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ANTECEDENTS


Sergeant Brady waited patiently in the middle of the road and stared at the wispy shapes of his condensing breath, glowing red in the light from his torch. There was no sound. He had been standing in the narrow road for ten minutes, and his feet were cold. He stamped and paced between the hedges to keep warm.


The road twisted for six lonely miles through mid-Ulster, and Brady believed it was the haunt of IRA gunrunners, a place where the odds of encountering a police roadblock were astronomically small. With that thought in mind, he had deliberately set up the roadblock in a dip between two hills. Anyone travelling the road would not see the Vehicle Check Point until it was too late.


The armoured police car, a Ford Cortina saloon fitted with bulletproof glass and steel sheeting inside the doors, was reversed into the gateway of a field, and its driver, Constable Reid, stood beside the car, covering Brady with a rifle. The other member of the patrol, Ian Craig, knelt by the hedge to Brady’s left. He shuffled; kneeling in the frost made his legs stiff and sore. He thought the roadblock was nonsense and he wished Brady would call it off. He was tired of hanging around deserted roads, half-frozen, waiting for that elusive moment of glory when a terrorist would cruise up and stop with rifles conveniently stashed in the boot. It all seemed as likely as winning the pools. He raised his Sterling sub-machine gun and aimed it at the brow of the hill. The last remnants of daylight were fading and the hill was silhouetted against the sky.


Suddenly, Brady stopped and stood motionless. He cocked his head and listened. In the distance he could hear tyres travelling over asphalt. He checked the switch on his torch again. Just under a minute later, car headlights streaked beams of light into the sky from the opposite side of the hill. Brady held the torch behind his back as the car approached. He wanted to give the driver just enough time to stop. When the lights were one hundred yards from him, he brought the torch from behind his back and slowly rotated his arm in an eighteen-inch circle. At first the car slowed, then he heard a clunk as the gearbox was forced into second gear. The engine roared and revved and the headlights accelerated towards him. For a second, Brady froze, then instinct flung him to the ground. The car rushed past him. He felt its breeze on his face.


Craig jumped to his feet and whipped back the cocking handle of his Sterling.


‘Don’t shoot!’ yelled Brady. ‘It’s a drunken driver or something … some people panic!’


Reid had driven the patrol car onto the road. Craig and Brady jumped in.


‘Too good a driver for that,’ said Reid as he tore through the Cortina’s gears. He knew exactly how people panicked; he could hear it in Brady’s voice.


‘What sort of car is it?’ said Brady, picking up the radio mike.


‘A Morris Marina … purple … I think. Can’t be too sure in this light.’


‘Get a number?’


‘No.’


Brady called in what he had on the car, and Reid hauled the heavy armoured saloon through a tight bend, wearing an eighth of an inch of tread from the tyres.


Brady rolled across the gear consul onto Reid’s lap.


‘Take it easy,’ he said, gasping, and grabbed at the handrail above the door. For a moment, he saw himself lying bleeding in a wrecked car. ‘Watch that Sterling in the back,’ he added.


Behind him, Craig was rolling from door to door, cradling a cocked sub-machine gun. ‘It’s OK, I’ve taken the mag out.’


‘There’s the car!’ said Reid, but then the two red lights in the distance turned to dots and disappeared. He knew the heavy armoured car wouldn’t catch the Marina. There was too much armour plating and too little engine. He pushed the tyres past their limits again, and the Cortina slid across the road. Brady slapped his hand across his eyes, opened a gap between his fingers and squinted out. Suddenly, headlights shone directly into his face.


‘They’ve turned the car!’


Reid slammed the brake pedal to the floor, but the overheated front discs failed and the car slid broadside. Reid spun the wheel ineffectually and the Cortina smashed into the Marina. The impact sent it sliding down the road. Brady’s head smashed into the bulletproof glass in front of him. He slumped back into his seat, unconscious, as the two cars came to rest broadside on the road.


Reid groped frantically for his Ruger rifle in the space between his seat and the door. He saw shadows rushing behind the Marina. The windscreen frosted. Bullets struck sparks from the door’s metal frame and screamed off into the night, each impact a sledgehammer blow that rang the car’s armour like a great bell.


‘Fuck you, gun! Come out!’


Behind him, Craig lay shaking across the back seat. Bullets blew the back windscreen to pieces and cracked on the armoured glass. Reid grabbed at his rifle again. It was still jammed between the door and his seat. He restarted the engine. The gunfire was so loud he felt rather than heard the engine start. He jammed the gearstick into reverse and roared backwards away from the bullets. The car lurched into a ditch.


‘Oh Jesus, I can’t get out!’


He floored the accelerator again. The back wheels spun on the wet grass and the car slid sideways. Tears of desperation filled his eyes.


‘Listen, Ian, if we don’t get out of this bloody ditch, we’re dead! We have to get out. Are you ready?’


Craig nodded. Reid kicked open the heavy door and fell out onto the road. Two shots struck the windscreen and another sliced the air above his head. One-handed, he returned fire with his revolver while his left hand finally freed the rifle. The flash of his first shots lit up the men who were trying to kill him. Reid tried to holster the revolver but fumbled and dropped it. A burst of automatic fire came from behind him. Reid flung himself flat. Craig was standing up, firing short, precise bursts over the car roof, giving Reid the break he needed. He crashed the slide of his rifle, thumbed the fire selector to bursts-of-three and looked for a target. Craig, starting to feel vulnerable, dropped beside him for cover. In the meantime, Reid had positioned his rifle in the ‘V’ shaped space between the open car door and the main body of the car. Apart from the narrow space, he was protected by armoured glass and rolled steel.


A muzzle flashed beside the Marina and Reid fired. A shape fell backwards. His shots had lit up another target to the left, and he swung his rifle towards it. A bullet whizzed over his head. He covered the flash with his battle sight and fired again. He heard the rounds ring as they punched their way through the skin of the Marina. Reid saw another flash and felt more bullets crack past his face. One hit the driver’s window beside him, sparking in the darkness. Close. Too damned close. He ducked and heard the click of a breech sliding into an empty chamber and someone frantically working the action of a rifle. Reid fired another two bursts and heard the unmistakable sound of bullets striking flesh.


He dipped into cover again, breathing hard. Craig was fumbling for a spare magazine under the driver’s seat. The three-mag pouch was heavy and uncomfortable, so Craig, like some others in the station, had stashed his under the car seat. It was a bad habit he now regretted.


He noticed the firing had stopped.


‘Is that it?’


‘I don’t know. I think I hit two, but there might be another one.’


Reid clutched at the fire in his chest and swore he would give up smoking. Brady moaned inside the Cortina. The car radio crackled and the controller asked them what was going on. Reid reached inside the car and took the microphone.


‘We’ve come under attack on the Riverstown Road … request immediate assistance.’


Reid didn’t wait for a reply. He took his torch from the car and inched forwards.


The two cars lay parallel. Both were heavily pockmarked with bullets. Broken glass and brass cartridge cases littered the road. Blood-soaked shards of glass glittered like rubies in the torchlight.


The first man Reid had shot lay on his stomach. His face was grey and his tongue hung slackly from the corner of his mouth. Blood and saliva dripped, red, onto the black tarmac. Massive bloodstains spread slowly over the man’s back. Reid could hear someone moaning faintly.


The second man was a few feet to the left. He sat with his back against the Marina in a large pool of his own blood. Two high-velocity rounds had torn through the man’s chest. He held a hand to one of the wounds, trying to stem the blood loss. Reid watched the blood trickle through the man’s fingers. Their eyes met. Reid shuddered. The man was obviously in great pain. He looked at the wounds again and noticed that the blood had stopped flowing and now just dripped from the man’s fingertips.


‘He’s dead.’


Craig could not believe the human body could contain so much blood. He turned away and saw another body lying at the back wheel of the car.


‘A girl.’


He looked at a young woman in her early twenties.


She lay on her back with her legs spread open. He thought she looked grotesque and pornographic.


She had been shot once in the head. A Colt .45 automatic lay on the ground beside her.


Behind them, a car door slammed, and Brady emerged from the wreckage of the Cortina. He staggered towards them, holding his forehead with a handkerchief and rubbing his eyes with a bloody fist. He saw the carnage around him and his jaw dropped open in surprise.


‘Oh shit.’


***


The man turned restlessly in his bed as the dream began again. He dreamt he was watching TV – black-and-white news footage of the Derry riots of 1969. Then the screen disappeared and he was there.


The city’s air was a noisy cocktail of ancient hatreds and tear gas shimmering in the hazy August heat. Helmeted police officers sweated in winter greatcoats – the thick wool took the sting from the stones. Up the street before him, a mob hurled rocks and abuse. He was exhausted. He raised his battered riot shield and parried a stone, but his aching arms were loath to act. For the past two days, his only sleep had been on pavements.


He dodged a flying bottle by pressing into a doorway. A few rioters ran from the crowd and threw petrol bombs down the hill. The bottles shattered and blazing petrol ignited the street. He was forced to retreat. The retreat encouraged the crowd, who pressed forward, throwing their missiles with greater vigour than previously.


The day before, the police had tried to break into the ghetto and had been repulsed. Now the Bogsiders were on the offensive. They had come forward from their barricades and were forcing the police back to the city centre. Perhaps one more baton charge will break them, he thought. There was always one more charge.


He heard riot guns pop behind him. Gas canisters dropped gently to earth and tear gas veiled the rioters.


Few of them seemed disturbed by it. Within a day of the first use of tear gas in the British Isles, the Bogsiders had discovered that a handkerchief soaked in a mixture of water, vinegar and coal dust made a crude but effective gas mask.


The police were ordered forwards and the line of black uniforms shuffled up the hill. A deluge of broken paving stones and Molotov cocktails rained down on them. He gripped his baton tighter.


A brick crashed into his shield and jarred his left arm. His fear had grown now and he panted into the gas mask. A stone bounced off his helmet. His vision blurred and he wobbled in a circle like a stunned boxer. Then he was hit again.


This time it wasn’t a stone.


He looked down in horror at the flames on his arms. His baton fell from his hand. The flames rose and engulfed his head. He could see nothing but fire, and the world turned red. The rubber of his face mask started to burn and melted onto his skin. He tried to scream but couldn’t. He clutched at the mask, trying to tear it from his face.


Then he fell.


He could do nothing to stop himself. He tried to get up, but a heavy boot smashed into his ribs. Then another and another.


Montgomery screamed.


The buzz of the electric alarm brought release. It was morning.


Still half asleep, his hand reached out and felt cold empty space beside him. He sat up and pulled his legs tight against his chest, hugging them to stop the violent quivering of his body. It was only a dream, he told himself, it happened twelve years ago; it was over.


Five minutes later, he slid out of the damp bedclothes and lit a cigarette. He went into the kitchen, turned on the radio and took a bottle of Bushmills from a cupboard. Barely able to hold the tumbler, he somehow poured himself a tot. He added a tiny dash of water and gulped down the glass. The spirit burned his insides but soothed his nerves. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Now he was ready to face the day.


He slammed the door on his way to work, not realising he had forgotten to turn the radio off. He had just missed a news report. Three terrorists had been shot dead in a gun battle with police.


It had happened four miles from his home.
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CONSEQUENCES


Patrick Healey sat in his cramped office and rubbed his tired, grey eyes. He looked despondently at the files which had slid sideways off his desk when he sat down, shook his head and sighed. One of the files was so big it had been placed inside a ring binder rather than the usual green manila cover. Am I supposed to read all this? He moved his new nameplate to its place at the front edge of the desk.


Superintendent


P. A. Healey


A chief inspector for three years and now a superintendent, his promotion had been quick. He saw his appointment in Altnavellan as a make-or-break challenge. If he did well and made a success of the job, he could make chief superintendent in four or five years. After that, who knew?


He had been in Altnavellan for only six months, but already had made an impact. His commander was approaching sixty and was looking forward to retirement. His deputy was camera shy. That left Healey with the high-profile job of giving press interviews. It was a task he relished. After terrorist incidents, Healey would groom himself for the cameras and give an Olivier-like performance, full of gravitas and stock phrases like: ‘This is a dastardly crime’, ‘we’ll leave no stone unturned’ and ‘the people responsible for this outrage will be brought to justice’. They rarely were, of course, but he had been told that the chief constable was impressed with his eloquence. Suddenly, the dizzy heights of assistant chief constable seemed possible.


His telephone rang. Healey lifted the receiver.


‘Hello, Superintendent Healey … Sorry, I was looking for the station canteen. I must have been put through to the wrong extension.’


Healey slammed the receiver down in disgust and looked up the station directory. His extension number was forty-three and the canteen was thirty-four. He would have to speak to the telephonist.


He picked up the files from the floor and carefully stacked them back on the desk. He’d thought his promotion would mean less paperwork; now he knew it wouldn’t.


The prestige made things worthwhile though. He enjoyed being a superintendent, one of the boys rather than one of the lads, and he loved cracking jokes in the station canteen and savouring the near-compulsory laughter. He looked in the mirror on the wall above his desk and made a minute adjustment to his hairpiece. Sometimes, he thought it looked a little silly, but he patted his diminishing paunch and congratulated himself. The endless hours of jogging were finally paying off. He was sure his young girlfriend, a QUB medical student, would appreciate his new, trimmer shape.


He was interrupted by his seventeen-year-old typist. She had already knocked softly and had walked in unnoticed.


‘I’ve got that typing for you, Mr Healey.’


‘Ah! Good, just set it on my desk.’


Healey watched the girl’s denims stretch across her bottom as she left the room. He shook his head and reluctantly returned to his work. He opened the first file in front of him. It concerned Constable Reid. He was drawing a lot of unfavourable attention and would have to be counselled. One previous inspector had written:


‘Although the constable works hard, it is sometimes to the point of overzealousness. It is not his work which I doubt, which is excellent in most respects, but the motivation behind it. He seems to encounter an inordinate number of cases involving disorderly behaviour and assault on the police. One must wonder if all these cases are “detected” in the usual understanding of the word. The cases seem to be balanced towards the minority section of the community. I believe we must address ourselves to the question as to whether or not this constable is anti-Catholic.’


Anti-Catholic! That explains things. Healey thought he had sensed hostility from Reid – dirty looks, sullen expressions. Now he had to confront him and ask whether he was a bigot. But the report was old. Reid was now a hero. A week ago, he had shot two terrorists and had probably saved the lives of his patrol. Healey knew he would have to tread carefully. Eagerly, he began to devour the remainder of the weighty personnel file.


***


Jim Reid believed in the importance of good first impressions. He carefully combed his thick black hair and tugged gently at his moustache, fixing any stray hairs. After methodically brushing down his uniform, he put the brush back in his locker.


He was sick of being interviewed. He guessed Healey wanted to see him about the ‘business on the Riverdale Road’ – that was how everybody referred to the shooting. He had been questioned about the incident for hours on end by the head of a neighbouring CID Division; now Healey wanted to see him as well. He eyed his watch nervously and headed up the stairs to the first floor. He knocked on Healey’s door and went in. He saluted and stood at ease. Healey went on scribbling. Reid looked at his hairpiece and smiled.


‘Take a seat, Jim.’


Healey continued to write for almost a minute before he spoke again.


‘I suppose, Jim, you’re wondering why I wanted to speak to you?’


‘The idea had crossed my mind, sir,’ said Reid. He thought the reason was obvious.


‘I have to give you a little counselling.’


‘Counselling?’


‘Yes, I’m not quite sure if this is the right time for it, but we’ll see anyway. How are you getting on?’


‘OK, I suppose. I think it’s all just starting to sink in.’


‘And how about your wife?’


‘She’s upset.’


Healey paused, uncertain of what to say. He looked down at the file and the word anti-Catholic jumped out of the page at him. He then looked across the table at the man it was written about.


‘Well, Jim, both the commander and I think you and Ian did very well last week, and as soon as the legalities are finished, the pair of you will be recommended for gallantry awards.’


Reid’s face showed no sign of reaction.


‘What’s wrong? You don’t seem too impressed.’


‘I’m just not sure what you mean by, “as soon as the legalities are finished”.’


‘I’m sorry, Jim, I thought that was obvious. The CID investigation has to be seen to be thorough. It isn’t just a rubber-stamp exercise. Three people are dead. We can’t just write that off as if it were a traffic accident in Scotch Street. Once the DPP are satisfied that you were justified–’


‘Justified?’ said Reid. ‘Look at the number of bullet marks on our car! A halfwit could see we were justified.’


‘Hold on now,’ said Healey. He saw Reid’s face was getting red with anger and he felt his own temper rising too. He was not accustomed to his men raising their voices to him. He forced himself to be patient. Reid had been through a tough time; he had to be objective.


‘Listen to me, Jim, would I recommend you for an award if I thought you’d done anything wrong?’


‘They can shove their Mickey Mouse medal. I just wish they’d believe me instead.’


‘There’s still the matter of the last man you shot,’ said Healey. ‘There was no magazine in his rifle. Now I know it was dark, and you were scared, and you probably weren’t to know, but can’t you see what could happen if some of the local politicians got to hear about it? Why wasn’t he given the chance to surrender? That’s what they’d say.’


‘Alright, alright,’ said Reid, ‘I know what you mean.’


Reid stared out the window and ignored Healey’s gaze. There was an uncomfortable silence.


‘I know you were under a lot of pressure, Jim, but you’re long enough in the Job to realise that you can’t just write off three dead people, terrorists or otherwise.’


‘Well, maybe if you could, there wouldn’t be half this trouble!’ stormed Reid. ‘All you hear in this place is “go out and catch terrorists”. Well, we did. The only problem was they didn’t want to come quietly to the station. That only happens in Z Cars. Now we’re the worst in the world. If they had killed us, would there have been half this fuss? Would a detective superintendent be investigating it? No bloody way! It would probably be a sergeant at the most.’


Healey waited for Reid to run out of steam. He could see Reid’s inspector had been right. The man had an attitude problem.


‘Jim, this conversation has very little to do with last week’s events. I would have had to talk to you anyway. It’s about some other aspects of your work.’


‘My work?’


‘Don’t get me wrong now,’ said Healey, with a laugh to defuse the situation. Things were becoming far too ugly. ‘No, I’ve no complaints. God knows, I wish the rest of the station worked as hard. It’s just that you’re attracting adverse attention.’


‘Attention? Who from?’


Healey froze again. The more he spoke to Reid, the more he disliked him. If it had not been for the shooting, he wouldn’t have tolerated his insolence for a moment. He thought desperately of a way to avoid a confrontation.


‘SB want me to brief you about their concerns for you.’


Concerns? The news shocked Reid. His mouth turned dry. Almost as soon as the echoes of last week’s gunshots had died away, the prospect of terrorists seeking their revenge had haunted him.


‘This threat, sir, who’s it from?’


‘It’s not so much a threat,’ said Healey. ‘There have been too many stories in An Phoblacht about you. You are attracting an awful lot of attention.’


Reid was dumbfounded. He had read the stories and thought they were of no significance. Stories about various police officers appeared in the republican newspaper all the time. They were designed to intimidate and Reid was not a man who scared easily, but Healey’s bombshell had shaken him.


‘I hope, sir, you don’t believe the things they print about me in a republican propaganda sheet?’


‘No, of course not, but that’s not the point. Others may.’


Reid studied Healey’s face. He found no sympathy there.


‘You’re married, aren’t you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Children?’


‘Yes, one. A boy.’


‘Well, there you have it,’ said Healey. ‘You have more than yourself to worry about. If I were you, I’d be very methodical about my personal security. I’d even give some thought to my future in the division.’ A transfer. That was the answer. Then he would be somebody else’s problem. ‘Well, Jim, what do you think?’


‘I don’t know, sir, I’ll have to think about it.’


‘Yes, of course. But don’t take too much time over it and try not to annoy the locals too much in the meantime, eh?’


Reid got up and left the room. His face was expressionless, his mind muddled and confused. I don’t need this, he thought. Brady and Craig had both reported sick and had gone back to their homes in Carrickfergus and Belfast. He had stayed on, done the right thing, but now felt vulnerable and alone. He closed the door behind him and stood for a moment to regain his composure. Albert Montgomery, a scrawny balding man in his forties, left an office across the corridor and shuffled towards him.


‘I can’t believe it,’ he said, sliding his hands through his black, Brylcreemed hair. ‘I can’t believe it.’


Whatever was wrong with Montgomery, Reid was in no mood to offer sympathy. He had never liked the man anyway.


‘What’s wrong with you?’


‘I’m going back into uniform,’ said Montgomery.


‘What’s so awful about that?’ said Reid. ‘It’s good enough for the rest of us.’


‘But I’ve been in my nine-to-five job for years, it suited me. I’ll have to start working lates and nights again.’


‘My piles bleed for you, Albert. So that’s what you’re seeing the boss about?’


Montgomery nodded. ‘Aye, Sergeant Wright has already told me, but he says Healey is going to explain why. Says it’s something to do with Operational Thrust.’


‘What the hell is that?’


‘The new chief constable’s policy. Apparently, he wants to get the senior men back on the streets. As if I didn’t do long enough on them.’


Montgomery dropped his eyes. His face was a picture of misery. Reid took him by the arm. ‘Look, Albert, as much as I’d like to stand here and discuss the chief constable’s new strategy, I don’t have the time. I want to get the hell out of here and go for a few pints. Is it OK if I go now?’


Montgomery nodded. ‘Yes, of course.’


Reid pushed past him and went down the stairs.


‘Tell me where you’re going and I’ll see you there later.’


Reid pretended not to hear.


He walked through the station foyer and almost knocked over Carson Clark, a section mate. Clark’s evening meal, sweet and sour pork he had bought in the local Chinese take-away, tumbled to the ground.


‘Oh shit!’


‘I’m sorry, Carson,’ said Reid. ‘I hope nothing’s spilt.’


‘No, I don’t think so,’ lied Clark.


A dark stain spread across the brown paper bag. Clark picked it up and noticed Reid staring at it.


‘What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


***


Reid watched the gas bubbles break away from the headache tablets and float to the top of the glass. He sat on the living-room sofa, supporting his head with both hands. He blinked. The late-morning sunshine hurt his eyes and his brain felt heavy and swollen, pressing against his skull. He scratched the bristle on his chin and vowed never to drink Scotch again. Or was it Irish? He wasn’t quite sure.


‘I hope you’re proud of yourself.’


Oh shit. His wife’s disgusted tone was all too familiar.


‘Will you make me a coffee, love?’ he said.


‘Don’t give me that, asking for coffee. It’s your own fault you’re in that state.’


Debbie Reid stood above him with her hands on her hips, glaring at him. This was not the first flare-up over his drinking habits. He believed he was entitled to a blowout as much as the next man. Unfortunately, his wife disagreed.


‘Whatever you like then,’ he said. He went to the bathroom with the intention of shaving and just as he started spreading shaving foam on his face, he noticed his swollen eye.


‘Ah, no. What the hell did you do that for?’


Debbie Reid appeared at the bathroom door.


‘When you finally staggered in here last night, you puked all over the bathroom and then collapsed. I couldn’t shift you, so I had to get Bill next door to give me a hand. It’s lucky we live in a bungalow; we’d never have got you up a flight of stairs. I was never so ashamed in my life.’


Reid felt his eye and grimaced. The flesh was tender. He remembered his wife’s modus operandi.


‘So that’s why you hit me with the phone book?’


‘I didn’t hit you with the phone book.’


‘So, what did you use then?’


‘This!’ She waved her fist under his nose. Reid backed away from her.


‘Who am I married to anyway? John Conteh?’


He gingerly touched the rim of his eye socket again. He knew it would be even more painful when the effects of the booze finally wore off.


‘It was good of you to get Bill to help me to bed,’ he said.


She ignored him.


He shrugged his shoulders and splashed some cold water over his face to shock some life into the system. He looked in the mirror. His hair stuck up like a punk rocker’s. He struggled with it for a moment before giving up and going back to the living room. He sat down and began to leaf through yesterday’s Belfast Telegraph, pausing at an article on mortgage rates.


‘Here’s your coffee; I hope you choke on it.’


‘Thanks.’


Reid sipped the coffee and looked at his wife. She didn’t appear any less angry.


‘Why did you get so drunk last night?’ she said softly.


‘Does it matter?’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it does.’


‘I got pissed off?’


‘Is that it?’


‘A few things happened.’


She leant towards him. Reid avoided eye contact and took another drink of coffee.


The events of the past week have been hard on him, she thought; I should have made allowances for that. Her temper slipped away.


‘Is it that business last week?’


Reid laughed at the euphemism.


‘For God’s sake,’ she said, ‘why won’t you talk to me about it?’


‘Everybody wants me to talk about it. I just want to be left alone.’


Tears glimmered in her eyes. Jesus, what a shit I am, he thought. She’s only trying to help. He eased towards her and put his arms around her. For a second, she responded and he drew her towards him. She pushed him brusquely away.


‘Clear off, you’re stinking of drink.’
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PLAYERS


Carson Clark pushed a curl of mousy-coloured hair from his forehead and waited for the coffee machine to fill his cup. He checked his watch. Almost four o’clock – he was running late.


‘Come on,’ he said and gave the base of the machine a gentle kick. The coffee continued to pour out in a slow dribble. Beside him, a canteen worker loaded another machine with chocolate bars.


‘Is there something wrong with this thing?’ he asked her.


‘It’s not been working too well lately,’ she said. Her eyes lingered on him and she gave a coy smile. Clark looked away. The girl was only sixteen and she was infatuated with his good looks and brown eyes, which were so dark they were nearly black. She always served him quickly, and he got larger portions than anyone else in the station. Clark was flattered by her attention but wished he could put her off without hurting her feelings; his uniform trousers were starting to get tight around the waist and his section mates were giving him stick.


‘At last!’


The machine finally spurted its last drops of liquid into the cup. Clark took it and rushed from the canteen. As he walked through the corridor towards the parade room, he spilled boiling coffee over his fingers. He switched hands and flicked the hot coffee from his fingers while he nudged the parade room door open with his toe. The room was packed. He quietly slipped into the crowd and hid behind McKnight. Sergeant Wright gave him a glance that told him he’d been noticed and Clark held his hands up in apology.


He blew on the scalding liquid in his cup, took a sip and watched Wright scribbling on the duty sheet.


The parade room was too small for the number of people using it – there were too few seats. It was a symptom of how the RUC had trebled in manpower in just over ten years. The men who had arrived early sat while they waited to be briefed; latecomers like Clark had no choice but to stand. Some of the police officers chatted quietly, others updated their notebooks and the rest either stared into space or smoked. In fact, most of them smoked. Clark tapped McKnight on the shoulder and asked him to open the window.


Colin McKnight, at nineteen, was the youngest man in the section. He had curly auburn hair and a distinctive angular face marked by acne. He obliged his best friend. With a little fresh air, Clark felt happier. He looked at Montgomery, standing straight as a plumb line, and realised how out of place the man looked. Montgomery was the only constable in the section who was over thirty years old, and the only person in the room who suffered the formality of wearing his cap indoors. He wore an ancient black waterproof and had his torch and red lens tucked neatly under his arm as he held out his notebook like a bandsman carrying a music card. He looked like a member of an old, almost forgotten force.


Clark whispered to McKnight, ‘One of the old school.’


Wright lit a cigarette and shook out the match while he did a headcount.


‘Is there anybody still to come?’


‘Jim Reid’s not here yet,’ said Clark.


‘Was he at court or anything this morning?’ asked Wright.


‘No, I don’t think so.’


Ken Wright slowly wrote the remainder of the duty onto the form, which he had specifically devised with his own section in mind. At thirty-three, he was the old man of the section. He had joined the RUC in the desperate days of the early 1970s and passed the promotion exam in 1976 after some goading from his wife. He had a taciturn personality which disguised a dry sense of humour and, like many of his generation, wore long, bushy sideburns despite them being at least four years out of fashion.


Jim Reid stole into the room. Nobody paid much attention. Ken Wright commanded a relaxed regime. Reid pushed by Clark and McKnight and began fumbling in his correspondence tray. Clark then noticed the blackening around his eye. He began to snigger, and within seconds everyone in the room was looking at Reid’s black eye.


‘Where did you get that?’ said Ken Wright, smiling.


‘Walk into a lamp post, Jim?’ asked another.


Reid blushed. ‘No, the wife beat me up for coming in full.’


He gambled that nobody would believe the truth.


‘What, again?’ said Clark. The remark drew a round of applause, which Clark enjoyed.


Reid glowered at him. He had once told Clark a story over a few beers of how his wife had hit him with a telephone directory. It was not the kind of story he wanted repeated.


Clark regretted his thoughtlessness and returned his attention to Wright’s detail. He was never bored by parade time. Although there was an order in which the various duties like driver, observer and Station Duty Officer were detailed, there was a vast combination of crews which could be allocated for each turn of duty. Clark enjoyed working with different personalities each day. Whenever he left the station’s steel gates, he had absolutely no idea of what might happen before the end of the patrol. That was, of course, provided he survived it. In the station foyer, there was a memorial plaque on which the names of Altnavellan’s dead police officers were inscribed in gold. The plaque held nine names.


But no matter what happened, there wasn’t a day when Clark didn’t look forward to entering that room, which was a lot more than many of his civilian acquaintances could say about their jobs. Acquaintances, thought Clark. He could remember when they had been friends. He had never intended it to happen; he just spent so much time in Altnavellan that when he was home for a few days each month, he crammed in as much time as possible with his fiancée.


Clark noticed that the faces of everyone in the section, even McKnight’s, looked tired. Long hours of duty and twenty-four-hour danger had worn shadows below their eyes. He hoped he didn’t have the same weary look. Jim Reid, crippled with a whiskey hangover, looked undead. Albert Montgomery looked only a little better. Clark finished his coffee and listened to the detail.


‘Alright, if I could have your attention please,’ said Ken Wright, straightening himself in his chair to address his section.


‘Today, I would like, on behalf of all of us, to welcome Albert Montgomery to the section. I think most of you should know him already. I hope you’ve a good time while you’re with us, Albert.’


Montgomery went to the front of the parade room and awkwardly extended a limp hand which Ken Wright shook vigorously. Wright then went back to his detail and read a warning from Special Branch about the IRA planning to plant booby-trap bombs under the cars of off-duty police and soldiers. It drew little reaction from the listeners. It was a common warning. Some police officers were very conscious of the constant threat to their lives and carried their guns off-duty and always checked under their cars. Others didn’t. They tried to forget about the risks they faced and explained their attitude with the fatalistic saying, ‘If they want you, they’ll get you.’


Clark looked around as Ken Wright read out a list of stolen car numbers. A few months previously, instant radio computer checks of cars had been introduced. Clark saw little point in continuing to write car numbers in his notebook. He made a careful note of his duty and his break time. He was sharing a Land Rover with Reid and McKnight. Montgomery was the driver.


The concrete walls of the station armoury echoed with the sound of metal gun parts sliding back and forth as men checked their weapons. Clark picked his favourite Ruger rifle, which he had recently fired on the range. He locked its working parts to the rear, held the muzzle to his eye, put his thumb into the breech and peered down the barrel.


Reflected light from his nail showed him the barrel was clean and free from obstructions. One by one, he removed the bullets from their wooden holders and fed two magazines. He tucked the spare one into the canvas pouch at the rear of his belt, slung the rifle over his shoulder and headed towards the rear exit of the station. He could hear Albert Montgomery revving the Land Rover’s V8 engine in the station yard.


***


Eamon Lynch lounged on the corner of Ballyskeagh Drive and pulled the collar of his bomber jacket up around his neck. He had stood there at one time or another almost every day since he had left school a year ago with no exams or qualifications. That was no surprise to him; he’d played truant as often as he’d attended. He had no interest in maths, English, history and the jumble of other subjects which had been thrust at him. Study at school seemed a pointless exercise; jobs had always been a scarce commodity is Altnavellan and were becoming scarcer. His father had been unemployed for years before he died, and over half his street had no jobs. Lynch did not grow up expecting to find work. Still, he was good with his hands and enjoyed games; he’d represented his school at GAA football. All that seemed of little importance now.


When he was younger, his mother had tried to push him along, but after her husband died when Eamon was five, she had found the task impossible. The malign influence of the Ballyskeagh estate dragged her down. Lynch could remember the night in 1972 when his eldest brother, Padraig, left home. He’d lain in the back bedroom of his home, listening to a gun battle raging for hours in the streets outside. His mother had hung a thick woollen blanket over the window to protect her children from stray bullets. With each shot that erupted in the darkness, Eamon asked his other brother, Sean, where Padraig was. He did not get an answer.


The only time Sean spoke was to comfort his mother when she started to cry. Lynch’s infant mind knew that his eldest brother was somehow involved in the madness outside and he cried too.


Around two in the morning, he heard someone in the kitchen below, knocking over the evening’s dirty dishes. There was crashing about; then he heard heavy footsteps coming upstairs and he recognised the shape of his brother. Padraig was pallid and he trembled slightly.


‘I’ll be going now,’ he said softly.


Mrs Lynch sniffed in acknowledgement and kissed her son on the forehead.


‘Take care of everybody, Sean,’ he said to his brother, ‘it’s up to you now.’


‘The way you have? We’ll all be in great shape then.’


Sean Lynch turned to the wall, choking with bitterness. Padraig Lynch hung his head and said no more to his family. Without any further words he left.


Ten minutes later, the front door was kicked in and Gordon Highlanders swarmed into the house. They found neither guns nor the man they were searching for. The next day, Lynch heard that two British soldiers and an IRA volunteer had died in the gun battle. He didn’t have to be told his brother would not be returning home. Since then, Lynch had only seen his brother twice, in Dundalk where he now lived. He was what the British Army called an OTR; someone On The Run. Lynch had found him a stranger who was gracelessly approaching middle age.


Back in the here and now, he wiped his red hair from his forehead and cursed the rain. It was pouring steadily and rivulets of water dripped into his eyes. He stepped further into the shelter of a shop window and watched a torrent of water spatter on the pavement from a broken gutter. Down the street, an army foot patrol plodded steadily up the hill towards him. He tried to remember a day when they were not there.


A thousand chimneys belched thick smoke into the still air and it clung to the raindrops, creating a filthy fog. The housing estate was a mixture of red and grey terraced houses arranged in a confusing hotchpotch of streets and cul-de-sacs. The pattern was broken by smears of ugly graffiti, a mixture of political and obscene slogans covering every gable wall. Recently, a few gaudy murals depicting scenes of republican rebellion had appeared. They showed the Easter Rising, hooded IRA men, and skeletal prisoners ‘on the blanket’. The high standard of artwork was begrudgingly admired by the local police, if not exactly appreciated. Some army units were not so charitable. Paint had been splashed over most of them. A hundred yards from Lynch, flea-ridden mongrels charged and snapped at the weary squaddies. This was life in Ballyskeagh.


The squat, grey figure of a police Land Rover trundled noisily past the soldiers and on up the hill. Lynch spat in disgust.


Inside the leaky vehicle, Albert Montgomery twisted in the driver’s seat as water streamed over him through a gap in his door every time he turned a corner. Clark gazed out of the small firing slot at the scene of abject depression.


‘Look at that idiot standing out in the rain.’


Within seconds they had passed towards the more pleasant site of the town centre.


The soldiers were now approaching Lynch. He waited to see if they would stop and search him. They didn’t bother. The driving rain dripping from their ponchos and rifle barrels had sapped their enthusiasm. Lynch noticed the tartan badges on their bonnets as they passed. They had been Highlanders the night his brother had left too. Lynch spat on the pavement to show his hate for them, just as he had with the police a few moments before, but he was careful not to do it too close to the soldiers. Scottish troops were feared in the estate. They were worse than the English regiments and there were plenty of stories of local lads being beaten up by them.


The rain got harder. He decided to go home.


***


Jim Reid shone his torch slowly across the dilapidated door of the house. It had once been painted red but now showed colour only in patches. The rest of its surface was bare, soggy wood.


‘Did you ever see such a house?’


Reid walked slowly up the pathway towards the front, looking carefully around him. McKnight followed him. Reid noticed the front lawn hadn’t been cut in years.


‘Watch out!’ he said. ‘There’s Jap soldiers hiding in there!’


It had been a long time since he had felt so pissed off.


He hated working the late shift. Dark, wet evenings seemed especially long.


‘Do you think we’ll have to force entry?’ asked McKnight.


‘Looks like it, Colin, the curtains are drawn. I can’t see inside.’


Until Reid had rubbed a small hole in the thick layer of grime on the window he had not been able to even see the curtains. Muttering to himself, he struggled through the jungle of the front garden and returned to the concrete pathway.


‘When was this boy last seen?’


‘Over two weeks ago. Apparently, he lived alone.’


McKnight paused.


‘Do you think he’s dead?’


Reid’s lips curled in a twist.


‘What do you think?’


Clark was kneeling at the front gate and felt disgustingly wet. Street lights formed prisms in the water droplets hanging from his cap. He wished he was dry and warm inside the Land Rover. But the call had not brought them to the safest of areas, so he crouched at the front gate of the house, covering his colleagues with his rifle.


He felt a large, cold raindrop run down the back of his neck.


‘Are you two going to be all night?’ he shouted.


‘We’re going in now,’ replied McKnight.


Reid smashed a small window in the front door and chipped away at the pieces of glass stuck to the frame, using his rifle butt. He carefully inserted his arm, found the lock and opened the door. An unpleasant odour met him.


‘What’s that smell?’ said McKnight. He was not looking forward to what he might find.


‘Don’t know. Ever seen a dead body before?’


‘Only my grandmother’s in a funeral parlour.’


‘You’ll probably find,’ said Reid, ‘that this might be just a wee bit different.’


Behind them, Clark walked up to the doorway.


McKnight warily followed Reid into the house.


The living room had a dank, fusty atmosphere and damp patches advanced up the walls. Yellowed wallpaper peeled from the plaster in strips. The room’s only furniture consisted of a black-and-white TV and a crumpled, shapeless armchair. The floor was uncarpeted and its bare boards were littered with torn newspapers.


McKnight looked at one – it was dated March 1974. They went into the kitchen. Every work surface was littered with filthy unwashed dishes. A brown scum floated on the surface of the sink. McKnight felt his evening meal stir uneasily in his stomach. Reid opened a cupboard under the sink. It was crammed with brown wine bottles. They were all almost full. Reid opened one and a thin fluid splashed on his hand. He held the neck of the bottle to his nose and sniffed gently.


‘Dirty bastard.’


‘What is it?’


‘PISH!’


Reid’s face burned with anger. He stamped through to the hallway and switched on the staircase light. He went up the stairs and paused for a second to listen, thinking he had heard something. He listened carefully but could only hear McKnight’s shallow breathing. Slowly, taking one stair at a time, he made his way to the landing.
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