bushes on the stony uplands above the town at the head of the lough. The distant scene hidden by coal smoke as if by a miasma of ill-intent.


‘Who was the band?’


‘A crew by the name of the RayTones. From the city.’


The RayTones. McCrink wondered what they had been doing in an Orange hall more used to stark upcountry gospellers, men with a wintry eye fixed on eternity. He had seen a picture of the RayTones in the Reporter. The band wore winklepickers and narrow trousers. He pictured them standing in the doorway of the Orange hall, peering out warily as though the night was full of hayseed murderers, populated by the interbred and the homicidal.


‘There’ll be reporters from the city down for this one,’ Johnston said.


‘There’ll be reporters from all over the shop getting a look in,’ Speers said, ‘they’ll go capital. It’ll be the rope for whoever done this.’


‘There was very little blood where she was found,’ McCrink said.


‘None here,’ Johnston said, ‘but I’ve got blood in plenty for you if you want it.’


‘What do we know about her?’


‘Girl by the name of Pearl Gamble. Works in Foster Newell’s department store in the town. Never come home last night.’


The two men knew what was required of them now. That they be hard-eyed, open to revelation. There were new sciences of detection. There were laboratories where microscopic traces of flesh and matter were examined.


The body had been found in the morning but it had been evening before it was taken away, drawn into the night by motor hearse as the carted bodies from the close-by Workhouse had been drawn. She was driven through Newry and the people of the town came out in the dark to view the hearse, and record to themselves the macabre night scenes as the black car with the dented steel coffin made its way through the rainy streets.


A single constable was left to guard the murder scene. The shadows of cloud moving across the moorlands. A place for the nocturnal transport of the forsaken. For their abandonment, left naked unto the night.


‘We’ll go to the morgue and give you a look at her,’ Speers said.




 





The nose appeared to be broken and the tongue lolled from her mouth as though the manner of her death had forced her to some final abandon. There was blood and matter around the septum. The neck was marked and bruised. There were seven stab wounds on the torso and neck. McCrink noted that the punctures were small and of a regular shape.


‘Made good and sure of her anyhow,’ Speers said. Beaten, strangled, stabbed. The girl’s eyes were open. She lay on her side with her hands cupped between her knees, a nude and butchered pieta.


The police photographer was Mervyn Graham, a local shoemaker. Graham was the kind of man who could turn his hand to anything. He wore a brown knee-length coat. He had the look of a bystander caught up in insurrection, a crumpled figure on the ground in the aftermath of street fighting. He did wedding photography for the Newry Reporter as well. Formal interior shots that made the bride and groom look like members of some lost peasant class, sombre with the burdens of forgotten worlds.


Graham looked down at the body and lit a No. 6. He knelt down, opened the back of a black Hasselblad and began to spool film in.


Graham started to shoot. McCrink could hear the sound of the shutter, the hair’s-breadth clearances. He started to see the photographs as they would appear. Stark compositions lined up in the viewfinder. The nude unadorned body transfixed in the developing fluid, silvered and flickering. The shutter blades like something shuffled, as if a game of chance took place off-camera. A glamour brought to the scene as though staged for some deathly burlesque.


As they left the morgue an attendant approached them.


‘Minister West on the line for Inspector Speers,’ he said, ‘wants an update on the investigation.’


‘Fear and favour’s what them lot is all about,’ Johnston said. ‘Rule by fear, reward by favour, isn’t that it, sir?’


‘You may keep that socialist stuff to yourself, Johnston. They’ll have you for a commie. If there’s anything they hate more than a taig, it’s a commie,’ Speers said.

















Two





In the twenty-four hours following the murder known sex offenders in the area were brought in for questioning. The flashers, the stealers of underwear from washing lines. Hollow-cheeked, solitary men. Johnston interviewed them.


‘Fucking saddle-sniffers is all. I can’t see none of them doing the youngster. They wouldn’t have it in them.’


McCrink parked at the courthouse and walked down past the Stonebridge and onto Hill Street. He walked past the mercantile buildings on Corry Square. Sugar Island. Buttercrane Quay. Places named for forgotten trades, the canal silted up, the railheads deserted. Sheets of sleet blowing up over the Marshes from the lough, McCrink trailing the dead through the January streets. Finding himself in the back lanes and shambles. Tuberculosis still rampant in the town, disease of the poor. He walked in alleyways lined with one-room cottages where the women were shawled. It was what he always did. He walked the streets, went to the victim’s workplace, trying to find a way into the story of their lives, the gritty small-town textures of the story.


At the canal basin two cranes were unloading coal from a Polish coaster into hoppers. A black dust cloud rolled across the water. The cranes bent to their task each in turn like some articulate beast from the dawn of time, as though something it craved was abroad in the dark and filthy hull of the freighter. There was coal spilled on the dock. Tinker children gathered the spilled fuel into sacks. McCrink put his foot on a piece of the brownish coal. It crumbled under his foot.


‘Pure shit, that is.’ McCrink looked up. One of the dock workers was standing over him with a spade. The man’s face was black with dust, seamed with the worked-in grains. The whites of his eyes stood out against the black.


‘You’re the boy that’s here to hang someone for Pearl Gamble,’ the man said.


‘I’m not here to hang anybody.’


‘Somebody’ll be hung though.’


‘That’s up to the courts.’


‘Courts are made up of men. There’s a mood in this town for somebody to pay with their neck.’


Across the basin McCrink could see the town gasometers. These were the textures of the town. Coal-dust. Rain-soaked meal spilled on the quayside train tracks. The dark forsworn canal waters.




 





McCrink walked up the town at closing time. He had left the girl’s place of work to the end. He passed the old market. Stallholders were packing their vans. There was a smell of meat from a butcher’s skip and gone-off vegetables lay in the gutter. The market gave way to stone buildings. The Northern Bank, the General Post Office. There were brass plaques for solicitors and dentists. People relied upon to be stalwart, to espouse well-worn value systems. There were small groups of workers at bus stops.


He stopped in Margaret Square and looked up at the lit frontage of Foster Newell’s. The late-evening customers just leaving. Women in hats with small veils attached, a sombre, monied gait as they walked to their cars. He could see the staff locking up inside. Through the rain-smeared windows the uniformed girls looked elegant and yielding, their movements ritualised, their eyes downcast. They moved easily in the formal interior of the shop, the gilt mirrors and empty counters, and McCrink imagined a sorrow in the air, the knowledge that one of their own had fallen, a caste awareness.


There was a phone box across the street. McCrink phoned Speers. Holding the whorled mouthpiece and waiting for the connection.


‘McCrink. Anything new?’


‘Preliminary autopsy. Seven stab wounds. None of them fatal. Death caused by crush wounds to the trachea. Bruising.’


McCrink found himself staring at the facade of Foster Newell’s. Listening to the line clutter. The information routed through the far-off exchanges, the copper and bakelite contacts, the deep subterranean connections. The death-nodes.


‘Any prints lifted from the body?’


‘None so far. She was lying out all night in the rain. Wouldn’t be many traces left.’


‘You finished at the barracks?’


‘Nothing I can do for now.


‘Meet me in Nummy’s. The Crown Bar. ‘


On his way up Hill Street McCrink saw the municipal library. He pushed through the mahogany and brass doors. The lights had been turned off in the main part of the library apart from the librarian’s desk. It was what he had expected, a shabby and bedimmed provincial interior. He could see a figure behind the desk. He thought he knew what to expect from a librarian in a place like this. A woman with mousy hair, flat-shoed, spinsterish.


‘I’m sorry, we’re closed.’ He moved closer to the desk. The woman was in her late thirties, McCrink thought. Her hair hung to her shoulders and she was wearing gold hoop earrings and a blouse with a gypsy look to it. She had a long nose and a way of tilting her head to one side when she talked to you. There was disillusion in her face, a look that had traded off wry self-forgiveness for too long and was ready to settle into resentment. The kind of woman he was drawn to.


‘Police,’ he said.


‘O God,’ she said, ‘the murder. I bought some make-up from her last weekend. She was in the chorus in the opera. You never think … I’m sorry. I’m making a story of it. You must have listened to a hundred of them.’


‘That’s what people do. Tell stories when something like this happens.’ Their stories all they had to set against the dark.


‘Is there something I can do?’ She had a way of tucking her head into her shoulder as if to suppress a smile, turning her hands palm-up in surrender, lifting an eyebrow in sardonic bemusement. Murder was abroad in the town.


‘Have you got maps of the area?’


‘You’d need more than a map to find your way around this place.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘You know what people in this town are called?’


‘No.’


‘Nyuks.’


‘What does that mean? The accent?’ He’d noticed it in her speech. The mudflat drawl with a kind of disdain in it.


‘No. Most people think that, but it’s a gypsy word. Cant. It means thief.’


‘The town of thieves.’


‘It had a history as a trading town. Markets. Goods imported and exported. And it’s close to the border. Maybe that’s where it comes from.’


‘It’s not doing much trade now.’


‘Place has been starved of investment for decades. The government would rather see it fall into the canal.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Maybe they think we’re all thieves.’




 





She brought him into a small room at the back of the library. The maps were in drawers against the wall. He wanted to see the distance and terrain between the Orange hall, McGladdery’s house and the murder scene, but found himself staring at the lough, the shoals and high-tide lines, the charted murks. He traced the inked-in depths. The town clustered at the head of the lough, the buildings and enclosures hand-drawn. Nyuk. The spat-out word, drawing the psychic undertow of the town with it. The secret languages. Tinker’s cants. The town rising away from the centre. North Street, Abbey Yard. The gaunt precincts of the town. This was the oldest part of the municipality, the narrow streets and lanes turning into each other. Margaret put her finger on the map.


‘Gallows Hill. It always sends a shiver through me.’ The place of execution. Gibbeted footpads hanging in rows, birds pulling at their flesh.


‘Is it true that whoever did this will be executed?’ she said.


‘Capital punishment is still on the statute book.’


‘I debated repeal in school. Capital punishment has no place in a civilised society. Discuss.’ There was an earnestness in her voice which reminded him of his wife.


‘The Gamble family would probably love to discuss it with you.’


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean anything. I’ll get my coat.’


He watched her move away into the unlit library. When she had gone into the shadows his eye fell on the Abbey Yard on the map. The mendicant orders. Hooded monks walking in procession chanting.


He found his finger tracing the line of the coal quay where he had seen the tinkers earlier. Bivouacked in the shadows. The Orange hall. The stubble field. Weir’s Rock.


‘Did you find anything?’ The librarian had put on her coat.


‘Not much.’


‘People forget that they’re close to the border. There are unapproved roads. Smugglers pads over the mountain.’


‘Maybe that’s where the thief name came from. The smuggling.’


‘Maybe.’


‘Smugglers and excise men. Coming in over the mountain and the lough. Contraband borne by night.


‘You aren’t local.’


‘I’m from Belfast. I was in London. I came home to be Inspector of Constabulary.’


‘So what are you doing here?’


‘I wanted a job at home and I got it. They sent me down from the city to supervise the investigation.’


‘We have to be supervised, do we?’


He waited while she locked and barred the library doors. The clank and ring of bolts and bar as though some dire mechanics were at work in the empty square. He watched as she walked to her car, a left-hand drive Renault. She looked at it and looked at him with a half-grin. If he questioned her about it there would be stories about holidays in France, bringing the car back to show herself as unconventional, her life become a thing of self-mocking gestures. If she was afraid of a murderer she didn’t mention it. She got into the car and pulled off without looking back, driving alone out into the maverick night.




 





There was a stillness to the town. McCrink noticed it every time he stepped off the main streets. Haunted spaces. Spaces waiting to be filled.


He walked back up to Trevor Hill and went into the bar. There was a smell of damp coats in the air, a bar-room atmosphere of low-key duplicity. McCrink recognised Nummy’s for what it was. A place where people drank to keep at bay the damage they had caused through drinking. Everything else was left outside the door. The bartop was chipped Formica. The stools were shabby. But you could stay there as long as you liked, and the small doorway seemed to be sealed against judgement.


He sat at the bar and ordered a vodka and tonic. Speers and Johnston came in and sat beside him.


‘Johnston is still keen on the local for it. Boy by the name of McGladdery we talked about,’ Speers said.


‘What do you think?’


‘There’s something about it doesn’t add up.’


‘He doesn’t act much like your regular villain. Mad into bodybuilding and the like.’


‘Doesn’t act much like anything I ever seen.’


‘The bodybuilding fits,’ McCrink said, thinking how a murderous self-regard could develop from it.


‘There’s a lot that fits. The petty crime. The difficult childhood. The man’s a danger to the world by all accounts. It’s the criminal arc.’


‘The criminal arc?’


Johnston said, ‘Inspector Speers’s got these theories about the architecture of the criminal mind, sir.’


‘What’s your theory about the criminal mind?’ McCrink said.


‘A bad bastard is a bad bastard is my theory, sir.’


‘Johnston can be crude but it works sometimes,’ Speers said. ‘I’m suggesting that he takes the lead in interviewing witnesses.’


‘What’s your qualification for the job, Johnston?’ McCrink said.


‘I learned at the feet of a master,’ Johnston said, ‘I worked the Curran case. I seen Chief Inspector Capstick interviewing Gordon for the murder. Got a confession out of him in a day.’


‘Gordon?’


‘For the murder of Patricia Curran, the judge’s daughter.’


Johnston told them how Capstick had gone about it. Capstick had told Hay Gordon that he was aware of his homosexuality. He referred to undercurrents of deviance in Gordon’s person, the weakness of the jawline, the limpness of the handshake. Capstick had referred to his own experience in dealing with the pallid deviants of the London underworld, the queers and poofters, scions of arse banditry. He had filled Gordon’s head with dark visions of night streets peopled with the children of vice.


‘At the heel of the hunt, Capstick told him his loving mother would find out he was a pervert. Scared the little bugger half to death to make him confess. The gents of the bar library had to bend over backwards to stop him getting his rightful deserts which was a rope around his neck. Cried like a baby when the ma’s name come up. Couldn’t wait to write out a statement.’


‘It’s a distasteful way to get a confession,’ McCrink said.


‘He got a conviction,’ Speers said.


‘He got a conviction but he left a fishy smell in the air.’


‘Never mind a fishy smell, sir,’ Johnston said; ‘around this town we do what works.’


‘You want to see McGladdery?’ Speers said. ‘Johnston’s men’s got him under surveillance at Hollywood’s bar.’


They drove down Merchants Quay. They parked the Humber along the canal.


‘There he is,’ Speers said.


Robert McGladdery was standing outside the bar. He was wearing a Crombie and a porkpie hat pushed back on his head. He was smoking, holding the cigarette cupped in his hand, an untipped Black Cat or No. 6. In the glow of the cigarette McCrink could see a pale face, half-smiling. There was a long scratch on one side of his face.


‘A dissolute,’ Johnston said. ‘Stood there same time every day. Sits at the bar until he hears the mill hooter then out he comes. Watches the night shift coming off the tram. Making lewd and filthy remarks in their hearing.’


‘Where’d he get the scratches on his face?’


‘That’s the question.’


‘He never got the glad rags here.’


‘Spent a year in England.’


‘That would be right.’ The clothes garish for this town. Made him look like a fairground barker. As if some lewd carnival attraction was concealed within the pub confines. A grotesque. A caged imbecile whimpering in the dark.


‘Do we lift him?’


‘Let him lie. He’ll come to us in his own good time.’


‘Likes of him wouldn’t turn himself in.’


‘That’s not what I meant.’   
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An incident room had been set up at Corry Square barracks. There were Ordnance Survey maps on a pinboard in the middle of the room. Space had been cleared for Mervyn Graham’s crime-scene and autopsy photographs. A bank of telephones linked to the exchange had been laid on by the Post Office. There were photographs of the dead girl cut from that evening’s Belfast Telegraph. They were waiting for the full set of crime-scene photographs to be developed, and for the results of the autopsy. Johnston’s men had started to bring in witnesses for questioning.


The locals wouldn’t look at the girl’s photograph. They kept their heads bent over their desks as though they were reciting some personal office of the dead. McCrink examined the photograph. The gap between her teeth. Her mouth turned down at the corners in a way which suggested a meanspirited sensuality.


‘Faulkner’s been on again. He wants to see whoever done this hanged.’


‘I thought they done away with the rope.’


‘Only across the water. Not here. Capital punishment is still on the books. Hangman’s not signing on yet.’


‘Faulkner’s a modern man. He’ll throw whoever did it a pardon,’ Speers said.


‘He’ll throw no pardon,’ Johnston said, ‘Faulker would no more pardon a man who left a girl in that state than he would pardon a weasel in a snare.’


‘There’s a lot of argument across the water about abolition of the rope,’ McCrink said.


‘Place is still on a war footing, Inspector. Bear it in mind.’ Speers said.


McCrink looked at him. They knew what was going on. Execution still on the cards for those attempting overthrow of the state. McCrink could see the witnesses through the meshed firedoor glass. They sat in benches along the dis tempered corridor. There was a small-town look to them. Jug-eared youths. Big-boned girls holding patent handbags on their knees. The mill girls with needle marks on their hands from the looms. He could imagine them at a Saturday-night dance. Dressed to the nines, sinking into the myth of it, the band playing Presley and Bill Haley, the Americana seeping in, Pearl in the middle of them catching McGladdery’s eye across the hall, down-home lonesomeness dragging danger into the room. Finding a home in the plank-built hall, the dust-seamed walls. The dancers hadn’t come far from the tent gospel missions and itinerant preachers, the god-struck hinterlands.


‘We should start,’ McCrink said.


‘Leave them be for a bit,’ Johnston said. Let the feel of the station seep in. Let the weight of the town bear down on them, the mass and substance of the teeming municipality. Outside it was growing dark. Rain was falling. The station doors opening and closing, the evening traffic growing until the noise of its passing was felt in the fabric of the building, the witnesses glancing at each other nervously now, feeling the town bestirring itself, the darksome thrumming.


It was eight o’clock before Speers indicated the interviews were about to start. He used a basement interview room, the table notched and scarred. He knew that they would expect this. He was hard-faced, abrupt. He gave the impression that events beyond the station walls were hastening to an inevitable conclusion.


McCrink walked past the interviewees in the corridor. The process would have to be gruelling. They would have to move through the stages. Acceptance and repentance. They would be turned out into the darkness, shriven. He opened the door of the interview room then turned in the doorway and beckoned. A young man got uncertainly to his feet. Come in, McCrink thought. Lay bare your pilgrim soul.


The interview rooms were in the basement of Corry Square. The witness was meant to feel the weight of the building pressing down on him. The rooms were bare, the pipework exposed. There was a table in the middle of the floor with a chair to each side. McCrink thought that the purpose was to intimidate the witness. To draw wrong to themselves, repent of sins they had not yet committed.


‘We’ll bring the backwoods Prod out in them,’ Johnston said. ‘We’ll rattle on the roofs of their fucking tin gospel huts. There’s nothing to distract them. The only thing they can do is talk. They start to tell you stuff they didn’t even know they knew.’


Hesitant at first. Then a story starts to take shape in their heads. They start to see the possibilities of narrative, the interwoven stuff of their lives. How things have shaped themselves around the defining moment. How they found themselves in an Orange hall, the dramatic building, in the dark and thrilling proximity of a sex crime. They try to piece the night together, how seemingly meaningless events become part of the weft. They start to ponder the interrelatedness of things. They are grateful to the interviewer for helping to find the patterns.


The telling of it alters what happened. They start to see everything as laden down with consequence. Searching their memory for detail. The dream-sequences. There are digressions. The narrative falters.


‘They start making it up,’ Speers said. ‘If they can’t remember they make it up. You got to keep a handle on them.’


They begin to see the victim’s passage through their lives, the unearthly progress. Every action fated.


‘You wait till you see the whites of their eyes,’ Johnston said.


‘They’re thinking it could have been me,’ Speers said, ‘the killer could have picked any one of them.’ He laughed and lit a Gold Bond. ‘They’re thinking what’s so special about her?’


‘That’s not it,’ McCrink said. The witnesses became panicky, words spilling out of them. They had felt the presence of death or some attendant to death in the hall, a louche cold figure who gave the impression that he had been there for some time.


‘They have to tell the whole thing because they’re terrified,’ McCrink said. Searching for the formula of words that would protect them. The telling. The incantation of story.


‘I’d hang them all,’ Johnston said, ‘hang them all and let God sort them out.’


Johnston put a telegram on the desk in front of McCrink. The lettering dark and inky, the characters unevenly spaced. Kennedy. Tonight. 8.00. HQ.


‘Looks like the Chief Constable wants you,’ Speers said.


‘We’ll be busy here, sir, don’t worry,’ Johnston said, ‘I’m always busy anyhow, isn’t that right, sir?’


Busy at what? McCrink thought.
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McCrink drove to RUC Headquarters at Castlereagh on the outskirts of Belfast feeling he was leaving mischief behind him. The headquarters were low grey buildings, flat-roofed with a Soviet-era look to them. McCrink was led through distempered corridors, feeling he was out in some far-flung spy post. He imagined operatives crouched over radar screens, looking for incoming missiles, parabolic flights coming in over Siberia.


Kennedy’s office was leather and wood. The Chief Constable was wearing full dress uniform. A career policeman, McCrink thought. He shook hands with McCrink.


‘Congratulations on your appointment.’


‘I’m sorry I didn’t come straight away.’


‘Of course, of course. It was an emergency. You’ll find your duties here are light. There is little inspecting to be done. However Minister Faulkner has expressed a wish that you keep a close eye on this Pearl Gamble business.’


Brian Faulkner. Minister for Home Affairs. Faulkner’s picture in the Telegraph. Pitching himself at the urbane but you looked at the mouth, the downturned corners, the big-house dissatisfactions written all over him, the epic disdain. Faulkner rode to hounds. Faulkner knew the structures of rotten boroughs, redrawn ward boundaries, electoral carve-ups, zoning scandals going unaddressed. Faulkner was a big-house Unionist. He had estates in the east and on the border. An air of feudal rancours about him. Disdain in the gene code.


‘What is the state of play?’ Kennedy said. ‘A sex crime?’


‘Looks like it.’


‘What’s the story with the girl?’


‘She left the dance on her own about 1.30. We’re interviewing witnesses.’


‘Witnesses?’


‘The man who found her. The crowd who were at the dance. No eye-witness to the crime.’


‘What sort of crowd?’


‘Local girls. Mill girls. Crew of wide boys from the town.’


‘Murder weapon?’


‘None so far.’


‘Was she interfered with?’


McCrink had worked in London, Denmark Street. Soho and the theatre district. Areas that were described as vice-ridden. He had seen women dead in alleys, beaten by lovers in shabby flats. He had seen a Maltese tom with her nostrils slit. Sex crimes with an Edwardian slant to them, gaslit, looming out of the fog, Whitechapel lurkers at work in the night.


‘She was stripped. Bare to the world.’


‘Anything else?’


‘She was stabbed and strangled. He wasn’t taking any chances.’


‘I’ll say again. Any sexual interference?’


‘He never laid a hand on her person. Bar the beating and the stabbing and the strangling. That’s the preliminary finding anyhow.’


‘I hope the locals are giving you a steer.’


‘They say they’ve got a likely candidate.’


‘The gathering of evidence is the responsibility of the investigating officer,’ Kennedy said. ‘They have failed to find the murder weapon or any eye-witnesses to the crime.’


‘Either he has them well concealed or we’re barking up the wrong tree, sir. Might not have been him after all.’


‘You do not seem to have considered the possibility that the suspect might be cleverer than you give him credit for. Perverts often are, you know.’


You wouldn’t know a pervert from a hole in the ground, McCrink thought.


‘I find that an appeal to the public is often effective in these cases,’ Kennedy said. ‘Encourages good citizenry.’


‘Yes sir.’


‘We have to apprehend the beast,’ Kennedy said. ‘An example will have to be made.’


You’re an example of something yourself, McCrink thought.


‘You’ll have full access to Special Branch files in order to familiarise yourself with the province and its people,’ Kennedy said.


McCrink stayed in the city that night. He slept badly, the names of the Nude Murder victims going through his head. Elizabeth Figg. Gwynneth Rees. The unmarked corpses, nude and profane. The killer easing them into death and dumping their bodies. Drawing them into his narrative, their stories retold. Their old lives were discarded. All the cheap flats and sex acts in the backs of parked cars. You could see it in the arrest files. Their pale demeaned faces. The autopsy reports pointed to venereal disease, evidence of alcohol abuse and malnutrition. The killer seeing the possibility in them that they could redeem themselves in death.




 





The body of Pearl Gamble was transferred to the Royal Victoria in Belfast for full autopsy. Photographs in the Newry Reporter and the Belfast Telegraph show the hearse leaving the hospital grounds. There are knots of people at the hospital gates. They have the look of a defeated populace. Sullen, huddled. There are photographers from the city papers, PA reporters in Aquascutum coats. There are no photographs of the hearse arriving at the Royal. The car directed to a rear entrance. A concrete ramp down to the mortuary. The body removed from the coffin and placed on a wheeled gurney by aproned attendants. They wheeled Pearl through the waiting area to the pathology room, the men talking quietly among themselves. The instruments of dissection are waiting for her. The scales to weigh the organs. Pearl’s substance and matter accounted for, weighed and assayed. The place tiled and sluiced. Cabinets of stainless steel and high-wattage strip lighting to keep the dark away, the cadaver shadows.
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McCrink drove back to the coast that evening. He had been booked into a hotel in Rostrevor. He went as far as the Great Northern Hotel opposite the coal pier. Along the coastline there were many hotels named for train companies. The Great Northern. The Great Western. They were built in the style of grand European hotels. There were high-ceilinged foyers, uniformed porterage. The mouldering ballrooms and damp shrubberies seemed to have decays catered for, lingered over. There were still framed posters on the walls of the hotels, the mass-tourism reveries of the mid-fifties. Outings and excursions, charabancs and trains carrying families from dreamed-of industrial belts. The lines shut down. The railway companies went into receivership. The vast hotels could be seen for miles around, gaunt and ill-lit termini on the lough’s wintry shore.


McCrink checked in and telephoned Corry Square. Johnston answered the phone. McCrink asked for Speers.


‘Inspector Speers has gone home, sir,’ Johnston said.


‘How is the investigation proceeding?’


‘I’m not inclined to judgement.’


‘For Christ’s sake, Johnston, I’m not asking you to send somebody to eternal flame. I’m asking you how the day went.’


‘Since you ask, sir, the finger is pointing in the direction of McGladdery. Since you speak of eternal flame.’


‘Go on.’


‘We have witnesses saying he danced with Miss Gamble. We have witnesses to vulgar acts on his part. He disappears after the dance. It turns out that a bicycle was stole from outside the hall and the bicycle turns up at Damolly Cross.’


‘What does McGladdery say?’


‘Denies it. Laughs in the face of jeopardy and right thinking.’


‘Laughs?’


‘Thinks it a joke a woman laid out indecent and dead in a field like a beast.’
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