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DEDICATION

FOR
GERRY AND SUE


‘Only in the agony of parting do we look into the depths of love.’

(GEORGE ELIOT)





Prologue
December 1987 – Glenbarry, County Down, Northern Ireland



The man pulled into a gateway and switched off his motorbike engine. There was just enough moonlight to see the cottage across the road. Moving silently, he crept into the front garden, lit a cigarette in the lee of some shrubs, and studied the outline of the cottage.

A red Mini, parked on the gravel drive, told him she was at home. He stubbed the smouldering cigarette stub between hardened, yellowed fingertips and tucked it carefully into a trouser pocket. Warm light spilled from the downstairs windows. With his back to the wall, he edged around the side of the building to the rear. Peering through the patio doors, he saw a dark-haired woman moving about in the kitchen. She seemed to be by herself, but he had to be sure. Now she was sitting, elbows on a wooden table, face in her hands, shoulders lifting. She’s crying, he thought, as well she might. After a minute or two, when only a ginger cat padded towards her, he felt certain she was alone. The night was moving on. Snow could be on the way. He retraced his steps to the front of the cottage, the gun now held low in his right hand, and lifted the brass knocker.
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‘Violence in these so-called “war zones” is usually very localised.’ Her employer’s attempts at reassurance came to mind as Eleanor Dawson cast a wary eye over Belfast from the deck of the Liverpool ferry. For the queue of foot passengers on the quayside, there were no ‘Welcome’ signs or shelter from the rain. The city, she mused, looked rather like the corpse of a dead whale, chimney stacks like bones pointing to the clouds. Much later, she reprimanded herself for not escaping while she could. Driving down the car ramp, she contrasted the bleak tableau before her with her arrival in New York twelve months earlier, the start of a remarkable year in which she had played a starring role, flying home to Braithwaite & Beresford in London trailing clouds of glory. How would she feel after a year in Belfast? she wondered.

The road through the docks weaved through pyramids of coal and rusting cranes before it joined a six-lane motorway, fringed by derelict red-brick factories. The rain never paused. She had not expected charm, but the city failed even as gritty drama. The road signs carried names familiar from reported atrocities, ‘Short Strand’, ‘Antrim Road’, ‘Crumlin’. After fifteen minutes criss-crossing bridges over a muddy-brown river, she parked in a side street to consult her map. The company she was to work for had provided a flat near ‘Malone Road’. Geraldine, the chatty office manager at Gordon & Company, had phoned with the address, giving her the identical advice as David Braithwaite in London: ‘Don’t believe what you see on the news. You’ll love Belfast.’

Eleanor had crossed the personal Rubicon leading her to Belfast on the first morning back in London from New York. She had arrived at the office early for the regular Monday meeting, hoping for a quick catch-up with her old school friend and fellow solicitor, Georgina Taylor, who, after a quick hug, had remarked approvingly on her changed appearance.

‘That’s one hell of a smart suit, Lena,’ she had said, using the familiar diminutive.

‘New Yorkers judge your appearance almost as ruthlessly as your work rate. I should have listened to your advice years ago.’

‘Still, well done,’ Georgina replied.

‘Let’s face it, if it weren’t for you, Georgie, I wouldn’t have been there at all. It was a great experience. I managed to pass the New York bar exam and represented clients in the lower courts.’

‘My goodness. They certainly do things differently over there.’

‘They do indeed, and what’s more, I was good at it. No one in New York called me “Lena the Dreamer”.’

‘It’ll be tough settling back here after all that but let’s get to the boardroom before all the seats are taken.’

As they waited for the lift, David Braithwaite was in his office below, getting papers ready for the meeting he was about to chair.

‘Eleanor Dawson’s back at work today,’ he told his partner, Andrew Beresford. ‘Did you read Steve Sullivan’s report? Somewhat incredibly, he seems to have allowed her to represent clients in the district courts. The report says she was “decisive, hard-working and a team player”.’

‘I saw that. Our “Lena the Dreamer” is unrecognisable,’ said Beresford.

‘Rarely have I come across anyone less suited to the cut and thrust of our profession,’ said Braithwaite. ‘If her father hadn’t been an old army friend, and a vicar to boot, I would never have agreed to take her on.’

‘I fear our Miss Dawson exemplifies the old adage, “The wheel is turning, but the hamster is missing”,’ said Beresford.

‘And now I’ve got to press-gang someone to go to Belfast for a year,’ complained Braithwaite. ‘I can’t say “volunteer” because no one will actually want to go.’

‘Who in their right mind would?’ said Beresford, holding the office door open.

‘Belfast hardly has the same cachet as New York,’ agreed Braithwaite, heading for the lift.

By the time Lena and Georgina arrived in the third-floor boardroom, the junior solicitors and paralegals were already settled in, noisily slapping files down on tables and telling competing stories about their weekend exploits before the chatter subsided and the meeting began. Braithwaite’s routine was to ask the person seated on his immediate left to comment on what cases were due in the courts that week and then work clockwise around the table. Early arrivals took seats to his left while the later arrivals, on Braithwaite’s right, were forced to come up with ever more inconsequential suggestions. As Lena walked in behind her friend, there were gratifying signs – a raised eyebrow, a second glance – that her colleagues were also noting her improved appearance. Braithwaite will already have seen Steve Sullivan’s report from New York, she thought. Today, of all days, I will be spared coming up with anything clever.

‘I am sure we would all like to welcome Lena Dawson back from New York,’ began Braithwaite. ‘Sullivan & Cullen say they’ll miss her on Wall Street. Welcome home, Lena.’ A few feeble ‘hear, hears’ followed.

Lena, as far as her colleagues were concerned, had arrived in the office five years earlier when there was no advertised vacancy. It had not taken them long to discover her father, George Dawson, a country parson, and Braithwaite had once soldiered together and to draw the rather obvious conclusion. The rest of them had served their time in small-town solicitors’ offices before managing the big move to London. Lena, they decided, was a girl whose self-effacing modesty was amply justified and who had only got her foot in the door by hanging on tight to her father’s cassock.

‘At the end of the meeting,’ Braithwaite continued, ‘I will be calling for volunteers to cover for maternity leave at an old friend’s firm in Belfast. Working with William Gordon would be a valuable opportunity for anyone wanting to develop their skills-base in human rights law.’

Everyone around the table began silently listing their reasons to decline. At first, Lena was no different, but the usual marriage break-ups, house purchases and probate work were hardly enticing after the challenges of New York. Neither was the obvious resentment of her work colleagues. Belfast was a pretty appalling prospect, but she began to toy with Braithwaite’s offer. As the meeting drew to a close, he began reading from Gordon’s letter. The lucky volunteer could expect to ‘represent both loyalist and republican paramilitaries and engage in preparatory work for Troubles-related trials and inquests,’ he said. If he had hoped this would propel hands into the air, he was sadly mistaken. Lena’s antennae, however, had begun to quiver and she heard her own voice saying, ‘I’ll go, as it seems nobody else wants to,’ her words dropping into silence.

‘Are you sure, Lena?’ asked Braithwaite, turning to face her. ‘You’re only just back from America.’

‘Positive, David. I haven’t taken on any new cases since I returned, so there’s no need for any complicated handovers, and, as you say, it will broaden the firm’s capacity.’

Braithwaite, slightly repelled by her ingratiating tone, turned to scan the table. ‘Anyone else?’ Lena noted their stony silence. Many had domestic or financial obligations in London and even those without did not fancy spending a year in a place known only for its meaningless violence and repugnant politicians. Around the table, a cheerful consensus grew that ‘Lena the Dreamer’ was setting herself up for a fall, and a bad one.

‘All right, Lena, it seems you have it,’ said Braithwaite, relieved not to have to phone Gordon empty-handed. It was a cue for everyone to push their chairs back and return to their desks. Georgina Taylor and Lena Dawson being the last to leave.

‘What on earth came over you?’ Georgina asked in the corridor.

‘I’m going nowhere here,’ Lena said. ‘They all complain about me behind my back – including Braithwaite. He’s not forgiven himself for taking me on in the first place.’

After a lifetime of complaining, Lena hoped her decision impressed Georgina. Their families had been friends and neighbours in Hampshire for decades. Charlotte Dawson and Georgina’s mother, Hermione Taylor, were as close as two women with highly elevated opinions of themselves could be.

Five years older than Lena, Georgie had witnessed the petty punishments imposed by the Dawsons, chiefly Charlotte, for her friend’s perceived academic inadequacies. One summer in the 1960s, as charabancs full of over-excited schoolgirls had left for the centre court at Wimbledon, Lena had been left behind – her parents’ punishment for a D in Latin. The following year, while the rest of the school went to see Doctor Zhivago in London, Lena was not amongst them (a fail in Maths). A splinter of steel slid into Lena’s soul as she paced the echoing school corridors alone. ‘There should be a law against it,’ Georgina had said on her return.

The novel concept of something to protect her from maternal disapproval had resonated deeply with Lena. Imagine, she thought, a rule to prevent her being the object of everyone’s scorn and pity. So, she had followed Georgina and read law at university. Ten years on, during the flight from New York, she had vowed never to complain to Georgina again. She was a grown woman in her thirties. It was time for a clean break with the past.

Much of the credit for her newfound self-confidence, Lena knew, could be laid at Steve Sullivan’s door. Before leaving for New York, Braithwaite had told her how they had met at a legal conference, describing him as a ‘mover and shaker’. Lena had expected a brash Irish-American, throwing his weight around but Sullivan surprised her. Self-deprecating, despite his wealth and influence, it was he who had encouraged her to take the New York bar exam and who, henceforth, passed her ever-more challenging cases – even giving her informal lessons during weekends away at his beach-front home on Long Island. ‘Dangle the carrot but never cry wolf,’ he had once said of relations between the law and the press, prompting Lena to playfully complain about mixed metaphors. In short, he had boosted her self-confidence and helped her find her voice.

In much of her court work, she had acted for Black communities in Harlem, fighting attempts at mass evictions by landlords intent on gentrifying the area. She learned the law could challenge and even defeat powerful interests and gradually took on more significant cases, winning many small battles – and some not so small. Once, she had even noticed Sullivan sitting, incognito, at the back of a civil court where she was representing clients. At the end of the year, he did his best to persuade her to stay rather than return to London – ‘that class-ridden backwater’ he had called it. But Lena was intent on showing both her family and her detractors at work – even Georgie – how ‘The Dreamer’ was now a winner.

There was only one issue on which Lena and Sullivan had crossed swords. It had amused him – and angered her – that he easily won their skirmishes on the law in Northern Ireland, where she knew he was a regular visitor.

‘I’d wager a dollar or two you know more about apartheid in South Africa than about the law in Belfast,’ he had once said.

‘People there surely have exactly the same rights as anyone in Britain,’ she had said.

‘Oh yeah?’ he had replied. ‘So you don’t know that Hendrik Verwoerd said he would scrap all his repressive legislation for just one regulation in the Northern Ireland Special Powers Act.’

There was definitely unfinished business, Lena thought, between her and Sullivan and it might even have subliminally influenced her decision to volunteer. Now, here she was, lost in Belfast, passing a church as a Sunday morning service ended. The women, arm in arm with their husbands, wore pastel-coloured polyester suits in lilac and peach with matching hats, a throwback to the sixties, the fifties even. The church itself was a Victorian pile in grubby-pink sandstone that she immediately compared, unfavourably, to the flint and weathered-brick church over which her father held sway in Hampshire. Finally, she found herself in a quiet street off the Malone Road. The apartment was in the attic of a red-brick Edwardian house at the end of a gloomy, rhododendron-lined driveway – a poor relation, she decided, to the light-filled apartment in Kensington where a school friend was now house-sitting. The beige-painted living room smelled slightly musty, as did the rest of the flat. In the kitchenette, she found brief instructions on how to light an old-fashioned gas fire and where to find a twenty-four-hour shop. It will do for a week or two, she thought, unpacking the few clothes and books she had brought with her and deciding to phone her father to stop him fretting. George Dawson, so enthusiastic about her move to New York, had been appalled about Belfast. She shuddered remembering the moment, on their way home from Andover railway station, that she had broken the news.

‘I’ve something interesting to tell you,’ she had said at red traffic lights. ‘I’m going to work in Belfast for a year, covering for a solicitor on maternity leave.’

When the expected acclamation failed to materialise, she had glanced over at him, puzzled, but he was focused on the stationary traffic. She had waited. The lights turned green and he had accelerated away, still silent. Unable to endure it any longer, she asked again. ‘Exciting, isn’t it?’

‘Lena, I’m trying to think of an appropriate response. You must be out of your mind. It’s a tribal snake pit.’

Unsympathetic words, she thought, for a man of the cloth.

‘It’s for less than a year and will look great on my CV.’

‘You’re making a huge mistake. Career suicide. It’s the land that time forgot, for good reason. A hopeless, neverending miasma.’

Remembering that he and Braithwaite were old pals, she used his name to try and turn things around.

‘Braithwaite asked me particularly,’ she lied.

‘Braithwaite? I’ll have a word with him and get it called off.’

Lena reached for a second little fib.

‘He’s promised me high-profile cases in Belfast.’

‘Do you watch the news? Someone is murdered there twice a week. And yet no one anywhere gives a damn.’

For the third time, Lena lied. ‘My new boss, William Gordon, is very well connected.’

She didn’t get any further.

‘William Gordon, you say?’

Lena nodded, ‘Yes, he’s a friend of Braithwaite’s and owns the firm in Belfast, but what difference does that make?’

‘All the difference in the world. Gordon and I soldiered together in Kenya in the 1950s, when you were just a baby. A most obliging fellow. I’ll get on the blower to him this evening and extricate you.’

Lena was infuriated. Her father still thought he could decide where she worked.

‘You will not,’ she said. ‘It’s all settled.’

‘Well, at least I’ll talk to him. It’s been years since I saw him.’

‘For heaven’s sake, leave it. I don’t want him to think I’m a little girl being fussed over by her daddy.’

That evening in the rectory at Little Woldham, as she sat deep in an armchair beside Charlotte watching television, Lena heard her father’s animated voice on the phone in his study and guessed to whom he was speaking. She glowered as he emerged.

‘I did ask you not to ring,’ she said.

‘Only to reassure myself. That’s the least I can do to settle poor Charlotte’s nerves. William has promised to look after you.’

Charlotte Dawson, absorbed in the television programme, heard her name mentioned and developed a sudden interest. ‘What has Lena done to unsettle my nerves?’ she asked.

‘Nothing Mummy. Dad’s just joking. I’m going to work in Belfast for a bit and he doesn’t approve,’ she said.

‘If you’re stupid enough to work somewhere that ghastly, you deserve everything you get,’ Charlotte had said.

On the phone now to her father from her new flat in the ‘sectarian snake pit’, Lena wanted to make sure he did not intervene again.

‘It’s very quiet over here,’ she said. ‘Very normal.’

‘I’ve been talking to William Gordon,’ he replied. ‘He’ll be in the office tomorrow to settle you in.’

She managed a calm reply.

‘By now, he probably thinks I’m incapable of making a cup of tea.’

Back in the flat, she opened a bottle of wine, figured out how to work the television and began to wonder what the hell she had landed herself in. She knew next to nothing about Belfast and had managed, so far, to make a virtue out of it, telling anyone who asked that she had an ‘open mind’ and was ‘looking forward to observing events close up’. One summer, she had taken a brief interest when an IRA bomb exploded at a telephone exchange near the Old Bailey. She was in court observing a trial when there was a dull thud and the building trembled. Alarm bells began ringing. Dust rose from the ancient tomes on the judge’s bench. A moment’s pause, and then people began a relatively disciplined stampede out of the building. After some hanging about in the street outside, she had gone home early like everyone else.

The newspapers had claimed the next day that Londoners were ‘defiant’ and showing ‘the bulldog spirit’. No one had been killed or even injured, Lena thought. It did not take much to be brave in those circumstances. When soldiers’ funerals were shown on TV, people sighed but it seemed to be happening far, far away, across the sea – grim, to be sure, but largely ignored. Before leaving London, she had started reading articles about Belfast in The Guardian and The Sunday Times. Both said the IRA, ostensibly fighting for a united Ireland, was in fact a small, criminal gang funding itself by extorting protection money from builders and property developers. They leeched off working-class communities through squalid drinking clubs, gambling dens and taxi rackets. It sounded grimy and sinister. And now here she was.

On her last week in London, Georgina had invited her to dinner with her husband, Martin Porter, at their rambling home in Hampstead. Porter, a leading defence QC, had worked for a while in Northern Ireland in the early days after the violence erupted. Georgina had suggested he might be able to offer advice and Lena had quickly accepted the invitation. The more frequently you were invited to ‘Porters’ Parties’, the higher your social and legal status. The undisputed star of the London legal firmament, he was the focus of attention in every courtroom in which he appeared. His court hallmark, when ready to issue a legal coup de grâce, was to lift a languid hand and tuck imaginary strands of hair into place behind his peruke. Such moments were eagerly awaited by the solicitors, barristers and even judges who flocked to his appearances. Porter could feign convincing expressions of scepticism to order – fixing a jury with a basilisk stare or a slightly raised eyebrow – before delivering a well-constructed killer line as if they were an audience. Which, in a way, they were.

That evening, Lena had managed to corner him on a sofa for advice.

‘I’ll be out of my depth over there,’ she had begun.

‘You’ve already negotiated the legal vipers’ nest in New York, so Belfast should be a stroll in the park, but I’m happy to offer a few words.’

‘Please do.’

‘First of all, keep any views on the Troubles to yourself – even in private amongst friends. Never, ever discuss religion or politics with anyone.’

‘It’s all about Catholics against Protestants, isn’t it?’

‘It’s a smidgeon more complex than that. You know the basics – Catholics want a united Ireland, Protestants want to maintain the status quo and so on and so forth. But it’s also about power and control and history. Didn’t you learn anything at that expensive school you and Georgie went to?’

‘Ask me about Anne Boleyn or Napoleon Bonaparte and I’ll write you an essay. Ask me about Ireland, and aside from a vague feeling that Oliver Cromwell isn’t exactly a local hero, I’d be struck dumb.’

‘You’ll need to learn the alphabet soup pretty quickly. Just remember any acronym beginning with ‘U’ for Ulster is likely to be Protestant and pro-British while one beginning with ‘I’ is likely to be Catholic and in favour of a united Ireland,’ he said.

‘Well, even I know about the IRA,’ Lena had said, half-whispering the three letters. Even spoken privately, they conjured up images indelibly burned into the common memory; lumps of dead horses in Park Lane, broken chairs in Birmingham pubs and sinister mug-shots of angry men staring into the camera lens.

‘Ah yes,’ Porter had replied, airily. ‘The IRA. We all know about them. Or think we do. I’d stay well away from them and their sympathisers. “Mad, bad and dangerous to know”, as Lady Caroline Lamb said of Lord Byron.’

‘Stop Martin, you can’t make fun of the IRA,’ Lena had said, looking around to see if they were overheard but only Georgina was near and joined them.

‘Don’t frighten Lena, Martin,’ she said. ‘She’s looking forward to an exciting adventure.’

‘Judging from her recent triumphs in New York, it would take more than me to frighten her,’ said Porter, winking knowingly at Lena who, still finding it difficult to accept a compliment, looked down modestly at the carpet.

At their goodbyes in the hallway, her taxi at the front door, Porter had some final private words of advice. ‘The Irish have a saying, “Whatever you say, say nothing”. You could do a lot worse. But, if you need assistance with any really interesting cases, you know where I am.’

His voice lowered.

‘Another thing. I hate to sound overdramatic but, if you do phone to ask for help, be careful. They’re fond of listening to other people’s conversations over there. Just make a reference to something happening “upstairs” and I’ll understand. “Upstairs” will be our codeword.’

Lena had thought it a bit theatrical but filed it away for possible future use.

Now, here in Belfast, on the first morning of her new life, she woke with his words echoing in her head: ‘Whatever you say, say nothing.’ It was freezing cold in the bedroom and she was steeling herself to throw back the covers when she heard a female newsreader on the radio say a man had been shot dead in Belfast overnight.

‘The victim, who has yet to be named but is believed to have been from Ardoyne, was found early this morning by a man walking his dog close to the Forth River near the Ballygomartin Road. A post-mortem examination is to be carried out later today. The RUC say it has all the hallmarks of another sectarian murder. No group has yet claimed responsibility.’

Lena wondered how far away Ardoyne was. The news report also said that the Ulster Defence Association – or UDA – was calling for the strengthening of the Ulster Defence Regiment. She had to remember. The UDA were loyalist paramilitaries. The UDR was a locally recruited British Army regiment. How on earth was anyone expected to make sense of it?

Hurrying now, she rushed from bedroom to bathroom and back again, hoping the few clothes she had brought were suitable. Brushing her hair, she frowned at the white face in the mirror. Why did she always look either angry or sad? Her smile never seemed to reach her eyes. Where did those deep furrows on her forehead come from? At least God might have made her a little taller. Georgie had once told her not to believe what she saw in the mirror. ‘You only think your face is stern, darling, because you’re scowling at yourself,’ she had said. ‘Other people don’t see you like that at all.’ Ah, well, Lena thought, better to look serious than silly. Applying her make-up with a little more care than normal, she then phoned the taxi firm recommended by Geraldine, the office manager.

‘Where to love?’ the cheerful driver asked after she clambered in.

‘High Street, please. The offices of Gordon & Company.’

‘You’re not from around here, are you? What brings you to our lovely city?’ the driver asked as they drove into town.

‘I’m working here for the next few months.’

‘Don’t believe what you see on the telly. Belfast people are the best in the world.’

It was, she realised, the third time someone had insisted on that. Either it was true or people were suspiciously keen to persuade her.

The driver chattered on as they passed red-brick residential roads until they stopped in a street of modern office buildings with a clock tower at its end, leaning slightly to the right. She paid the fare and jumped out, buzzing the intercom for ‘Gordon & Co. – Third Floor’. Inside the lobby, she found an old-fashioned lift with folding metal grilles that needed a firm shove to open. The lift scraped the concrete sides of the shaft as it rose, setting her teeth on edge. At the first floor, she yanked the grille open again and found herself in another tiny hallway with a sign asking visitors to ‘Press Buzzer and Wait’. The door was opened by a middle-aged woman wearing letterbox-red lipstick, over-large spectacles and a wide smile.

‘You must be Eleanor Dawson. I’m Mr Gordon’s office manager, Geraldine,’ the woman said. ‘Welcome to Belfast. Sorry about the lift. It’s not been the same since the IRA bombed British Home Stores next door but the insurers say it’s quite safe.’

Lena tried not to look startled and noted that the first encounter Gordon & Company’s clients had with their legal representatives was a tiny reception area with no framed certificates on the wall, and no houseplants. It had a vinyl-tiled floor that could do with a deep clean and a basic reception desk. Public relations is clearly not a priority here, she thought.

‘Do you like the apartment, Miss Dawson?’ Geraldine asked. ‘Mr Gordon knows the owner. The Malone Road is lovely, isn’t it?’

Choosing to keep her opinion on ‘The Beige Box’ (as she had begun to think of it) to herself, Lena nodded and said, ‘Please just call me Lena. The apartment is very nice.’

‘I’ll show you into Mr Gordon’s office,’ Geraldine said, leading her around the back of the lift and opening a door. ‘We have a great view of the Albert Clock. It’s our own leaning tower, just like Pisa. Mr Gordon will be here shortly. I’ll get you a coffee while you wait.’

Pisa? thought Lena, looking out through the driving rain at the clock face across the road. This place has an inflated opinion of itself. There was no word processor in her new employer’s carpet-tiled office, just a large desk, a couple of button-down, fake-leather chairs, a wooden sideboard carrying a wide array of drinks and some filing cabinets. She walked to the window and gazed out into the wet, grey morning and the heavy traffic on the junction below. When Geraldine returned, the coffee was just as awful as she had expected, quite in a league of its own. She had barely deposited it on top of a filing cabinet when the office door opened and her new boss strolled in, dumped his briefcase on the desk and held out a slightly moist hand for her to shake. Her first impression was that he seemed well past retirement age.

‘Hello, my dear, welcome to Belfast. What a pleasure to meet George Dawson’s wee girl. Hope you’ll enjoy working here,’ he boomed.

Gordon had grey hair, a florid complexion and carried too much weight. Lena was disappointed. She couldn’t imagine Steve Sullivan-style sparring matches with him.

‘You found the flat? Excellent. You must have your father’s sense of direction. He was always very keen on maps. It belongs to a friend. There’s a parking space set aside for you across the road, behind The Belfast Independent building. It’s an old bomb site. A lot of them around here, but at least we have plenty of parking space, not like London, eh?’

‘No, sir. Not like London at all. You are all very welcoming. Your letter to David Braithwaite spoke of preparing for inquests. It sounds so interesting. Can you tell me a bit more?’

‘Plenty of time for that later. Let me show you around.’

Gordon hauled himself to his feet again and turned left into a large open-plan office. There, she realised with some dismay, the mainly male junior solicitors (to whom she was introduced) and the female typists (to whom she was not) worked side-by-side, their desks piled high with folders and box files. Dickensian, Lena thought, nodding politely as they all looked up from their work for a few seconds and gave her wan smiles. Gordon finished his tour by showing her into a small, glass-partitioned office off the main reception area.

‘And this is Heather Collins’ office,’ he said, ‘and yours while you are here. She does most of my personal legal work. She’s left notes and a diary, and you can open that pile of mail on the desk. I’ll say goodbye now if I may. I’ve calls to make and friends to meet for lunch. You just settle in.’

Back in his own office, Gordon phoned Trevor Gibson, assistant chief constable of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, to arrange lunch.

‘I dislike having any stranger in the office,’ he said over steak pie and a bottle of Merlot in the Reform Club, ‘but Heather is on maternity leave for who knows how long.’

‘The new girl will settle down,’ said Gibson.

‘I thought mentioning terrorism cases in the letter to Braithwaite would deter volunteers but here she is and already asking about inquest work. It’s all very well, Miss Eleanor Dawson from Hampshire wanting to get involved but setting her loose in the courts is fraught with danger,’ he fretted.

‘Can’t you speak to her father?’ asked Gibson. ‘Weren’t you both in the same regiment in Kenya?’

‘We were indeed. He left the army and became a military chaplain, but not before he caused no end of trouble, making claims about a patrol allegedly killing Mau Mau. The soldiers were acquitted, of course, but their careers were ruined. I hope that, on this occasion, the apple will fall far away from the tree.’

‘You have friends in the courts who’ll keep a close eye on her. The moment she puts a foot wrong, rein the filly in.’

Back in High Street, Lena was flicking through the case files on her desk and examining Heather’s 1987 appointment diary, quickly deducing that she carried out very pedestrian work – mostly conveyancing and probate. There was nothing criminal or corporate in Heather’s case list and certainly nothing related to the violence which was, apparently, raging outside. For the moment, however, she would heed Martin Porter’s advice, listen and learn. As her father said, ‘Better be silent and thought a fool than speak and remove all doubt.’

For the next few days, she kept a low profile, learning her route from ‘The Beige Box’ to the bomb-site car park, reading the case files and buttering up Geraldine, who – like all solicitors’ office managers – was a mine of information. William Gordon, it seemed, had decided to take the rest of the week off, either in what Geraldine described as his ‘big place out west in County Fermanagh’ or his second home in nearby Hillsborough, a ‘sweet little village outside Belfast’. To impress the visitor from London, she claimed that politicians and leading QCs were frequent visitors to the office but, by the end of Lena’s first week, she was rock-solid certain that Gordon’s was no match for Sullivan & Cullen in New York. She would lobby William for more interesting work and find a home a great deal more satisfactory than the Malone Road apartment.

The only gratifying moment in that first month was putting in a call to Steve Sullivan in New York informing him she was working in Belfast. He immediately approved, but it wasn’t long before they clashed again. The news of the day was an IRA mortar-bomb blast at a County Tyrone RUC station during which a local pensioner, a member of the unionist community, had died of a shock-induced heart attack. Intent on showing off her recently acquired local knowledge, Lena had ventured the opinion that unionists were justified in asking London to extend the role of the Ulster Defence Regiment to include intelligence-gathering.

‘At the moment,’ she said, ‘they’re not allowed to do much, apart from patrolling and checking cars.’

‘Aren’t there enough UDR men already spying on their neighbours?’ Sullivan had replied.

Lena was not for backing down. She was now, after all, living and working in Belfast – Sullivan was over 3,000 miles away.

‘The British government has to use what resources it has at its disposal. The IRA must be put out of business. Your government would do the same, faced with the same problem.’

‘I do hope not. Giving the UDR an intelligence role would alienate the nationalist community even further. London makes the same mistakes over and over again, particularly in the courts as you will soon find out.’

‘The same laws apply in the courts here as anywhere else in the UK.’

‘Oh Lena, please. Have you already forgotten our discussion about the Special Powers Act? The law is being stretched to breaking point. They’ve abolished trial by jury and even the BBC is accusing the RUC of beating people during interrogation. Now you’ve got these “supergrass” cases where they’re trying to send dozens of people to jail on the word of self-confessed murderers. It’s just one stupid mistake after another.’

Lena felt right back where she had been in New York.

‘Well, at least I’m over here now and learning,’ she said, rather lamely.

‘Yes, I’ll give you that,’ he said.

‘Don’t think,’ she added hurriedly, ‘that my arrival here had anything to do with you. It’s purely coincidental.’

‘I don’t imagine you could have engineered it, even if you’d wanted. Full marks for leaving London though,’ Sullivan had said, trying to sound conciliatory. ‘I’m on the end of a phone if you ever want to talk anything over.’

As the days passed, Lena decided it was time to intervene. First, though, she would find out more about her employer by taking Geraldine out to lunch. Tucked into a café around the corner from the office, over a bowl of grey fluid that advertised itself as ‘vegetable soup’, she began fishing for information.

‘I’m a bit out of my depth,’ she began. ‘Tell me about the others in the office.’

Geraldine was not used to being asked for her opinion and unleashed a stream of useful indiscretions. ‘Mr Gordon doesn’t do much legal work these days, just drops in once or twice a week. He still brings in lots of business by networking and so on. He often lunches with Trevor Gibson – he’s an assistant chief constable – as well as up-and-coming barristers like Geoffrey Hamilton.’

‘He sounds interesting,’ said Lena.

‘Mr Hamilton is a leading QC and writes about politics in The Ulster Monitor. People say he’ll give up the law to stand for parliament before long.’

Perhaps her father was right, Lena thought. Gordon did seem to be well-connected.

‘But,’ Geraldine said, ‘I’ve saved the best ’til last. You haven’t met Edward. He runs the family hotel business and drops by to see his dad most Friday afternoons.’

‘Mr Gordon has a hotel business? Bit of a joke, isn’t it? Unless there’s a market for tours around bomb sites and cemeteries.’

Geraldine was taken aback. Running a chain of hotels was high-status work.

‘They seem to be doing very well,’ she said tartly. ‘The Gordons own the biggest hotel in Belfast and there’s one in the Glens of Antrim – you’ll not have been there yet. Then there are two more along on the north coast, four in all.’

‘I wonder why Edward didn’t go into the law like his father,’ said Lena.

‘He travels a lot,’ said Geraldine. ‘He’s in the US and Canada right now on a tourist board visit. There are photos of him every month in the Ulster Tatler. They call him “Ulster’s most eligible bachelor”. He’s super-tall and,’ she finished with a flourish, ‘he’s a part-time officer in the UDR.’

‘Impressive,’ said Lena, trying to sound sincere and imagining the kind of man Edward Gordon must be, bossing chambermaids about and checking bar receipts, the inheritor of family wealth and authority and not shy about wielding it.

‘The UDR,’ she said. ‘Don’t they patrol around the countryside checking cars?’

‘It’s dangerous work,’ said Geraldine. ‘The IRA are always trying to kill them.’

Lena listened politely for the rest of the hour to stories of under-car booby traps and farmers getting shot on tractors in the countryside. Her father had fought the Mau Mau in the mountains of Kenya. The IRA might be able to bomb bars and shoot unarmed civilians, but it was hardly hand-to-hand combat. Halfway through that Friday afternoon, hearing Geraldine going into her boss’ office, she followed her in and asked him politely if they might discuss her workload.

‘As you already know, I regularly represented clients in the New York civil courts.’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Gordon vaguely, abandoning his tea and walking over to his drinks trolley, packed with rows of whiskey bottles and heavy cut-glass tumblers.

‘A wee dram?’ he suggested, lifting a bottle. ‘This whiskey comes from the oldest distillery in the world.’

‘I think the Scots might have something to say about that.’

‘Oh no, my dear, but it is. It’s from the village of Bush-mills on our north coast,’ he said, uncorking the bottle and tipping it towards her with a raised eyebrow.

‘Thank you, sir, but it’s a little too early for me.’

‘Well, I’m officially retired, you know, my dear. I just drop in here from time to time.’

He downed his whiskey in two large gulps before lifting his briefcase and announcing his departure for home.

‘Can we agree on a date to discuss a work plan?’ she asked.

‘It’ll have to wait until Monday, m’dear,’ he said, picking up papers randomly from his desk and pushing them into a briefcase.

‘I suppose so, sir, but I do want to make the most of my stay here.’

‘Of course, of course. We’ll talk it over on Monday. I’ll see you then.’

On Monday, Lena discovered Gordon was not expected at work again until Friday. It would soon be March, and she had made no real progress. Her frustration coloured her view of Belfast which was, she decided, a mixture of the banal and the sinister. City Hall seemed overblown with its huge, green dome and a forest of domineering pillars. The familiar shopfronts of ‘British Home Stores’ and ‘Marks & Spencer’ were almost comforting when placed next to the paraphernalia of urban warfare. Grey, corrugated-iron sheds, draped in barbed wire, squatted at the entrance and exit routes from the main shopping centre. Inside the sheds, a silent ritual of bag-searching continued from dawn ’til dusk under dim strip lighting. Shoppers queued silently while ill-tempered ‘civilian searchers’ in dark grey uniforms poked and prodded coats and handbags. All year round, damp poppy wreaths swayed in the wind, hanging from metal cages and look-out sangars, marking places where the IRA had blown UDR and RUC men to pieces. Square, pink ‘security zone’ signs, attached to lamp-posts and bollards, warned drivers not to leave their cars unattended. There were black-humoured stories of out-of-towners returning from shopping trips to find the British Army had blown up their vehicles. The city streets had gaping holes. Bomb sites were either used as car parks or filled with ugly cement bollards to prevent bombers from abandoning cars to cause yet more dereliction. There were no supermarkets, no shopping malls, no cafés or restaurants, just two moth-eaten department stores.

Asked by Georgie at around that time to describe life in Belfast, Lena had said, ‘The gloom creeps into your brain like fog and you can’t imagine anywhere in the world where people laugh and meet up after work to socialise and live without crippling fear.’

The next time she heard William Gordon’s voice in his office, she knocked firmly on his door, reminding herself she wasn’t the mouse that had flown out to New York.

‘Mr Gordon,’ she began, ‘I would be of much more use if I took on more challenging cases.’

‘My dear, you are a valuable addition to our staff but we can’t throw you to the wolves.’

‘I volunteered,’ she said, ‘because you promised in your letter to Braithwaite that my work would include representing paramilitaries at court hearings.’

Lena stood her ground as Gordon shifted in his seat and finally caved.

‘I suppose that’s fair enough,’ he conceded. ‘You’re on probation, but I’ll get Geraldine to ease you into some court work.’

‘Persistence pays,’ she told her father that evening.

‘Be careful, Lena. Keep your views to yourself, I don’t want you embarrassing William.’

Ignoring the insult which, being unintended, was even more offensive, she told him not to worry. ‘No one here even hints at an opinion, Dad. What’s happening out on the streets seems to be taboo.’

In a phone call to Georgina in London, Lena had already mused over this bizarre contradiction – that people living in the middle of Europe’s longest-running violent conflict never spoke about it to each other.

‘Maybe it’s because the staff don’t want to get into arguments,’ Georgina had suggested.

‘And there’s no social life after work, no book launches, no legal get-togethers. If things don’t look up, I’m bailing out early.’

‘Patience, Lena. You’ve only just arrived. Something will turn up,’ said Georgina.

The following day, something did turn up in the form of a stiff, white envelope, the kind that can only mean an official invitation. Geraldine dropped it onto Lena’s desk as if it was scalding, then stood waiting for her to open it, shamelessly curious. Inside the envelope was a gilt-edged invitation from the Law Department at Queen’s University to a social event marking the conclusion of an international symposium on ‘The Law and Counter-Terrorism’. Lena held it up for Geraldine’s inspection, but she just said ‘Boring’and returned to her desk. Left alone, Lena analysed her own feelings. Other than clients, taxi drivers and shop assistants, she had yet to meet anyone in Belfast outside the offices of Gordon & Company. She would be exposing herself to a possibly perilous environment, but her thoughts were interrupted by the phone ringing. When she lifted it, she heard a familiar American drawl.

‘That you Lena? Steve Sullivan here. Guess what? I’m in Belfast next week.’

‘Steve. How wonderful to hear from you,’ Lena tried not to sound too eager.

‘Someone dropped out and I’m coming to a two-day symposium at Queen’s University. There’s cocktails on Wednesday to wind it up. You interested?’

‘That very invitation has just dropped onto my desk. Your symposium sounds grim.’

‘The law and counter-insurgency? Right up my street. Looks like the top brass of the RUC will be there as well as every lawyer in town. You should be there too.’

‘I’m just an ingénue fresh out of London, Steve. I know nothing about counter-insurgency, as you well know. The farewell drinks are more my level.’

‘C’mon kid, I’m sure you’re learning fast. We’ll have dinner afterwards, okay?’

‘I’ll book somewhere, but I’m warning you now, Belfast is not Madison Avenue.’

The following week, as flocks of squealing starlings circled above the mud of the River Lagan, a suitably booted and suited Lena stepped into a taxi for Queen’s University. Belfast taxi drivers, she had discovered, were either silent or chatty. Nothing in between. At first, she preferred the friendly ones until she realised, on hearing her accent, they were just fishing for information and began playing with them, dropping morsels into the conversation and then clamming up. But tonight, she was nervous and declined to respond to the usual banter. You never knew when Belfast people were being genuinely friendly or when they were, in effect, spying. Nothing was impersonal. No menial service could be performed in a respectful silence. Every move you made – paying in a shop, buying a newspaper, asking directions – inevitably became a conversation. Always the same inquiring tone, occasionally tinged with the merest hint of menace. Tonight’s taxi driver got the message and stayed silent until they reached the mock Tudor-Gothic brick façade of Queen’s, where she disembarked and walked towards the main entrance, heels clicking on the stone steps. She was resolved to be cautious and keep her mouth shut. Belfast’s legal fraternity might be London’s country cousin, but it would be easy to misstep. When you go home this evening, she told herself, you don’t want to feel damaged goods.

Squaring her shoulders, she plunged into the echoing Great Hall and the hum of conversation. Steve Sullivan shouldn’t be too hard to find, she thought. He was taller than most and his well-groomed white hair would make him stand out. But she could not see him. Adopting what she hoped was a nonchalant air, she wove her way through the throngs of strangers. After one circuit of the floor, she decided to join one of the chattering groups and noticed a face she recognised from the local TV news – Gordon’s buddy, Trevor Gibson, the dour-looking RUC assistant chief constable. He was listening to a rotund man in his forties, who she also vaguely recognised from somewhere, his face flushed pink with exertion as he spoke, strands of fair hair working themselves loose over his forehead. Lena subtly inserted herself into a gap in the circle. The red-faced man speaking to Gibson had spotted her, however, and turned towards her.

Then she recognised him – Geoffrey Hamilton, the QC Geraldine had told her was another of Gordon’s regular lunch companions and a writer for the unionist-leaning Monitor. It was unusual, she had once remarked to William, for a barrister in the Belfast courts to feel able to express strong political opinions in such a public arena.

‘Geoff Hamilton? He’s a rising star and rarely loses a case,’ Gordon had replied. ‘We’ve known his family for years. He’s a regular guest at Gordon Hall and the DPP’s go-to man in the courts although he’s being tipped as next-in-line on the unionist ticket in Fermanagh/South Tyrone.’

Hamilton was now staring at Lena which meant the entire circle also turned its gaze towards her. ‘Well, well – a new face,’ he said. ‘She seems to be interested in our conversation, yet she wasn’t at the symposium. Who do we have the pleasure of meeting?’ Lena was mortified, finding herself just where she had determined not to be – the centre of attention.

‘My name is Eleanor Dawson. I’m working with Gordon & Company for a while.’

‘Of course, William’s latest recruit. Let me introduce you to our little group. Ladies and gentlemen, here we have, fresh from London, Miss Eleanor Dawson, working with one of our great legal firms.’

‘Now you have the advantage,’ Lena said, trying to shift the focus of attention. ‘Who do I have the pleasure of meeting?’

‘I’m Hamilton. Geoffrey Hamilton. QC.’

Lena smiled and held out a hand. ‘Please just call me Lena.’

‘May we continue our conversation?’ he asked.

‘Oh, of course, please do,’ said Lena.

As his columns in The Monitor revealed, while Hamilton was not a politician, yet, he had strong opinions which he believed others would benefit from hearing. That evening at Queen’s, he was in full flight, delighted to have an international audience for once. The conversation centred on the legal hot potato of the day – what the local press were calling the ‘supergrass system’ – wherein the police were asking the courts to convict defendants on what defence barristers were calling ‘the uncorroborated word of former associates’. Lena had been reading arguments both for and against. The Director of Public Prosecutions and the RUC were jointly propelling arrest statistics off the scale and the prisons were filling up nicely with both loyalist and republican defendants on remand awaiting trial. Questions were already being raised, however, about the quality of evidence admissible before no-jury courts.

‘The police,’ Hamilton told his listeners, ‘cannot hope to defeat terrorism while juries are intimidated and terrorists destroy forensic evidence. In normal times, such a process might be said to have drawbacks. But do we live in normal times?’ No one in the circle replied, fully aware Hamilton was about to answer his own question. ‘Most assuredly we do not,’ he went on. ‘If the critics in London had to search under their cars for bombs every morning and attend their friends’ funerals every week, they’d soon change their minds.’

Hamilton turned to Lena. ‘And here we have just such a Londoner. Are you one of the critics, Miss Dawson?’

Lena hesitated, trying to think of an anodyne response, but a man to her right spoke up first.

‘Not to interrupt Hamilton, but if the courts accept a lower standard of evidence, it can only lead to trouble. The judiciary is beginning to question the validity of these “supergrass” trials. It’s hardly a comfortable position for a judge to be in – to advise himself from the bench on the credibility of witnesses and then switch identity to bring in an unbiased verdict.’

Everyone turned to look at the new speaker. Lena could have hugged him. ‘Apologies for the interruption, Miss Dawson, I had better introduce myself. Brendan Casey.’

It had not taken Lena long to deduce from the local newspapers that, in Northern Ireland’s shallow legal pond, Casey was almost as prominent as Hamilton who, she saw, was most displeased at him entering the fray.

‘But, my dear Casey, the outcome speaks for itself,’ Hamilton responded. ‘The terrorist murder statistics this year are significantly reduced.’

Casey was undeterred. Like Hamilton, he did not often get the ear of an international audience.

‘Perhaps I should explain for those of you from outside Belfast,’ he said.‘Our assistant chief constable, Mr Gibson here, has what’s officially called an “assisting offender” in protective custody who is shortly due to appear as Queen’s evidence against no fewer than sixteen defendants which raises some potentially interesting legal points.’

Gibson, who had not anticipated controversy at what was meant to be a social event, frowned and examined the bottom of his wine glass. Casey still had the floor.

‘This particular supergrass, a Mr Leonard White, rejoices in the nickname “Snowy” – perhaps because of his name, perhaps because he sports an unlikely shade of blonde hair, but more probably because of the chemicals he habitually stuffs up his nose.’

Smiles replaced the glum expressions on the faces around the circle.

‘Picture the scene last week, my friends, when Snowy appeared in the witness box, screened off by a red velvet curtain. In the dock were the sixteen defendants whose friends and relatives graced the public gallery, all eagerly awaiting Snowy’s arrival,’ said Casey.

The circle of listeners was now more relaxed, enjoying Casey’s story.

‘When he made his appearance,’ Casey went on, ‘the defendants’ female relatives pulled bags of ice cubes from beneath their nether garments which they proceeded to throw at the red curtain. Deprived of a clear target, however, they began throwing missiles at the bench, several landing dangerously near His Lordship. Those in the public gallery may not have trained at Surrey Cricket Club, but their bowling would not have disgraced The Oval. The Lord Chief Justice was not at all amused.’

Casey’s audience, on the other hand, was.

‘In a further scandalous act of defiance, the defendants then began ripping up their witness statements, tossing them at the press gallery. More like bath night in the ape house in Bangkok Zoo than one of Her Majesty’s courts.’

Restrained laughter was now rippling around the circle.

Another voice, attracted by the increasingly obvious mirth, joined in the conversation. ‘It was quite a spectacle,’ said the newcomer, ‘yet nothing of these entertaining events makes the London newspapers. I had better introduce myself, David Murray, agency court reporter.’

Hamilton, seeing a way to recapture control of the conversation, pounced on Lena again. ‘Is Mr Murray, correct, Miss Dawson? How are the press in London reporting our “assisting offenders”?’

Lena was once again on the spot but, after weeks of boredom at Gordon’s, was ready for the challenge of a live legal debate.

‘I fear Mr Murray has a point,’ she began cautiously, still anxious about saying something terribly wrong. ‘Few in London take much interest in events in Belfast.’

‘Clearly you are an exception though, Miss Dawson,’ replied Hamilton. ‘You chose to come and work here. What do you think of the “supergrass system”? In confidence, of course. Chatham House Rules, you can give your honest opinion.’

Lena knew everyone’s eyes were on her. At least one of those listening was a senior police officer. Others were probably living in fortified homes with twenty-four-hour bodyguards. The outcome of the present debate was, for them, a matter of literal life or death. But the gauntlet was down. She drew on her new-found resilience.

‘The law is a servant of the society it is designed to protect,’ she began formally. ‘If the law fails to hold those responsible for illegal violence to account, it is incumbent on those who make the law to adapt it. Through parliament, of course.’

Heads, including Gibson’s and Hamilton’s, nodded sagely but Lena had not finished. For the first time since leaving New York she was in command of an audience. Words swirled up into her head.

‘Having said that, bending existing laws, even with the best of intentions, is acutely dangerous.’

It was almost like being in court again, she thought, intoxicated at realising they were all hanging on to her every word.

‘The use of uncorroborated accomplice evidence to convict multiple defendants in no-jury courts stretches the law to breaking point, perhaps even beyond breaking point.’

Most of the listening circle then began examining their footwear with unusual intensity. Not Hamilton, though.

‘As I imagined,’ he sighed.‘Why would I expect anything else? Are we to be sitting ducks indefinitely, watching lowlives like Luke Maguire spout propaganda on the TV news even as his minions prepare to slaughter us?’

The group of listeners now realised they were caught up in ‘a situation’. The naming of Maguire, a notorious IRA ‘godfather’, was chilling. They had only come to drink a glass of wine and say their goodbyes, not become embroiled in a public row.

Lena, while shocked at Hamilton’s words, was in too far to back down. ‘I certainly don’t regard anyone here as a duck, sitting or otherwise,’ she began. ‘I believe I gave a nuanced view, but my main point stands. The political context here makes it even more, not less, important to uphold the strict letter of the law.’

As she spoke, she realised she was making a point perilously close to Sullivan’s in New York and then, miraculously, there he was, tall and suave as ever, the cavalry to her rescue.

‘Here you are, Lena, hiding away,’ he said.

Sullivan’s intervention rescued them all from a tight spot. There was an almost audible sigh of relief from everyone, bar Hamilton.

‘You must excuse me,’ Sullivan said, calmly absorbing the strained atmosphere. ‘I’ve been searching for this young lady all evening.’

His urbane smile, his twinkling eyes, how glad she was to see him.

‘Please excuse us,’ he said, before putting a hand firmly in the small of Lena’s back, guiding her away. Just as the circle closed again behind them, however, a man even taller than Sullivan stepped into their path.

‘Why run away when you are doing so well?’ the man asked Lena.

‘This is my last night in Belfast,’ said Sullivan. ‘Miss Dawson and I have a dinner date.’

Lena then intervened, determined to show Sullivan she could stand her own ground.

‘How can you possibly say I’m running away?’ she asked the tall man angrily. ‘Doesn’t everyone support the impartial application of the rule of law?’

‘The law isn’t much protection against an Armalite rifle,’ he said.

‘Interesting,’Lena replied,‘that your counter-argument immediately relies on the threat of extreme violence.’

The two of them, Lena and the tall man, faced each other – one poised and assured, the other pugnacious, defensive.

Sullivan stepped in to end it, his twinkle gone. ‘This discussion is over,’ he said firmly. ‘I’m taking this lady for dinner. Right now.’

‘If you must,’ said the tall man, turning away.

‘What the hell was going on?’ asked Sullivan as they left the room. ‘I was only in the bathroom a minute and I returned to find you in the middle of a blazing row.’

‘That man Hamilton knows I’m new in Belfast and thought he could bully me,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t for rolling over. Let’s get out of here.’

Over dinner, Lena told Sullivan of how she had faced down Gordon and would soon be working on Troubles-related cases.

‘I hope he doesn’t hear about the skirmish tonight though,’she said.‘Both Hamilton and Gibson are Gordon’s buddies and I annoyed them in public.’

‘From what you’ve told me, you stuck to universally accepted legal principles, but Belfast can be a dangerous and unpredictable place. I’ve been around the block a few times but even I am taken aback by how fast arguments can escalate around here.’

After dinner, they walked the short distance to his hotel, hugging briefly on the footpath before Sullivan reminded her to phone if she needed support or advice. On the short taxi ride home, Lena heard sirens in the distance and wondered if someone else had just been killed. No doubt she would find out on the morning radio news. News of death was becoming almost routine.
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