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CHAPTER ONE


Belfast
16 August 199-


Donegall Place, the end of the day, the City Hall in tatters between sun and shadow, the shopkeepers shutting up and setting off home, shopgirls walking to the Central Station. An army Pig took the corner slowly, and headed left into Chichester Street. From the turret, an armed soldier kept watch nervously, trusting no-one.


Gearóid Lalor watched the armoured vehicle disappear from sight before driving off. In the seat next to him Seamus Lenihan stared out the window at the emptying streets.


He’d have gone down to Bangor that night, why not? Wee Fergie McErlaine and the gang from St Malachy’s were going there to a disco, and he’d have gone with them if the call hadn’t come that morning. They were terrible idiots the lot of them, but he felt like a bit of crack and a few laughs for a change. And maybe he could have gone up the Cave Hill on Sunday with Noreen. But it was no good, their commanding officer wasn’t the sort to let his unit mess about.


‘I could have been in Bangor the night,’ he said.


‘That so?’ Lenihan did not turn his head.


‘A bunch of fellas from the old school are going down in Fergie’s car.’


‘Fergie who?’ They were turning into Donegall Street.


‘McErlaine. You know, the wee lad from Eia Street. His auld fella used to have the fish shop on Duncairn Gardens.’


‘Oh, aye, him. Sure he’s a right buck idiot.’


‘I know, but he’s all right all the same. He keeps his mouth shut.’


‘He knows he’d have it shut for him if he didn’t. All the same, you should keep well clear of him. I’ve seen him and his friends acting the fool more than once when they’ve been cut. Them ones are the kind of wee idiots that gets out of line, so they are. Your man Fergie’ll get himself lifted one day and start talkin’. You understan’ me?’


Gearóid looked at the dashboard.


‘There would’ve been no harm in it. Going down to Bangor. It’s just a bit of fun.’


‘It’d be a waste of time. Bangor’s fucked.’


‘You’re off your head. There’s nothin’ wrong with it.’


‘They fucked it up when they built that marina business. I can remember when you could go down to Bangor on the train on a Saturday and go for a swim in the Pickie Pool. When you were finished, you’d head on to Barry’s Amusements on the front. You could have a good time there for a couple of quid. There was decent dulse in them days too, not the shite they give you nowadays. The friggin’ sea’s half diseased, what with the shite and stuff they put in it. There’s God knows what coming over from England. It’s not enough they send in the army, they’re trying to poison us now and all.’


‘Do you like dulse?’


‘I like it now and then, but it’s years since I had some. You get better dulse in Donaghadee. But when was I last in Donaghadee?’


They were on the Antrim Road now, heading north. Seamus was Gearóid’s senior by a good ten years or more, a man of respect who’d done time in Long Kesh and been in and out of Castlereagh nearly as often as he’d eaten dulse, the salty dried seaweed every Northern Irishman associated with days at the seaside. And here he was, talking about the Pickie Pool and the times he’d had as a youngster. It made him sound like an old man, thought Gearóid. His own brother had been the same way, before they shot him. He wondered when Seamus had ever had time for any of that.


Himself, he could remember nothing but the Troubles. There had been ceasefires, but they had passed him by, leaving him as he had been. And since he’d been big enough to join up, he’d known very little but the movement. All the same, he wouldn’t have minded a trip to Bangor or Portrush or one of those places now and again. Just himself and a few of the lads.


But he wasn’t going for a jaunt tonight.


‘Have you any idea what’s on?’


Seamus shook his head tetchily.


‘You should know better than to ask. How the fuck should I know? I was told what you was told: be at the operations room by six o’clock and await orders. So that’s what we’ll do.’


Gearóid nodded. A volunteer never asked too many questions. It could get people talking about you, make some of them wonder if maybe you weren’t a tout. ‘Keep your gob shut an’ obey orders’ – that was the key to survival in this filthy business. If there was such a thing as survival. You kept yourself alive as best you could, for as long as you could, that was the way of it. And if you kept your nose clean and never touted or fucked up, they gave you a good funeral over at Milltown, with a beret and gloves on your coffin and a volley of gunshots over your grave.


They drew up outside a terraced house in a short street off the Antrim Road, in the New Lodge district. On a gable at the entrance to the street a mural showed a masked gunman against a map of Ireland painted in orange, green and white. Beneath it ran words by Pádraig Pearse: ‘Ireland unfree shall never be at peace’, and next to them others in the same vein: ‘The fools, the fools, they have left us our Fenian dead’. It was an endless place, however changed, and the words on its walls and its people’s lips endless. As enduring as the deaths they boasted.


The door was opened from inside as they approached. They stepped into a narrow hallway, half-dark and smelling of fried sausage. Colm O’Driscoll shut the door behind them. He was grim-faced as usual.


‘Were yous followed?’ the little man asked. He had a twisted hip, some said from an accident in a game of hurley, others from a long night in Castlereagh at the hands of the Special Branch. He’d been an athlete before that, a hard player at all sorts of games.


‘No way,’ Seamus answered. ‘I’d my eyes peeled the whole time. If they were tailing us, they were smarter than the Holy Ghost.’


‘Ay, well, nowadays that’s just what the fuckers are. Come away on inside. Eugene’s here already.’


He’d heard a poem once, thought Gearóid, a long poem in English that one of his teachers had read to them in school, Father McGiolla, a squat wee man with glasses half the size of his face. It had been written by a man called Yeats, who was buried in Sligo. Gearóid had never been to Sligo, had never set foot in the South. Maybe one day, when all this was over.


Out of Ireland have we come.
Great hatred, little room,
Maimed us at the start.
I carry from my mother’s womb
A fanatic heart.


He had not understood the poem well, but McGiolla had spoken of the evil of great hatred, and his words had found some place in Gearóid’s mind. The words had not been like the words of the patriotic songs his father had taught him, but they had their own resonance and spoke with their own voice. Perhaps he should go to Sligo soon, find time to read and think. At nineteen, he had never had time for anything but hatred.


Colm O’Driscoll, standing there in his Springfield Road shoes and stained shirt, would never have fitted into anybody’s poetry book. He was a hard man, a man even his friends would take care not to cross. It was said he’d been to England before his accident and planted bombs in pubs and an army barracks, that the police on both sides of the water were mad keen to lay hands on him, but never had had a shred of evidence. He was a good man, all the same, with four weans, beautiful weans, the oldest nine, the youngest three. It was his sister brought them up now; his wife was dead, shot down by Loyalists a year gone, shot in the head while out shopping for milk. She was in Milltown cemetery with a headstone the size of a barn door.


There was food on the table, sausages and potato farls, nothing fancy, and scalding tea to wash it down. They always took plenty of tea before a mission, it kept you alert.


Eugene O’Malley was eating an iced bap, sitting in the corner as usual, tapping his foot to music he could hear in his head. He’d won first prize at the Fleadh last year, him on the tin whistle and Paddy Byrne on the guitar; and a couple of years before that he’d been the All-Ireland Whistle Champion at Boyle.


‘How’s about ye, Eugene? Have you brought your whistle along?’


‘What do you think?’ He nodded towards the door. ‘There’s some champ in the kitchen if you’d like some. It’ll still be hot. The scallions was fresh in today.’


‘No, I’m all right, I had something in town. A cup of tea and a sausage’ll do me rightly.’ He poured himself a strong cup of tea.


‘I was going to Bangor the night,’ he said.


‘You’ll be lucky.’


The door opened suddenly. It was Conor Melaugh, the officer in command of their Active Service Unit. Immediately after him, a woman stepped into the room, a stranger. No-one moved. The woman was well dressed, out of place here. Her hair was auburn, cut in a low fringe. Conor would have to have a good explanation for bringing her here: it was a strict rule that the ASUs only ever had contact with outsiders through their OCs.


‘Stay where you are, lads,’ said Melaugh. ‘I’d like yous to meet a friend of mine. This is Maureen O’Dalaigh. Yous’ll have heard her name before this. I don’t need to tell yous who she is. She has a few words to say before you go out tonight. I want yous to listen carefully.’


Gearóid whistled beneath his breath. Fuckin’ right her name was familiar. Maureen O’Dalaigh was a leading member of the Army Council, one of the top people in the movement. What was she doing here in the New Lodge on a Friday night?


O’Dalaigh thanked Melaugh. She remained standing, looking at each of the men in the room in turn. She knew what they were thinking, that Headquarters had sent her in on a tout hunt, that there was an informer in West Belfast, and that Maureen O’Dalaigh had come to sniff him out. She was known for that, among other things. For laying the finger on traitors and seeing they were put out of the way. For interrogating any poor bastard that had given cause for suspicion, and getting the truth out of him whatever it cost. She was harder than any man among them. Her well-cut clothes and expensive hair-do had never stood in her way.


‘You can put your minds at rest,’ were her first words. ‘I’m not here looking for anybody. What I am here for is to give you your orders for tonight’s mission. In the ordinary way of things, that’d be the job of your OC, who’d get his instructions from the Brigade Adjutant. But this goes higher than Brigade level, and for reasons you’ll understand in a minute, your orders have to come direct.


‘Now, first things first. If anyone asks, I haven’t been here tonight. You’ve never seen me, not here, not anywhere. You’ll say nothing to anyone about the orders you’re about to receive, or the mission itself. And I don’t just mean outsiders, I mean any friends you may have in the movement, and your own families. Any hint of loose talk and the entire unit will be executed. Do I make myself clear?’


Gearóid felt a chill pass through him. She was not even offering them the option of leaving. They were soldiers fighting a war, and to leave would be desertion.


‘Conor’s got your weapons in a car outside. They’re all clean as a whistle. I had them from a special shipment that was brought in yesterday. You don’t need to know where they came from. But you can relax. They haven’t been in a cache, and the Brits haven’t come within a mile of jarking them.’


Jarking was an army term for tampering with illegal weapons, usually by planting small homing devices in the stock. The RUC or the army would get word of an arms cache, through a tout, and take the weapons off to be doctored. It had happened a lot in the seventies, less often of late. More than one volunteer had lost his life as a result of such tricks.


‘The car was taken a couple of hours ago from outside a house on the Stranmillis Road. The owner’s on holiday, so it won’t be missed for a week or two. Conor has the man’s driving licence and papers.’


O’Dalaigh paused and looked at each of them again. She was a cold bastard, thought Gearóid: you could see it right enough in her eyes. She spoke fancy too, with an accent, but better educated than the rest of them. He’d heard she was a lawyer or something. He wondered what the others were thinking. Something big was up, that was for sure. Jesus, and he could have been in Bangor.


‘You are to drive down to Malone House in the south of the city. It’s at the entrance to Barnett Park, near Shaw’s Bridge. Conor here’ll go over it all with you on the map. You’ll be carrying FNC assault rifles with night-sights – Conor tells me you’re all experienced in the use of them. You’re to go out for a recce in half an hour, so you can see the place in daylight. Then you hold off until after dark.


‘But I want you in position by eleven o’clock. Not a minute later – if you are held back for any reason and you can’t make it by eleven, the mission’s aborted. Is that clear? Good.


‘Around twelve o’clock, you’ll hear an army patrol coming down the Malone Road. One Shorland, no back-up. As well as the soldiers, there’ll be four civilians in another vehicle. They’re your targets. Once they’re out of their car, you’re to open fire. Shoot to kill, and take your time about it.’


She continued with the briefing, talking slowly, making sure they understood. None of them, herself included, would ever be sent out on a more important mission, and it was vital there were no slips of any kind.


‘Right now,’ she said, drawing to a close. ‘I want you to listen carefully. After what happens tonight, you are dead men if you stay in Belfast. You have to disappear. No-one’s to see hilt nor hair of you for a year at least. You’ll be taken straight across the border tonight. I don’t want anyone knowing where you’ve gone, and be sure none of you tries to get in touch with your families. They’ll be told you’re all right and still on active service. Once things settle down, I’ll arrange for letters to be passed.


‘Now, is there anything I’ve not made clear?’


There was a tense silence. It was hot in the little room. On the wall, a picture of the Sacred Heart glinted redly. From outside, the voices of children playing came in waves: the next generation of heroes and martyrs scrabbling on paving-stones, writing names in chalk that would one day be carved in marble. And a dog barking high and quickly, and the low, familiar growl of a Hotspur Land Rover on patrol.


‘How long?’ asked O’Driscoll.


‘How long for what?’


‘You know right enough. How long before I can see my weans again? They’re just settling down now in school. It’s barely a year since their mother was killed.’


It was Melaugh who answered him.


‘Colm,’ he said, ‘I know well enough this is hard on you. But there’s no choice. If the weans was to come after you, they’d be followed. You know that as well as I do. I’m sorry this was sprung on you, but we couldn’t take any risks. I only knew myself earlier today. You don’t have to come on the mission. There’s no-one here’ll think any the worse of you if you don’t. You’ve given plenty to the cause.’


O’Driscoll looked steadily at his OC. He knew the man was talking a load of twaddle. You didn’t walk away from a mission at this level. If there was a word whispered about it anywhere, you’d be the first with a bullet in your head. And then who’d take care of the weans? He said nothing more.


Gearóid Lalor slumped back into his chair. He knew he was in some indefinable danger, that he was face to face at last with the brightness of martyrdom. This was something none of them would ever get out of. He looked across the room at Colm O’Driscoll and thought of another poem the man buried in Sligo had written. It made him want to weep, the beauty of the thing.




The Horses of Disaster plunge in the heavy clay:
Beloved, let your eyes half close, and your heart beat
Over my heart, and your hair fall over my breast . . .





And he thought about dulse, and dancing, and fish and chips, and Noreen’s hand and Noreen’s lips and Noreen’s breasts that he’d touched so rarely, and her heart that had beaten so seldom over his heart, wondering how it was that all things grew dark and ragged at the coming of night.





CHAPTER TWO


A light summer rain had come and gone, cutting the day in two, leaving the night humid and uncomfortable. The grass where they lay in wait was damp; not far away the river touched the air with a moist breath.


Conor Melaugh was grateful for the wet. In the summer months, the little park was popular with couples looking for a little more privacy than the average nightclub afforded. He had anticipated problems in setting an ambush even as late as this. Now, he was sure there was no-one within a radius of five hundred yards except himself and his men.


There was a rare silence all round them, into which random thoughts dropped, as though into still water. Melaugh watched clouds circle the moon. He imagined he could hear Seamus Lenihan breathing nervously a few yards away. Tension was building as midnight drew near.


Melaugh had been a full-time volunteer for seven years now, an officer commanding his own Active Service Unit for three. He had seen men come and go in that time – shot, arrested, taken for touts and executed, or just plain scared and running. Jesus, but he was scared himself tonight, who wouldn’t be? He had never been given instructions like these before, had never sat through a queerer briefing.


But the queerness of the operation was only half of it. What bothered him most was the end of it, the thing he had to do, the thing that stuck in his throat like clay. But there was no way out, there never was. O’Dalaigh had driven the point home, as if it needed reinforcing. She was a hard bitch, that one, she’d put a bullet in your head as soon as shake your hand. Her reputation went ahead of her: she was not a woman to be crossed, not if you valued your life and the lives of your family. If he disobeyed orders, she’d make him an example people would remember the length and breadth of Ireland.


They lay in a flat semi-circle facing the front of Malone House. Melaugh held the centre, with Lenihan to his left and Colm O’Driscoll beyond him at the entrance. On the right were Eugene O’Malley, the music-man, flanked by young Gearóid Lalor. Maureen O’Dalaigh had laid on a sixth man to drive the van, parked several yards up Dub Lane, ready for a quick getaway through the Upper Malone and straight down Finaghy Road to Ladybrook.


Gearóid was still thinking of Noreen, and intermittently of the night out he had missed. Not that, in truth, he had ever enjoyed much of a social life. He belonged to a staunchly Republican family, one that had given martyrs to the cause, and his childhood and youth had been committed in one way or another to the movement.


He smelled the night air and thought of Noreen again, then found himself squirming to get comfortable on the wet ground. He’d been brought up to believe in destiny: the destiny of Ireland, that would one day be free, his own destiny as a soldier fighting for that freedom. But it was hard to think of the ballads and to picture yourself as a man of destiny, striding at the head of the masses with an Armalite held high, when reality was a wet field and your knees aching as you waited to kill a man or be killed in the doing of it. He held his breath against the raw damp and the muddy smell of the ground.


At thirty seconds to midnight, they heard a Norland approaching from the Malone Road, then turning into the short approach road that led down to Malone House. A much lighter vehicle accompanied it. Military precision. At midnight, the little convoy drew up at the front steps of the house, and the engines fell silent almost simultaneously.


The car was either a Jaguar or a Daimler, it was impossible to say which in the darkness. Nor did it matter. As Conor Melaugh watched through his night-sight, the rear door of the Norland opened and a patrol of six soldiers wearing flak jackets and carrying H & K MP5s jumped to the ground, two at a time. A detachment from B Company, attached to Belfast Roulement Battalion (OPCON BRB), or so O’Dalaigh had said.


As they got into position, the driver of the car got out and quickly opened the remaining doors. Four passengers stepped down, three men and a woman. Like the driver, they were dressed in civilian clothes. So far, everything was as Melaugh had been told it would be.


The four civilians started towards the house, and the driver started to close the doors of his vehicle.


Melaugh let a couple of seconds pass: he wanted the entire team to have a clear line of fire. He targeted the woman and eased back on the trigger. There was a sharp report and the woman jerked forward hard as though a brick had hit her. The men beside her started to turn, and they seemed to move in slow motion, each in a different direction, confused, their hands lifting, their heads turning, three stark silhouettes against a stone façade. And in mid-turn they twitched as though hidden fingers had pulled strings and hurled them to the ground.


Beside the Norland the soldiers stood and watched. Exactly as promised, they did not move a muscle, not even when O’Malley walked to the steps and riddled the prone bodies of the victims with round upon round of sub-machine gun fire. Melaugh saw the looks on their faces, distorted by the otherworldly glow of the night-sight. He was looking straight into their eyes, and they knew he was looking, and he knew they would kill him if they only could. Their faces were portraits of impotent rage and a terrible, deep hatred. Some of their fathers had fought in the long war too.


When the last burst of machine-gun fire echoed across the park, Conor got to his feet. He felt tired and he felt afraid. What if, after all, it was a double-cross within a double-cross? He wouldn’t have put it past O’Dalaigh and her like to offer up an entire ASU as a sacrifice for whatever had been achieved tonight.


Eugene O’Malley rejoined the others.


‘Let’s get the hell out of here, lads.’


They regrouped and hared down the lane to the van. The engine was running, ready to take off. No-one wanted to hang around. Even if the patrol back at the house stuck by their agreement, there would soon be others, both RUC and army, who would cut them down without questions or remorse.


‘It’s to make it look right,’ Maureen O’Dalaigh had said to Conor during the briefing that afternoon. ‘It would never be believed that the army opened fire and hit no-one. They’ll need a body to parade before the media, some sort of compensation for the unholy mess you and the boys will make.’


‘You want to sacrifice one of our own volunteers just to save their face?’ He had been deeply angry even then.


She had shaken her head.


‘No, not to save face. To save the whole job from being blown. That one death will make it seem real, will convince the authorities that the Brits opened fire while you were there. It has to be like that, Conor. I’m sorry, but that’s how it is.’


And that’s how it was right now. As they came to the van, Conor was next to Gearóid Lalor. He’d seen they were together.


‘Jesus, Gearóid,’ he said, the words sticking in his throat. ‘I’ve left the fucking Browning behind. Will you go back quick and get it for me while I get the lads into the van? You can’t miss it: it’s next to that big tree over there. The soldiers are watching us closely, they know who you are.’


‘Right you are, Conor. I’ll only be a wee minute.’


Conor didn’t watch. But he heard the shots well enough when the bastards opened up. By the time they finished, they must have filled the wee lad with enough bullets to make a length of lead pipe. Conor felt sick and angry and confused.


‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said.


And he could still hear Gearóid’s voice ringing in his ears. ‘I’ll only be a wee minute.’





CHAPTER THREE


Area Metropolitan Police HQ
Harcourt Street
Dublin
4 September
0915 hours


Declan Carberry had woken with a headache for the fourth morning in a row. There’d been three the week before. Five the week before that. ‘The Grinder’, ‘The Thumper’, and, more often than not, ‘The Detonator’. He had names for all of them, and he’d started counting. Next thing he’d be keeping a log. Onset, duration, intensity, possible cause. He’d have to call on Brannigan at this rate, but it was the last thing he wanted to do. Brannigan was the sort of doctor who liked pushing people about. ‘Take a drop of this, swallow that, stop the other.’ He’d be sure to order Declan to take time off work, and that was something he could not afford to do right now. And not next month. Or next year, for that matter.


And, then, Brannigan was inclined to talk, to probe. ‘Did anything happen before the headaches began?’. ‘Is there anything in particular that triggers them off?’ The man fancied himself as some sort of counsellor, in his old brogues and the Aran sweater he wore in the surgery. ‘Are you feeling anxious. Tense? Have you any special worries? When did you last have sex?’


Jesus, Declan thought, leaning across his desk and picking up the report on the bombing at O’Donoghue’s, he knew perfectly well what was wrong with him, and there were no nostrums Brannigan could give him that would make things better.


A child could have explained Declan Carberry’s headaches: a wife he no longer loved but could not divorce; a tendency to overwork; and a job as head of the Special Detective Unit, the Irish Republic’s Special Branch, with special responsibility for counter-terrorism. He was surprised it was only tension headaches. Men of his age, with his problems, dropped dead every day of the week from heart attacks. Maybe he had a brain tumour.


Even if they changed the law on divorce – which seemed as remote a prospect as ever – he would be none the better off. He still would not be able to divorce Concepta. It was bad enough that the woman had grown to be everything he detested – flashy and smug and wilful and self-pitying; but Concepta was the Taoiseach’s sister. Or, to put it historically, her brother, Pádraig Pearse Mangan, had raised himself by slow degrees from chicken farmer to TD for Limerick West, to leader of Fianna Fáil, to Prime Minister.


So, even if divorce had been legal, Pádraig Pearse would never have permitted it for his sister. Concepta was one of the great man’s brightest assets. She appeared at party functions, organized charity balls, entertained visiting statesmen and diplomats, and had very nearly taken up residence on the set of the Late Late Show. Gay Byrne loved her. Pat Kelly adored her. She was nearly as popular as the President. Every year at Christmas, the pair of them turned up at the family home outside Limerick, to be photographed with aged parents, cousins, nephews, and nieces.


Pádraig Pearse (he insisted on both names, and why not?) was a widower. The sainted Geraldine had been speeded to her eternal rest by cancer five years earlier, whereupon Concepta, ever with an eye to the main chance, stepped into the breach and sacrificed all for Ireland. ‘My brother needs me’ was her constant cry. Her only daughter was a grown woman, her husband was a busy man, so her brother and his party came first and last.


Declan sat still for a while until his head stopped spinning. When he was younger, he could at least put this sort of morning down to heavy drinking the night before; but he’d been going easy on the sauce for a couple of years now and hadn’t touched so much as a drop last night. Maybe that was what was wrong. Maybe it was time he went back to the bottle after all. His body was telling him something, that was undeniable. More’s the pity that it chose to speak in a foreign language.


Seven dead and thirty injured, and all Declan Carberry could think about was that his wife did not love him. He groaned and started going over the report for the fourth time.


The bomb had gone off in O’Donoghue’s bar in Merrion Row at a couple of minutes after nine two nights ago. To make matters worse, the place had been packed with tourists, Americans and English among them, and the fallout from that was only beginning. He had meetings to come at the British and American embassies, and if some of the injured died, you could add the French and Dutch to the list. Over at the Department of Foreign Affairs on St Stephen’s Green, the new Minister, Ciaran Clark, was fielding enquiries from all sides. He’d been on the phone to Declan a dozen times the day before, asking for assurances.


‘Assurances?’ Declan had protested. ‘What the hell do you mean “assurances”?’


‘That there’ll be no more incidents. That you have the situation under control. Jesus, man, this could kill the tourist trade for the rest of the season. And there’s the presidency of the European Commission coming up next year. We have to be able to tell people abroad this won’t happen again.’


‘Ciaran, I’m not Jesus Christ.’


‘I never thought you were. But you are the head of the Special Detective Unit, and it’s your job to keep terrorism off the streets.’


Declan had taken overall responsibility for the investigation, rather than leaving it in the hands of one of his superintendents. Two of them, Coyle and Grogan, were working closely with him, and he himself was reporting directly to the Garda Commissioner; but he’d made the bombing his personal responsibility, and he was regretting it already.


A patrol car left Area Headquarters with its siren blaring. Declan sighed and tossed the report aside. He couldn’t concentrate. If it wasn’t Ciaran Clark, it was his blessed brother-in-law. P P had been on the phone a few times yesterday. He was never as demanding as the Foreign Minister; but then he didn’t need to be.


The phone rang, and Declan braced himself for another day spent fending off enquiries. It wasn’t real police work, and he wanted to be out at the scene of the crime or wherever else the investigation was leading. He could feel the headache moving up a gear.


Meanwhile, seven innocent people were lying in coffins, and thirty more were in hospital, some without faces, some without limbs, several without any hope of coming out alive. He had their names and ages and photographs in his report, he had details of their injuries, and they were whirling in his head like pieces of dust in space. Some of them had been younger than his daughter, Máiréad. And they all had families. He picked up the phone.


‘Carberry.’


‘Declan, this is Austin McKeown. Have you got a wee minute?’


Declan sat up straight. Austin McKeown was head of the RUC Special Branch’s E3 Division, responsible for intelligence within Northern Ireland. He and Declan met regularly to review cross-border security, and over the years they had become close friends. Not too close, of course; as Declan had been reminded more than once, the Taoiseach’s brother-in-law chooses his friends carefully.


Austin had already been in touch within an hour of the bombing. The RUC had set afoot their own investigation, since it was almost certain the bomb had been planted by a Loyalist group based in the North.


‘How’s about ye, Austin?’ Declan always enjoyed mocking the other man’s Northern accent.


‘I’m well enough, Declan. Listen, are you free today round lunchtime?’


‘I can make a space, certainly.’


‘I’ll be coming down. I’d like to see you.’


‘Well, a meeting would be useful at this stage. Why don’t you just come over here to Harcourt Street?’


There was a brief hesitation. When he spoke, Declan could detect an unaccustomed nervousness in McKeown’s voice.


‘I’d rather see you alone, Declan, if you don’t mind. Is there somewhere else we could meet?’


Declan thought quickly.


‘Be at Bewley’s on Grafton Street at one. Downstairs.’


‘I’ll be there. And, Declan – please don’t mention this to anyone.’


The nervousness again, as though he was watching over his shoulder.


‘Is this about O’Donoghue’s, Austin?’


‘I can’t speak on the phone. I’ll tell you when I see you.’


The Northerner hung up. Declan put down his receiver gently and sat back. He had never heard Austin McKeown so tense before. What was going on?


The phone rang. Declan felt his headache return with renewed vigour. He picked up the receiver.


‘Carberry.’


‘Daddy, it’s me.’


He relaxed. It was always a pleasure to hear Máiréad’s voice. He heard it too little these days. She’d left home a year ago, after finding a job with Bord Fáilte, the Tourist Board, and had settled happily into a little flat in Ballsbridge. He’d wanted her to go to college, but she’d preferred the independence of her own income. Anyhow, she’d said, people these days started university later, and a little experience of the world never did anyone any harm.


‘How are you, love?’


‘I’m fine, Daddy; but I’d like to see you.’


He groaned inwardly. There was nothing he’d like better than to see Máiréad, but he already had his plate full for today, and the rest of the week was likely to be horrendous, especially if Austin McKeown turned out to have a lead for him.


‘I’d love to, Máiréad, but you know I’m tied up with Monday night’s bombing.’


‘It’ll only take a few minutes, half an hour at most.’


‘Darling, I don’t know when I was last this busy.’


‘You were busy last month, then there was the gun-running thing in June.’ She paused. She sounded tired and close to tears. ‘Daddy, I need to see you.’


‘Is something wrong, Máiréad? You sound upset.’


‘I’m all right. But this is important. I get off work at five. Can I see you then?’


He sighed.


‘I’ll pick you up.’


He could have picked Austin McKeown out anywhere, even in a smoke-filled room. The Ulsterman always wore the same suit when he came to Dublin, he’d been wearing it ever since he and Declan first met. It was a green suit, cut by a tailor in Limavady, Austin’s home town, and it made the poor man resemble a farmer out for the day at the Balmoral Show. Declan had always pitied him for the suit, but he liked the man too much to tell him so.


Bewley’s was crowded, but they managed to squeeze themselves into a corner. It looked as though half of Dublin had packed themselves inside and as if the rest were in the queue waiting to get in.


‘I’ll say this for them,’ Austin said, as he manoeuvred himself onto his chair and his tray onto the table. ‘They make a grand loaf of bread here. I bought one the last time I was down, and the wife never stopped about it for weeks. “When are you in Dublin again?” she kept asking me, “I’d like another of them loaves.” ’


They talked of bread and cakes for a while, and sipped hot tea while they played with the food on their plates. Neither man was hungry, and Declan’s headache had settled down to what he called ‘The Grinder’. He was hoping it would stay there; stage two, ‘The Thumper’, was a killer. Ciaran Clark had been on the phone three times, the Justice Minister twice, and the Taoiseach once.


‘What brings you to Dublin, Austin?’ he asked at last.


McKeown drained his tea and set the cup down ringingly on its saucer. He was a farmer’s son, thin, with a scrawny neck that would have looked equally at home in a dog collar or an Orange collarette. His loud countryman’s voice drew attention at nearby tables.


‘I’ve heard the grounds of Trinity College are very fine at this time of year, Declan.’


‘They are indeed, though it’s hard enough to see them for tourists. Would you like me to show you round?’


‘I’d appreciate that.’


It was a short walk. Austin said nothing until they were through the main gate of the college and into the first courtyard. Students preparing for the September examinations mixed with tourists in search of the Book of Kells.


‘I’m awful sorry about the cloak-and-dagger stuff, Declan, but I’d rather we kept on the move.’


‘There’s no need to apologize. We’re in the same business. I’d be nervous if I was in your part of the country.’ Declan’s Special Detective Unit had until a few years earlier been known as the Special Branch, and its work paralleled that of its Northern equivalent and others on the UK mainland: the surveillance and prevention of internal subversion and terrorism.


‘Look, Declan, before I tell you what’s on my mind, I need your agreement that you’ll make no effort to trace my source or do anything that might jeopardize me or my colleagues.’


‘For God’s sake, Austin, that goes without saying . . .’


‘And that you’ll say not a word of this to anyone else. If it gets out that I tol’ you . . .’


Declan shook his head.


‘I can’t promise you that, Austin; you know I can’t, not if it has to do with national security.’


McKeown hesitated, then nodded.


‘Aye, right you are. As long as you’re careful, then. Don’t go shooting your mouth off.’


Declan tried to look wounded by the suggestion. Around them, grey buildings stood like monuments against a cracked sky. A young woman went past them carrying books, her hair tied back with a red cord. And a boy in slacks watched her from a corner and did not take his eyes away until she was gone through an open doorway.


‘It’s about O’Donoghue’s, isn’t it, Austin?’ Declan asked, trying to ease his friend into whatever it was he had come to say.


The thin man nodded slowly and knotted his hands. He looked uncomfortable in his winter suit. A beleaguered Protestant in the land of the Papists, at bay and without resources.


‘You’ll mind,’ he began, ‘that there was a shooting in Belfast a couple of weeks ago, on the sixteenth of August. Three men and a woman, and one Provisional IRA gunman caught in the crossfire.’


Declan nodded.


‘Yes, I know of the incident. Near the Lagan, wasn’t it? We have men looking for the ASU in all border areas.’


‘I doubt you’ll find them. They’ll be deep under cover by now. It wasn’t an ordinary shooting.’


The official story fed to Declan through RUC headquarters at Knock was that the four victims had been civil servants from Ofwat, the body responsible for supervision of Britain’s regional water authorities. They had been in Belfast to set up a nitrate-testing programme, and it was thought they had been mistaken for off-duty soldiers.


‘I’d already guessed that much,’ said Declan. ‘For one thing, I never believed the army patrol just happened to be passing at the time of the ambush.’


McKeown nodded unhappily. He hadn’t been responsible for the cover story, and he’d known it wouldn’t withstand even casual scrutiny.


‘I presume,’ Declan went on, ‘that the four victims really belonged to a more elite organization than Ofwat. I’d put my money on 5, since 6 doesn’t seem to be getting up to much in the province these days.’


‘Well, you’re right. And not just common-or-garden MI5 neither. The woman was the Deputy Director-General herself, Jean Whitmarsh. The three men were from T Branch – the Branch Director and two former F5 officers.’


Declan grasped his meaning at once. MI5’s increasingly powerful T Branch dealt in the main with counter-terrorism. Among the old divisions it had taken over had been F5, originally responsible for monitoring Irish terrorism.


‘They’d been flown in to attend a meeting at Malone House,’ McKeown continued. ‘I’m told they were due to meet a group of Loyalist leaders, half politicians, half paramilitaries. There was to be a deal set up. I don’t know the details, but the bottom line was to guarantee a British military presence in the North for the foreseeable future, at least ten years more.


‘The Loyalists were to drop any idea of pulling Northern Ireland out of the United Kingdom. In return, MI5 would supply their paramilitaries with high-grade intelligence on Republicans in general and the re-formed IRA in particular. It had been done before, but this was to be much more sophisticated. They reckoned they could wipe out the IRA within three years.’


Declan whistled.


‘Would it have worked?’


McKeown shrugged.


‘Hard to say. But it would have stood a good chance.’


‘How reliable is your source for all this?’


McKeown rubbed his chin.


‘As good as they come. His code-name’s Drummer. He belongs to an Orange band, plays the Lambeg drums. Terrible things them, they’ll cut a man’s hands raw to the knuckle. I’ve been running him for seven years now, never known him to go wrong.’


‘He wouldn’t feed you false information?’


McKeown shook his head.


‘Never. He’s more frightened of me than he is of Old Nick.’


‘No wonder the IRA risked the ambush. Didn’t they try to hit the Loyalists while they were at it?’


‘They weren’t due for another thirty minutes. And the Provos’ll have known well enough that taking out half the Loyalist leadership like that would have led to reprisals they couldn’t handle.’


‘But O’Donoghue’s was a reprisal, wasn’t it?’


‘Aye, of course. That’s why I’m telling you this. I’m warning you not to poke about too deeply. If you dig up too much it could turn nasty.’


‘It’s nasty already.’


‘It could get worse. I’m just suggesting you go through the motions for the moment. When we’re able, we’ll find somebody suitable for you to pin it on.’


‘You’re warning me off the top people, is that it?’


Austin shook his head.


‘Don’t misunderstand me, Declan. You’ve always dealt fairly with me in the past, and I hope I’ve been as straight with you. I’m not warning you off anybody. I’d like to lay my hands on those bastards myself, believe you me. But this is something that could blow up in both our faces. I can’t prove it, but I’m certain the army patrol guarding the victims had been given orders to stand aside. The forensic evidence doesn’t match up. But try sticking your finger into that pie.’


‘That’s precisely what I have to do, Austin. It’s what I’m paid to do. The same as you.’


‘No, men like you and me, we’re paid to keep the peace, not to go poking our noses where they aren’t wanted. Believe me, probing into this business could spark off a backlash you wouldn’t believe. On both sides of the border. If you’ll take my advice, you’ll concentrate on tracking down that ASU and leave these other boyos to me and those that know how to deal with them.’


‘What if one thing just leads me to another?’


‘You don’t get it, do you, Declan? Next time it won’t be a bomb in a pub. Next time it could be you they go for.’


‘Let’s say they do. And let’s say I come out of it alive. Who do I go to for more information? You?’


McKeown shook his head hard.


‘I’m keeping myself out of this from now on.’ He hesitated. ‘But if things get out of hand in any way, there is one man you could go to.’


‘Who might that be?’


The Ulsterman hesitated again.


‘Declan, if I give you this man’s name, you have to promise me not to write it down and not to pass it on to anyone else. Anyone.’


‘All right. I’ll keep it to myself.’


‘His name’s Wetherell, Captain Richard Wetherell. He’s with British military intelligence, with 14th Int at Lisburn. I’ll give you his direct number. About a year ago he was given a special brief to look into this sort of thing. Give it a wee while, Declan. Let things cool down. And for God’s sake, be very careful how you make contact with him.’





CHAPTER FOUR


Dublin
4 September
1748 hours


‘I’m pregnant, Daddy.’


The words hung in the air like little bombs, primed to go off. He closed his eyes, holding on for a precious few moments longer to the belief that his daughter was still a child and that the problem she’d come to speak to him about was no more than a telling off from one of the Sisters at school.


He opened his eyes, and she was still sitting there, across the table from him, not a child, but an anxious young woman in a grey suit, in need of his help and understanding. He wanted to reach out and hold her, tell her everything would be all right, that he would look after her. Paradoxically, his mind filled with words like ‘slut’ and ‘whore’, but he realized they were in his own father’s voice, and he shut them out before they could do further damage.


‘Who’s the father?’ he asked. ‘Michael?’


She nodded and put down the long spoon she had been holding. He had picked her up at the main Bord Fáilte office in O’Connell Street and taken her to a small ice-cream parlour nearby. He understood now that it had been an unconscious gesture; it was a place he had taken her often as a child.


‘You’ll be getting married then?’ He felt disappointment rise up in him as he said the words. Michael had never impressed him much, he was not the sort of man he had envisaged for his beloved daughter.


Máiréad shook her head slowly and lifted one hand to brush the long hair out of her eyes. He could see that she was close to tears.


‘No, Daddy, we’re not planning on getting married. In fact, I’m not sure we’ll be together that much longer. We’re not really suited to one another.’


‘Jesus,’ he exclaimed, ‘it’s a bit late to be thinking about that now, isn’t it?’ But he felt relief wash over him all the same.


She looked at him candidly, knowing he must already be kicking himself for what he’d just said.


‘Is it, Daddy? Better now than later on. Don’t you think?’


He said nothing. She’d had to live most of her life putting up with his own failures in that department.


‘Look, Daddy, I want this baby. I’m excited about it, really I am. I just don’t want to marry Michael. The reason I’m telling you now is to avoid problems later. Mother would have me off to England for an abortion, but I don’t want that. Uncle Pádraig – well, he won’t want me around in case the press get hold of the story. You’ll remember he made that speech to the Dáil earlier this year, condemning one-parent families as unnatural.’


‘Indeed, I do. Fornication, contraception, abortion, and one-parent families. I believe the eating of ice cream is high on his list too. Ah, well, but he’s very fond of you. I’ll have a word with him. It’s your mother I’m worried about. She’ll hit the roof. But, then, you know that yourself.’ He paused. ‘When’s the baby due?’


‘The first week in February.’


‘You’ve known for four months, then?’


She shrugged.


‘More or less. It hasn’t started to show yet. But it will before long, and I’m worried Mother will guess.’


‘I’ll have a word with her tonight.’ He hesitated. ‘Máiréad, you won’t like this I know, but I think going to England may not be such a bad idea. You should think about it. Is there any hope of your getting a transfer to Bord Fáilte’s London office?’


Austin McKeown changed into second gear, ready to stop at the checkpoint ahead. He’d had a long drive back, and he still had a meeting tonight at Army HQ in Lisburn. There’d been a diversion after Dromore, but he expected to be turning back towards Hillsborough any minute now.


All the way back, he’d been thinking over his conversation with Declan Carberry. No-one in his own office knew he’d gone down to Dublin, and there’d be awkward questions if they did. But he couldn’t have left things to sort themselves out. Carberry was sharp, and he had good investigators working under him. If anything, Southern intelligence was better than that in the North. Austin McKeown was one of the few people who knew just how badly the Chinook disaster back in June ’94 had been for Northern Ireland security.


The helicopter had crashed on the Mull of Kintyre, en route to a conference in Inverness. It had been carrying six MI5 officers, including the Deputy Director-General; ten RUC officers, including an Assistant Chief Constable and two Detective Chief Superintendents; and eight soldiers, including the Assistant Chief of Staff at Army HQ, one colonel, two lieutenant colonels, and five majors. Between them, they had carried a wealth of intelligence data and irreplaceable inside knowledge. The system had never recovered from their deaths.


That had left the field open to mavericks like the bunch of MI5 operatives who’d tried to set up the deal with the Loyalist paramilitaries. And Austin knew that, if Declan Carberry and his team started digging into the real facts behind the bomb in Dublin, they couldn’t help finding leads that would take them to the guilty men, if only because security was so poor. He also knew that, if Declan got that far, the Taoiseach wasn’t the sort of man to let sleeping dogs lie. Except that these were dogs that would tear a man’s throat out without a murmur.


He saw four Ulster Defence Regiment soldiers up ahead, standing in front of their Land Rover. Glancing in his rear-view mirror, he noticed to his surprise that the small queue that had been behind him since Dromore had disappeared. Up ahead, the road was empty.


Jimmy Bryce quickened his step. He didn’t want to be late for the meeting, didn’t want to draw particular attention to himself. Half his mind was on that, and the other half on the job that was waiting for him in Glasgow, if he could get the wife to agree to the move. She wouldn’t like it, she hated change of any kind, but if he could get as far as Glasgow he could maybe move down to England after a while and get himself clear of everything once and for all. By ‘everything’, he meant his double life as a quartermaster for the Ulster Defence Association and a police informer.


He thought Austin McKeown would let him go, maybe even help him out. Hadn’t he passed on enough information to the man over the years? And hadn’t that recent stuff on MI5 been worth something?


He turned into the Woodstock Road. He’d seen no-one he knew out on the street tonight, save Mrs Maguire on her way to the off-licence. His eldest son had a good job with a firm of engineers in Glasgow, and he’d written a couple of days ago to say they were in need of a competent electrician. He’d have to let Brian know by the end of the week, they wouldn’t hold the job for ever. His mind was as good as made up; he’d go if he could talk Annie round and get his bill of leave from the peelers. They’d squeezed him dry, they owed him a new life. He was only fifty-one, he had years in him yet.


The door opened at his knock and he went straight inside. There were four of them in the little room, Cairns, Brown, Massey, and Martin.


‘What’s up,’ he said. ‘Yous all look like yous’ve swallowed a lemon.’


Tommy McCracken closed the door behind him.


‘Sit down, Jimmy,’ he said. ‘There’s a few questions we’d like to ask you.’


Declan sighed. All round them, couples and families talked and laughed while they spooned up ice cream from tall glass goblets. The lighting was bright, everything glistened.


‘Go to England? Jesus, Daddy, you’d think this was the nineteen fifties.’


He looked round. He’d come to the same ice-cream parlour as a child. It had not changed much.


‘In some ways it is,’ he said. He glanced in the mirror opposite, saw a man on his own, dressed in an anorak. Was it his imagination, or had he been watching them?


‘We’ll speak to her together,’ he said. ‘But your timing couldn’t be worse. Your mother and I had a flaming row yesterday. I’ve told her I’m thinking of moving out.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Daddy, not again.’


‘It’s bad this time, love. If it weren’t for the blessed Pádraig and the impact it might have on the next election, I think she’d have me out bag and baggage.’


‘Uncle Pádraig wouldn’t try to stop you, would he?’


‘Not in so many words . . .’


Declan glanced in the mirror without moving his head. The man in the anorak had changed tables. He was closer to them than before. Declan changed his own position imperceptibly, so he could watch without making it obvious he was doing so.


‘Would you mind stepping out of the car, sir?’


Austin reached inside his jacket for his ID papers.


‘My name’s McKeown,’ he said. ‘Detective Superintendent, Special Branch. I’m late for a meeting at Thiepval Barracks.’ He handed the papers to the soldier by the open window.


‘I’m sure you are, sir. Now, would you mind stepping down?’


The man wasn’t local. McKeown could tell from his accent that he came from Belfast. Hadn’t been in the regiment long either, by the look of him.


He opened the door and stepped onto the tarmac. It was a narrow road, bordered by elms. On a tree opposite, someone had nailed a tin sign on which were painted the words: JESUS IS SAVIOUR.


‘Who’s your commanding officer?’ he asked. ‘This roadblock hasn’t been set up properly at all.’


The soldier ignored him. Austin looked round. It was strange. There should have been more traffic on a diversion between two busy towns.


‘Where are you coming from, sir?’ asked the soldier.


‘That’s classified. Now, I don’t have any more time to waste. Hand back my papers and let me get on to my meeting.’


The soldier shook his head.


‘That won’t be possible, sir.’


‘What the hell do you mean?’


In answer, the soldier raised his weapon. It was a sub-machine gun, but one of unusual manufacture, being, if anything, shorter than an Uzi. Wherever it had come from, it wasn’t standard issue. The soldier took the gun in both hands and opened fire. The last thing Austin McKeown saw was the sign on the tree opposite, tilting and then spinning away from him into a red field.


The soldier emptied his magazine, turned on his heel, and walked slowly back to the vehicle in which he and his companions had come. High above, a helicopter circled, then dipped and sped off into the distance.


He felt numb. He wanted to be sick, but the numbness got in the way. The other men in the room were all his friends, but he knew that not one of them would lift a finger to help him. They’d known the lot. He’d caught sight of a thick RUC file with his code-name on it, ‘The Drummer’. It would all be in there, every last detail of the information he’d passed on to Austin McKeown, the name of every man he’d ever betrayed to the security forces. It was pointless even to ask for mercy.


‘It won’t take long, Jimmy,’ said Billy Cairns. He’d known Billy all his life, since they were wee lads playing football together on the Ravenhill Road. ‘Don’t make it hard on yourself. It’s not easy for us either, you know that.’


‘Am I . . . Am I allowed to write something? A wee word for Annie and the boys.’


‘I don’t think there’s time, Jimmy. I’m sorry.’


The door opened and a tall man walked into the room. Jimmy had expected him. His real name was Raymond Hughes, and he was a plasterer by trade; but in the UDA he was known as the Hangman. He nodded at Jimmy as he entered. Jimmy had seen him at work more than once, he knew exactly what was coming. It was the worst feeling in the world, to be here and to know that he would not leave this horrid little room alive.


‘Would you mind taking off your tie, Jimmy, and unbuttoning your collar?’


His shaking hands did as he was told. The next moment, the men on either side of him had pinned his arms behind his back.


‘I won’t make a fuss,’ he said, though he badly wanted to.


‘That’s good, Jimmy,’ said the Hangman.


From his pocket he drew out a length of thick piano wire, its two ends soldered to metal handles.


‘Don’t worry, Jimmy. This’ll be quick.’


But nothing in Jimmy Bryce’s life had ever taken as long.


The man moved to the next table. He had no ice cream in front of him, no coffee. He started to unzip his anorak.


Declan stopped talking and leaned forward.


‘Don’t ask questions, Máiréad. When I tell you to, just get up and go ahead of me to the door.’


‘Daddy, what’s the matter?’


‘Just do as I say. Get up now.’


Declan stood. Máiréad hesitated, then followed suit. Out of the corner of his eye, Declan could see the man pulling his anorak open. Máiréad was in the aisle between them and the next table. Declan turned and saw the man pull a small sub-machine gun from a pouch inside the anorak.


Without thinking, Declan hurled himself on Máiréad, throwing her hard to the ground. Half a second later, a burst of automatic fire swept the space where they had been standing. Bullets bounced off the marble-topped tables, spilling milk shakes and ice creams. Others thudded into flesh. People were screaming, some trying to get out from the cages of chairs and tables within which they were sitting, others pushing their children down. The man in the anorak ejected a magazine and rammed a fresh one into the gun.


Declan twisted, pushing Máiréad further beneath the nearest table. As he did so, he could see the gunman’s legs, swivelling as he turned in their direction. The man took a step forward. A teenager near the door got up to run for help. The gunman let off a burst of rapid fire that took him in the back, throwing him against a mirror in a shower of splintering glass. Declan reached inside his jacket and pulled out the Browning HP automatic he carried everywhere.


He rolled, shouting to draw the gunman’s attention away from Máiréad. He saw the man’s legs turn again, then, taking careful aim, fired twice, taking the man in the upper thigh.


The gunman fell heavily. Declan twisted, pushing himself upright with his left hand, keeping the gun steady in his right. Getting to his feet, he was disorientated. All around him was a scene of chaos and terror. He looked down at the spot where he had expected the gunman to be. It was empty.


Turning, he saw the man in the next aisle, rising on his good leg, balancing with one arm on a chair while he raised the gun with the other. Declan raised his pistol just as the man started to fire again. The first burst went wide, then the gunman retrieved his balance and got off a single round that took Declan in the left arm. Declan still had control of the Browning. Using his right hand, he fired twice in quick succession. The second shot hit the gunman’s wrist, knocking the gun from his hand.


Declan shouted, instructing the man to put his hands to his head. At that moment, a small boy, terrified by the shooting, ran between them, howling for his mother. The gunman saw his chance and took it, limping for the door. No-one tried to stop him.


Declan raised his gun, intending to fire, but there were too many people round the entrance. Swearing, he ran after the man, only to see him stumble across the pavement straight through the open door of a waiting car. Declan opened fire as the car accelerated away from the pavement, smashing the rear window and ripping the brake lights to smithereens. But it was useless. The car was already out of reach, weaving through the early evening traffic. Moments later it was out of sight. In the distance he could hear the sound of sirens heading in his direction.


Putting the gun back into its holster, Declan returned to the ice-cream parlour. Chairs and tables had been overturned, glass lay in heaps everywhere, like diamonds on a jeweller’s counter, the dead and wounded were strewn across the floor like slaughtered sheep. He picked his way through the mess to the table where he and Máiréad had been sitting. Their ice creams sat incongruously on the table-top, melted but otherwise untouched.


‘Máiréad,’ he said, bending down, ‘it’s safe to come out now. He got away, but he won’t come back.’


There was no answer. The pain in his arm was starting to burn. He got down on both knees. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of her grey suit. He crawled closer.


‘Máiréad, you can get up now, he . . .’


His voice trailed away. With a shaking hand, he reached out to pull away the long spear of glass that had broken from a mirror in the ceiling and gone hurtling, point first, through his daughter’s throat. The floor seemed to move beneath him. He tried to call her back, to hold her steady against the dip and swell. But she had gone somewhere he could not follow, somewhere beyond the reach of his voice or his heart.





CHAPTER FIVE


The night passed, dreamlike, but without dreams. The sea was always in the background, its movements guarding his thoughts, its regular murmur insinuating itself into memories of carnage. Short periods of sleep would come, from which he would be snatched by anxiety or pain. Waking at intervals through the night, he would walk across the garden to the edge where it plummeted to the water, and gaze out into the darkness while he listened to the night breathing.


There were lights all along the bay. People lying in bed reading, nurses watching at the beds of the dying, lovers in one another’s arms, children mastering their fear of the dark. And ghosts: there would be ghosts down there, pale and trembling, lonely, ill at ease, watching the living as they slept or made love or prayed or slipped close to death, or woke from the endlessness of sleep, or went back into it again. But none of them knew what he knew, that something had come among them blacker than the blackest night. He shivered, but did not think once of going to bed or going indoors for a coat.


Inside, Concepta – the wife who did not love him, whom he did not love – lay awake with her own thoughts. She’d been at a reception when news of Máiréad’s death had come through. Declan had not told her. He’d been busy until after midnight, first having his arm seen to in St Laurence’s, then at his own office with his colleagues, fighting against grief while he went through the events that had led to Máiréad’s killing. Three other people had died in the shooting, and seventeen were wounded, none seriously. To Concepta, they were of minimal importance; all that mattered was that her only child had been murdered.


Her brother Pádraig had brought the news in person, at Declan’s request. The reception had been at Paddy Quinn’s, the head of the Electricity Supply Board, and there’d been great excitement at first, when word went round that the Taoiseach himself had come. The gaiety had turned to a frozen silence as those on the fringes of the party saw P P Mangan’s face and guessed that there had been a tragedy.


She’d been standing at the centre of a gilded room, a champagne glass in her hand, when she saw him coming towards her, and she’d known at once, she’d dropped the glass to the marble floor, instinct had told her that her daughter was dead. She lay fully dressed on her bed now, clutching Máiréad’s favourite doll to her breast, listening to a high sea and the night tide turning. A piece of glass, an invisible thing, had snatched her only child from her. And slowly, slowly, she tore the rag doll to pieces, unaware she did so.


Imperceptibly, the darkness altered. Dawn was not far away. Declan didn’t think he could face a new day. His arm would heal, the wound had been a clean one; but the centre of his universe had received a blow from which he knew it would never recover.


The shooting had not been random, he was sure of it. The gunman had been sent there or had chosen to go there for the express purpose of assassinating Declan Carberry. All the other deaths, Máiréad’s included, had been incidental. He had spent the night trying to come up with a motive, without getting anywhere. The gunman’s face was fixed on his memory, but so far he had been unable to identify him in the files of suspect photographs through which he had ploughed that night until they sent him home.


A footstep crunched on the gravel behind him. He did not look round. Concepta sat on the bench next to him. The sky ahead of them had started to grow pale. The lights of a ship appeared, out past Dalkey Island.


‘I couldn’t sleep,’ Concepta said. They had scarcely spoken since he got back home.


‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s hard to sleep.’


In the garden behind them, the smell of night-scented stock was almost overpowering. A bird sang briefly, then another.


‘Do you think they’ll let me see her?’ she asked. ‘Before the funeral.’


He nodded.


‘She wasn’t badly hurt,’ he said. ‘There’ll be no problem. If that’s what you’d like.’


‘Yes. I’d like to see her.’


He looked round. In the growing light, he could just make out the shape of the house. It seemed massive, massive and empty.


‘How’s your arm?’ she said. ‘I never asked.’


‘It’ll mend. The bullet went through a fleshy part, there’s no permanent damage.’


‘That’s good. I’m glad.’


There was no irony in her voice. Its absence surprised him.


‘I could have saved her,’ he said. ‘If I’d acted sooner, gone for him before he could get his weapon out . . .’


‘Shhhh,’ she said. She put her arm round him. ‘You mustn’t blame yourself. You can’t know what would have happened.’


‘It was me he was after, Concepta. If I hadn’t been with her, Máiréad would have been safe.’


‘You can’t know that.’


‘Oh, use your head, woman. Who else in that place was a likely target?’


‘Máiréad herself. She was Pádraig Pearse’s niece. But please let’s not argue.’


‘No, you’re right. I’m sorry I spoke like that. It’s a bloody business all the same.’ He paused. ‘How’s Pádraig taking it?’


‘Badly. You know how fond he was of her.’


The Taoiseach had never had children of his own, and from the day she was born he had treated Máiréad as though she were his own daughter.


‘I’ll see him later today. But I have to go in to the office first.’


‘Surely you’re not going to work today, Declan?’


‘I’ve placed myself in charge of the investigation. I saw him, I was face to face with him. Believe me, Concepta, I’ll not rest till I bring him in.’


She said nothing. She would like to be there, she would like to see his face as well. If she had a gun, she would shoot him.


The paleness in the east was becoming light. In a few minutes, the sun would be with them again.


‘Declan,’ she whispered, ‘I don’t want you to go. We were both angry when we talked about separating. But this isn’t the time. I’d like you to stay here.’


‘This hasn’t changed anything between us, Concepta. Máiréad’s death won’t bring us together.’


‘No, I understand that. But . . . for the moment. It’s bad enough without the thought of you leaving as well.’


He turned to her. Unconsciously, his hand went to her cheek. It was wet. He stroked it gently. Should he tell her that Máiréad had been pregnant?


‘Come inside,’ he said. ‘You’re getting cold.’





CHAPTER SIX


Area Metropolitan Police HQ
Harcourt Street
Dublin
5 September
0845 hours


‘This came through first thing this morning, sir. I thought you should see it.’


Tim O’Meara handed Declan a print-out. The message had come through a secure computer link-up connecting Garda HQ with its RUC equivalent.


Declan scanned the page quickly and let it fall to one side. He was so dull this morning that it took several seconds to sink in properly. Austin McKeown had been found riddled with bullets on a side-road near Hillsborough.


He looked slowly round his room. Máiréad’s photograph looked down from one wall. On another wall hung a photograph taken at a joint security conference held in Newry five years earlier. Austin McKeown stood in the row just behind Declan, two to the left.


He stood and went to the door.


‘Tim,’ he said, ‘would you mind coming in here a moment?’


A few heads turned. The mood in the office was tense and unsettled. Most of the staff close to Declan had known Máiréad, some since she was a little girl.


‘Close the door, Tim. Look, there are a couple of things I’d like you to check for me, only I don’t want anyone else knowing about it at the moment.’


‘Understood, sir.’


‘First, I’d like all you can find out about Austin McKeown’s murder. But for God’s sake, make it look routine. We don’t want anyone to know we’ve a particular interest in him or his death.’


‘Right you are, sir.’


‘Second, I want anything you can dig up about a Loyalist informer called The Drummer. The code-name is all I know about him, that and the probability that he was run by Austin McKeown. Be extremely careful how you go about this one. If The Drummer’s alive, I want to be able to get to him without exciting suspicion. And if he’s dead, I want confirmation as soon as possible.’


‘Anything else, sir?’


‘Yes, one last thing. Will you ask Grainne to run a search for all ex-MI5 and ex-SAS operatives who may still be active in the North, either on their own account or working for one of the agencies. That includes people known to have connections with one or more of the Loyalist paramilitaries.’


‘Looking for anything in particular, sir?’


‘I want photographs. The moment she has some, she’s to bring them to me.’


‘May I ask if this has any connection to . . . to the case we’re working on, sir?’


Declan looked at him sympathetically. Tim had been with him a long time. He’d known Máiréad, and he’d known what she meant to Declan.


‘No, you may not. If there are any connections, you’ll be notified in due course along with the others. Now, get on with it – and make sure you keep your tracks well covered.’


‘I want him dead. Not maimed, not beaten, not imprisoned and out again with remission in five or six years, but dead. Hunted down like a rat and killed at the bottom of a wet field. Do you understand me, Declan?’


The Taoiseach thumped a closed fist on his desk to help get his point home. An almost-empty bottle of Bushmills and a dirty glass shook with the force of the blow. Declan didn’t need them to tell him that Pádraig Pearse had been drinking heavily. They were in the Taoiseach’s office in the north wing of the Government Buildings on Merrion Street.


‘Sit down, man, sit down,’ Mangan thundered.


Declan sat down. ‘It’s no more than I want myself, Pádraig.’


‘I know it is, Declan, I know.’ He stopped abruptly, his voice shaking, looking away until he could find control of himself. ‘Jesus, Declan, she was a grand girl. What are we going to do? What are we going to do?’


‘I don’t know, Pádraig. I can’t believe any of this is happening.’


The Taoiseach got up and walked across to a window, his thick figure reduced to a blur by a nimbus of morning light. Pádraig Pearse Mangan was a heavy man who found shaving and keeping his hair in place a strain. The unkempt look endeared him to the farmers and turf-cutters who formed his chief constituency. Declan’s brother-in-law was fifty-five, glum-faced, and permanently dumbstruck to find himself sitting in the Taoiseach’s office. He was living in a dream, and sometimes it showed.
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