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  Introduction




  In film and writing, noir, not a colour but a vital absence of the same, is nonetheless a necessary hue. The stark radiance of a composition becomes evident only when it lacks

  distractions of the spectrum and its gaudy splashes of attached sensation, just as a morally abysmal ground makes any human light displayed against it the more brilliant in the narrative.




  Chris Petit, as an author, is of a variety that could not have existed prior to the later twentieth century and which is still exotic, namely someone whose approach to crafting literature

  commences from a starting-point of cinema, where the priorities and processes are very different. Time jumps its sequential tracks and is dismantled, fracturing in the stuck-needle repetition of

  the retake, shuffled into new chronologies by the demands of shooting schedules, with the semblance of a continuity or plot emerging only in the edit, this being as true of daily news as of a Jason

  Statham vehicle. Authorial sleights of hand allowed by moving pictures – all that visual background to hide details in; the fleeting blink-and-miss-it nature of the medium itself –

  cannot be replicated in prose fiction where there is no background beyond the flat surface of the words, and where those words stay frozen on their paper screen allowing for examination. Text

  requires its own illusionist’s devices.




  Clearly recognising this, it is a testament to Petit’s keen intelligence and versatility that he gains such a lot in the transition from one medium to another, meanwhile forfeiting so

  little. If he cannot reproduce the stunning coal-and-chromium luminosity of his groundbreaking 1979 B-road vision Radio On, he can still silver streets with moral drizzle and reduce the

  passing sodium lamps to lens flare, smears of phosphorus as seen through travelling black glass. Adjusting his techniques and strategies to the demands of a new form, his X-ray eye and

  crystallising gaze are unaffected. And in compensation for the absent lustre formerly supplied by celluloid there is the rich seam of night-language to which the harsh, stuttering neon genre grants

  him access.




  Noir, more of an ethical and atmospheric filter for a story, more an existential colour-grade than a collection of venetian-slatted clichés, is a neighbourhood where Petit has

  considerable previous. His startling debut novel Robinson takes its wrong turn into a backroom Soho with no postcode, a delirious sump of sour pornography and sudden Stanley-knife

  redundancy announcements, haunted by the beret-sporting skull of premature cadaver Derek Raymond/Robin Cook, on loan from his own brutal Factory novels or else leaked through from his Ivan Albright

  cameo in Petit’s The Cardinal and the Corpse. The queasy bad-dream ambience of Robinson is soaked up from the district’s gutters with their residue of Francis

  Bacon’s screaming abdabs and Thomas De Quincy’s opiated yearnings, yet the novel is only a first excursion into the displaced director’s chosen territory. With his second foray

  into darkness, The Psalm Killer, he presents noir of a different colour, having new agendas and extended reach; a new and underused locale, exchanging the steep, reeling gradients south of

  Oxford Street for the tight-knotted intestinal maze of Belfast, and trading a toxic hallucinogenic rush for the unwanted clarity of hangover, withdrawal, comedown.




  If in Robinson we see the author’s first engagement with this tarry, viscous genre – an examination of its shapes and textures, an initial handling to test its weight

  – then in The Psalm Killer we see Chris Petit putting noir to use as a specialised instrument for a specific purpose, making genre a sophisticated tool for talking about something

  else; perhaps its only serious application. With his narrative placed pointedly against the backdrop of a thoroughly-researched and referenced 1980s Northern Ireland, Petit takes the opportunity to

  look more closely at the psychological and socio-political substructure of that place, those times, with fiction as a means of penetrating sealed-off areas of reality where documentary journalism

  cannot reach. Given that noir is, glaringly, the only mode of fiction that’s appropriate to or is capable of navigating intractable moral black spots like the Belfast of that period, this

  serious investigative usage might be looked on as almost an obligation of the genre, though it’s rarely put to such a purpose.




  In The Psalm Killer, that obligation is resoundingly fulfilled. Unflinchingly, the novel charts a ground of national history sewed with unpalatable truths, buried like landmines or like

  post-abduction bodies, who knows where? The region’s simmering religiosity infects even the names allotted to the tale’s main adversaries, Cross and Candlestick, and in the interstices

  of the furious plot another story of equivalent atrocity is haltingly unfolded; vectors of betrayal and assassination reaching from the Shankill Road to Downing Street. For all the towering Murnau

  shadows that it casts upon contemporary events and on the fatal puppet shows of national security, the book unerringly maintains a pin-sharp focus on the fine grain of its characters’

  emotional conditions, and through them the scarred and traumatised condition of the landscape they inhabit. Despite all its razor insights into the political dimensions of the Northern Irish

  situation, Petit’s cool, authoritative text insists that we consider the domestic converse of those insights, the commonplace indoor violence and frustration buried in communities, invisible

  yet both facilitating and informing the widescreen outrages that inevitably come to comprise any conflict’s general public perception; its official tabloid record.




  One of The Psalm Killer’s numerous achievements is the seamless continuity it manufactures between the remote, somehow fictitious world of headlines and the visceral, immediate

  human realities which underpin that world. As somebody alive during that era, I remember – or think I remember – being on my way through the Westminster area back in 1979, a London

  jaunt when on the early outskirts of my subsequent career. Crossing a road, halfway between one trivial non-observation and the next, the sound of something massive stifling a sneeze –

  perhaps a nearby demolition – barely registered; the detonation only unpacked and part-comprehended later on with the assistance of the evening news. Whereas the customary scenery and

  set-dressings of noir, like any other genre, seem to suggest realms contrived entirely for the furtherance of a requisite atmosphere, Petit’s uncomfortable and mesmerising thriller manages to

  never step beyond the here-and-now reality shared by the author and his audience. Would that it did, and that its monsters and their implications were thus easier to dismiss, to wave away like the

  remaining Marlboro and bourbon fug left over from a spittle-flecked Mike Hammer rant, rather than listed as established facts in the work’s useful and unsettling glossary.




  And yet for all the ways in which it manages to transcend genre or to extend genre’s remit into ominous new areas, The Psalm Killer remains at its black, beating heart a piece of

  classic, textbook modern noir, presenting all the elements that are expected of the form but with changed lighting; altered meanings. That great standby of recent detective yarns, the serial killer

  – an acceptable Grand Guignol gothic horror for a rational age – is here depicted against the relentless violence and attrition of interminable conflict, noisy background that breaks up

  the outline of the predator just as effectively as Second World War dazzle-camouflage: we know it’s there, but we can’t tell how fast it’s moving or in which direction. The

  clearly-delineated psychopathic murderer is only a peacetime phenomenon. Placed in a context of sectarian combat, this contemporary bogeyman means something different and is saying something new.

  Then there are Petit’s women, women being just as much a staple of the genre as its volatile, hair-trigger butchers, and once more we find that in the pages of The Psalm Killer its

  female presences are put to other ends and have another function, anchoring the chiefly male-driven chaos of the narrative in vivid, tactile human consequence. With inner lives as full and complex

  as (if more self-comprehended than) their male counterparts, they hover a pragmatic pace back from the bloody business and they wait their moment. Subjects and not objects, they have agency,

  possess their own momentum, and are spared the adjectival fondling to which noir not infrequently subjects its dames, broads and tomatoes. By the novel’s end, our mental snapshot of Detective

  Westerby amounts to little more than a blonde with a hairstyle reminiscent of the way that women wore their hair in 1950s films, and yet we’re troubled by our sense of being her. Never

  McGuffins of desire, the women of The Psalm Killer aren’t there to ogle, but to keep an eye on.




  In this searing and extraordinary book Chris Petit has served up a perfectly-judged piece of Northern Ireland blackness, as compelling and as nerve-shredding as anything this seam of fiction has

  to offer. Simultaneously he has modified that midnight genre, making it a vehicle for speculative social and political investigation, while retaining all the pain and rain and furious energy.

  The Psalm Killer turns an unblinking lens on the unmentionable wound, the damage in our national past and likely future, to reveal streets meaner and goodbyes far more protracted, if they

  come at all. Open this gripping tour de force and, like its title character, diffuse into the Belfast of three decades ago like blood blossoming in water. History as unsolved homicide, the damp and

  dread of Petit’s harrowing account will never leave you. An abysmal triumph.




  

    ALAN MOORE


  




  







  To Emma




  







  Author’s note




  Parts of this story are drawn from actual incidents in Northern Ireland’s recent troubled history. Because of the nature of the conflict, much of what has gone on there

  has necessarily been secret. But clandestine activity is by its very nature clouded with disinformation and lies, and nowhere more than in Northern Ireland. Deniability is an essential part of this

  world. Even when something is true – and shown to be true – it can and will be effectively denied. The unwary enter this quagmire at their peril.




  There is a glossary at the back for those wishing to discover the bald facts, but I leave the reader to decide what – in the story itself – is fact and what is fiction.




  







  Prologue




  Belfast, September 1973




  CANDLESTICK lay in the boot of the car, as still as a dead man. He wondered how it would feel if this were his last drive. It was a favourite method of transporting captured

  Catholics – Taigs – bundling them into a boot and driving somewhere quiet to finish them off. But this was different.




  He shifted position and looked at the illuminated dial of his watch. So far the ride had taken seven minutes. The woman was being careful, driving inside the speed limit. They stopped for

  lights, then were off again. The licence plate was clean and a woman alone at the wheel would attract no attention from the watching security forces. He calculated another seven minutes to reach

  the Ulster Defence Association’s East Belfast headquarters in the Newtownards Road.




  They had collected the car from a workshop under the arch of a railway viaduct in a district that he didn’t know. The garage mechanic he knew, a fat cunt in dirty blue overalls, with the

  lardy pallor of the city’s poor and a wispy moustache that was failing to grow. They exchanged barely a dozen words as he showed them the red Cortina, the keys in the ignition, and fetched

  the gun from a drawer, a .38 wrapped in an oily rag, with six rounds in a separate piece of cloth. It looked well cared for, its dark metal gleaming dully under the neon. Candlestick had specified

  a revolver rather than an automatic so there wouldn’t be a problem with jamming.




  The woman told the boy to make himself scarce. Before leaving he offered them cigarettes, which they refused, and as he opened the door into the alley bright sunlight spilled into the workshop,

  turning the dust hanging in the air to golden motes. A car up on the ramp had its bonnet open. The Cortina was parked alongside.




  Candlestick stood in the doorway of the cluttered office at the rear of the workshop, loading the gun, watching out of the corner of his eye as she sat on the edge of a greasy desk, after

  arranging an old newspaper so as not to spoil her skirt, and picked up the phone and dialled the Newtownards Road number.




  They were in another of those dingy back spaces that most of his business seemed to end up in. This one was windowless. A train rumbled overhead as the woman asked for Tommy Herron and in turn

  was asked who she was.




  ‘Tell the fat fuck it’s Maggie.’




  She laughed and turned and pulled a wry face at him, slipping her pump free from her heel and jiggling the shoe impatiently, from nerves perhaps, though she seemed relaxed enough. His own mouth

  was dry. Her feet were slim, he saw. There were oil spills on the workshop floor. They reminded him of old newspaper pictures of dead gangsters.




  ‘Tommy?’




  He heard Herron asking if it was her.




  ‘Who else?’ she said tartly.




  She arranged to pick him up and Herron said something he didn’t catch and she laughed, smiling at him as she spoke.




  ‘A white blouse, my red skirt and the French knickers. And I’ve had my legs lengthened.’




  He listened to her playing up the sex in her voice until Tommy at the other end gurgled in anticipation, and he wondered about her age – several years older than himself, thirty, probably,

  and experienced. She was buxom, with a good figure and bright lipstick, and there was nothing wrong with her legs. The grimy surroundings exaggerated her sensuality, which she flaunted at him.




  He knew nothing about her except for a suspicion that she, like he, had secret masters. Whether they were the same as his he had no idea. Her intimacy with Herron was part of the larger game, he

  imagined, and he thought of the childish code name his had given him: Candlestick.




  Herron was grumbling in the background when she cut him short. ‘Long enough for a frisky boy like yourself.’




  She led him by the nose until, as she was about to hang up, Herron said something to make her frown. She recovered quickly, with a sarcastic laugh.




  ‘Tommy Herron, if you want to fuck me in my lunch-time, bloody well pay for your own parking.’




  Herron wanted to take his own car when she collected him because it was illegally parked. He had a reputation for being obstinate over the most trivial matters. She ended the argument by telling

  him to get one of his flunkeys to move it.




  ‘Pig-headed at best, our Tommy,’ she said after, amused at the idea of a big-shot like Herron worried about a traffic warden.




  Lying in the darkness, he checked his watch again. Twelve minutes gone. The car swung left then right.




  Herron got in as the car drew up. They had arranged to meet around the corner from the HQ and he must have been waiting. Herron had been increasingly wary of late and stuck close to his

  bodyguards. Seeing Maggie was the only time he travelled without an armed escort.




  ‘Ah, Maggie, a sight for sore eyes,’ he said, closing the door.




  From the boot he could hear Herron settle in his seat and lean across to kiss her, followed by the laugh of a man enjoying his clandestine assignment.




  As Maggie drove off she said, ‘That’s a good haircut you’ve got.’




  ‘Found a new feller. It means going over to the Crumlin Road but you can’t have everything. He’ll be a poof too, but like I said you can’t have everything.’




  He sounded relaxed and amiable, easily flattered by her compliment. Tommy’s hair was his crowning vanity, dark and lustrous like early Elvis Presley, a distraction from his bulk and lack

  of height.




  It was pitch black in the boot and Candlestick wondered if the perpetual darkness that awaited Tommy Herron would be any blacker.




  Herron’s fate appeared to have been decided by his own Protestant paramilitary colleagues in West Belfast. Candlestick doubted if this was the whole picture. He had been

  approached by Herron’s rivals in the UDA but he wondered if the security services weren’t playing a part. When he had mentioned the plan to Captain Bunty during one of their regular

  meetings Bunty had shrugged and said it was news to him.




  ‘I can’t say I’m altogether surprised. Tommy’s hobby is making enemies.’ Bunty spoke with a nasal drone, tinged with English North Country. ‘There’s

  lots of people happy to chip in for the collection that pays to get rid of Tommy Herron.’




  Bunty finished his drink. They were in the Candlelight Inn, as usual, where there was no chance of being spotted. ‘Well. Fine. So be it.’




  By then a death in Belfast was easier to arrange than crossing the road.




  Herron betrayed no signs of nerves as they drove south through the city. He was his usual garrulous self, grumbling about how he had been forced to give a boy a hiding because of his reluctance

  to collect protection money, and complimenting Maggie on her perfume.




  ‘Smellin’ as grand as ever, that’s what I like about you.’ He noticed she was not wearing tights.




  ‘Not much you miss, is there, Tommy?’




  From the boot of the car Candlestick could hear their conversation quite clearly. He could even hear the click of the indicator as she prepared to turn. Their destination was a secluded lane the

  lovers had used before. Tommy whistled flatly through his teeth, a popular hit from the summer.




  Petrol fumes made Candlestick nauseous, and his ankle itched but he dared not move as every sound seemed magnified.




  They were lighting up cigarettes in front and one of them must have opened a window because the engine noise was louder. He pictured Herron staring idly at the passing landscape, squinting from

  the sunlight and smoke, thinking of the sex to come.




  ‘Another grand day, but it’s supposed to change tomorrow,’ he said.




  They turned on to a dirt track and bumped down it for a while. When Maggie switched off the engine it was so quiet that the rustle of her skirt carried as she moved towards Tommy. He could hear

  the birdsong outside and the wind in the leaves, the noise of the engine settling on its mounting, and Tommy Herron’s breathing as they kissed. He waited for his cue.




  They were still kissing, by the sound of it.




  ‘Ah, Tommy’s getting awful stiff,’ said Herron and Candlestick had to overcome an impulse to giggle.




  ‘Come on, fat Tommy, let’s get in the back,’ she said.




  ‘I amn’t,’ he protested.




  Candlestick gave the seat a sharp kick and it went down, like the mechanic had said it would. Brightness flooded his eyes and, as he blinked away the dark, the split second he had of them

  kissing was like a developing photograph. Herron broke and turned in time to see the gun swing up towards his face.




  ‘Hold it there, Tommy,’ he said.




  As it dawned on Herron that he knew the man manoeuvring himself out of the boot he gave a little yelp, a bewildered half-laugh, like a prank victim.




  ‘What the fuck is yous doing back there?’ he said when he managed to find the words.




  ‘Candid camera,’ said Candlestick, sitting up. He held the gun two-handed.




  ‘Well, blow me down,’ said Herron, recovering fast, a man who could joke his way out of any corner.




  ‘We will, Tommy, we will,’ said Maggie.




  Maggie watched his expression shift from comic surprise, to outrage, to fear, as it dawned on him that he had been set up.




  ‘What a face, fat Tommy, a wonder to behold.’




  ‘You bitch! You sow’s arse!’ he roared, his voice cracked and vicious, then spat in her face.




  ‘Don’t move, Tommy!’ Candlestick shouted. ‘Or there’s brains on the windscreen.’




  ‘Still stiff, Tommy?’ Maggie murmured, wiping his spittle away with her hand.




  ‘Jesus,’ he said, looking from one to the other. ‘As cool as you fucking like. Am I allowed a smoke at least?’




  Maggie considered. She lit one of her own and passed it across. Herron inhaled deeply. ‘Look at us,’ he said. ‘Are we daft or what? Here we are, we’re supposed to be

  friends, so let’s be reasonable. What say you to five hundred quid? I’ve it on me now, right here.’




  It was widely thought that Herron carried large amounts of cash in the event of having to disappear without warning. He gestured towards his inside jacket pocket, waiting for permission to show

  them.




  ‘Uh, uh, Tommy,’ said Maggie with a shake of the head.




  There was a look of animal cunning in his eyes as he crushed out the cigarette. ‘And there’s more at home. What about five each and another two next week?’




  ‘Time’s all used up, Tommy,’ said Maggie. ‘You’re not worth the five hundred, and we’re taking that anyway.’




  Herron angrily continued to stab the dead cigarette into the ashtray. ‘Yous is dead in this town. You’re top of the fucking list.’




  Maggie stared at him with beady sensuality.




  ‘Anything happens here,’ he went on, ‘you’re dead ducks, that should be as plain as paint. Do you think they don’t know who I’m with?’




  ‘Ah, quit blathering, Tommy.’




  ‘I tell you, the boys in the Romper Room’ve not had a Judy to play with before.’




  Maggie smiled sweetly. ‘All wind and bluster, Tommy.’




  His look of disgust used up most of his dwindling courage. ‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you? Getting yourself all turned on.’




  Maggie smiled again, leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. ‘You bet, Tommy. Now give us your gun.’




  Tommy wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and held open his jacket while she took his pistol. He had taken to sporting one in a fancy shoulder holster, and even had a licence, fixed by a

  bent CID man.




  ‘Now open your door, slowly.’ He did as she told. ‘Put your hands on the back of your head and we’ll all get out.’




  Candlestick shadowed Herron with his gun, until they were standing in the open, then stuck the muzzle hard in his ear. Herron, already unmanned by the removal of his gun, looked even more

  beaten. What little colour he had left drained from his face as he stood unsteadily in the lane, trembling.




  ‘Ah, fuck it, please, Maggie.’ There was a whine in his voice. ‘Anything you want, the both of yous. Am I to kneel to beg for mercy? Then I’m kneeling.’




  ‘Do you know what, Tommy? Afterwards I’ll fuck the boy,’ she said. ‘All the while thinking of you, Tommy, only the best thoughts.’




  Candlestick wondered about this Maggie woman. A hard bitch and liking every minute of it. He wondered if she’d ask to pull the trigger and what he’d say then.




  She went to the car and fetched a half-bottle of Haig, took a swig and told Tommy to drink the rest.




  As Herron tried to take hold of the bottle, he lost control and went down in a heap. Candlestick followed the move with his gun, his finger tightening on the trigger.




  Sensing him about to shoot, Maggie said, ‘Not yet.’




  She pushed Herron up into a sitting position, splaying his shaking legs to give him balance.




  ‘Drink up, Tommy. Last orders,’ said Maggie.




  Big tears rolled down Tommy’s cheeks. ‘Ah, please. If not for me, for the kids. Please, Maggie. I’ve held you in my arms. Have mercy for the kids’ sakes. Dessy and little

  Billy, not yet two, don’t take his da away from him.’




  He held the bottle to his mouth but his teeth were chattering so with the fear that most of the drink slopped down him. A stain spread over the front of his trousers and Candlestick saw that he

  was pissing himself. Maggie made Herron finish the bottle.




  ‘Well, Tommy, at least you’ll miss the hangover,’ was the last thing she said as she grabbed his jacket from behind, lifting it high over his head and down over his face, then

  pulling tight. Looking up at Candlestick she grunted, ‘Do it now,’ in the same voice she used for fucking, he thought.




  Tommy made a strange gurgling noise then started to bellow and flap like a landed fish. She needed all her strength to hold him down. Candlestick found it hard to take his eyes off the sight of

  her calves and thighs tightening with exertion. It wasn’t until she shouted at him to help that he kicked Herron’s feet and booted him in the stomach until he was still enough for her

  to roll him over. She knelt, straddling his back, wrenching the hooded head back, offering it to Candlestick’s gun.




  He stood spellbound. He was too slow for her, he knew, but he could not respond. He had killed others without any hesitation. It was doing it in front of this woman, he decided.




  ‘Quick, do it now!’ she shouted.




  He tried to shake himself free of his paralysis. Her guttural voice drove him on.




  ‘Kill the fat cunt, stick the fuck!’




  He saw the strain of desire in her face. He could feel it travelling like an infection into him.




  ‘Come on, baby, do it.’




  She offered him Herron’s head. He put the gun close to the back of the skull, steadied it with his free hand and pulled the trigger.




  ‘Ah yes,’ he heard her murmur, just after.




  As the report faded, and the birds flew away, the woods fell eerily quiet. The only noise was the last of Tommy’s pumping body, feet thrashing on the dry mud. There was a powder burn

  around the bullet’s entry hole in the jacket. The exit he couldn’t see. The woman was transfixed by the final spasms of Tommy Herron, her lips parted.




  She put Tommy’s gun back in its holster. Neither spoke as they dragged Herron’s posthumously farting body to the boot of the car and with a lot of grunting and sweating hauled him up

  and tipped him in.




  He went to fix the seat. She told him to leave it.




  ‘I want him to see.’




  He didn’t understand.




  ‘We’ve got to go,’ was all he could think to say.




  She looked at him. ‘After what we came here for.’




  ‘We have to go,’ he repeated.




  She went and sat behind the wheel. He got in front with her and waited, thinking about how he was sitting where Tommy Herron had just been. She made no move to drive away, but stayed there,

  transfixed, her hands driven deep between her thighs.




  He was frightened by her intensity and nearly panicked when he saw that she wanted him to finish what they’d stopped Tommy from doing. But then he told himself that shooting Tommy Herron

  made him eligible for Tommy’s things, including her.




  He wanted to get in the back with her, Tommy or not, but she dictated their moves. She slid her legs from under the wheel and manoeuvred herself to his side, pushing her skirt up to straddle

  him.




  He rucked the skirt up further, and felt his way between her legs with his hand. He’d never seen a woman so urgent and his awe of her made him uncomfortably hard. He worked a finger into

  her but she wasn’t having it, so he tried removing her knickers instead.




  ‘Leave them,’ she said hoarsely as she yanked open his flies. ‘I’d have fucked him first if he hadn’t been such a pig.’




  The thought of eyeless Tommy watching, growing cold in the boot, and him having Tommy’s fuck, made him feel like a god. He remembered Tommy’s words to the woman while they were

  kissing, and repeated them.




  ‘Tommy’s getting awful stiff by now.’




  She gave a harsh bark of laughter and drove herself against him even harder, until he was unaware of any time or any thing other than the tight heat around his groin, her weight and her teeth

  and tongue. She grabbed the hair at the back of his neck as she started her climax, and he listened to her orgasm being wrenched from her in a series of grunting moans, and watched her face screw

  up with pleasure or pain, he couldn’t tell. Christ, he thought, the whole thing was far more violent than the murder of Tommy Herron.




  She lifted her head and searched his eyes, like he was the dead man not Tommy. Then she got off and sat back in the driver’s seat and leaned down and took him in her mouth, but he stopped

  her, saying it didn’t matter because he wouldn’t come. She carried on for a while, then put his still stiff cock away, asking him if he was sure and he said yes, and as she drove off he

  could smell the sex on them.




  ‘I owe you,’ was all she said.




  Three and a half minutes, he saw from the clock on the dashboard. It had felt like a fuck in eternity.




  Two days later Tommy Herron’s body was found by a roadside in Drumbo, south of Belfast. The jacket was still pulled over his head, the gun in its holster, his arms neatly

  arranged across his chest. No one claimed the killing.
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  January 31 1985, South Armagh




  IT was always the same nightmare. Cross saw them lined up in rows, in stretches of city wasteland – those derelict spaces once described to him by a child as the blank

  bits where things had been before they’d got blown up. There was a box for every one killed since it began.




  He could put a name to every box, those he’d known and the hundreds he hadn’t, which he knew was impossible. Then without warning he was back in some police examination hall and

  across from him were men whose funerals he would attend. Tommy Farrell blown up in his car, with none of him left to put in his box, which they had to weigh with sandbags, and Robert McNulty shot

  by a sniper. Cross found himself stuttering painfully to conceal from McNulty’s widow that there was nothing to recognize of her husband after the high-velocity bullet had done its job.




  McNulty got muddled up with the dead paratrooper as the dream switched to invade his childhood. He saw himself aged seven standing in the hallway of his childhood home, transfixed by the

  hammering on the door, and when he opened it the paratrooper, shot in the head on the path outside, fell bleeding on to him.




  After that, the army patrol held his family at gunpoint for the rest of the night, threatening torture and shooting, while Cross watched in guilty fascination as his mother fell apart in spite

  of the tranquillizers.




  Knowing that this part of the nightmare was wrong only made it worse, even as it happened. There had been no war where he grew up.




  Cross heaved himself free of the dream, not sure where he was, thinking at first that the train was a continuation of it. He wondered how long he had slept and how much time

  they had lost. Trains rarely ran on time and his had been late leaving. They had been gone nearly two hours, he saw, which meant that they ought to be near the border. His spirits sank at the

  thought.




  Outside, night was falling on winter fields and the threat of rain in a troubled sky made it feel like another day altogether from the mild, sunny afternoon he had enjoyed in Dublin. Cross

  thought about the wretched limbo that awaited his return.




  The charge was ridiculous. When informed of the complaint by the acting Detective Chief Inspector, Cross had trouble recalling the woman. The DCI had made it plain that he believed the

  accusation was false, but in the present climate of inquiry the police had to be seen to be investigating itself properly.




  The train braked to a halt. At first he thought it was Newry, but there were no lights. Catching sight of his reflection in the window, he wondered if he looked like a man capable of sexual

  assault.




  He could only vaguely picture her, a rail-thin, pinched woman with a face he had trouble remembering, an air of doped hysteria and a look of collapsed determination. Cross thought she could have

  been anything between forty and sixty. She lived in one of the modern jerrybuilt towers that had aged as badly as its tenants, known as ‘stack-a-prole’. He wondered sometimes if the

  bombers couldn’t put their work to better civic use by blowing up something whose demolition none would mourn.




  Her living room was dominated by the usual Catholic icons of the Virgin Mary and the flickering television set that stayed on regardless. It was a routine questioning, which he was only

  attending because he was concerned about the WPC’s lack of experience. The smell was what he remembered most – the stale saturation of years of fried food, alcohol, and an endless chain

  of nicotine.




  According to her statement, the WPC had gone off to make a telephone call as there was no phone in the flat. Cross had forgotten about that until the DCI had reminded him. He probably should not

  have continued the interview alone, but this hardly seemed of consequence until the woman had lodged her complaint.




  ‘Sexual assault,’ said the DCI, looking embarrassed and apologetic.




  The train showed no signs of moving. A ripple of impatience ran through the carriage. It was fuller than Cross remembered, with people standing in the corridors. Eventually they moved forward a

  few hundred yards and stopped again.




  ‘Bloody security alert,’ said a woman across the way and went back to reading her book.




  It was curious, he thought, how everyone behaved as though everything were normal until they were told otherwise. A guard passed through the carriage, instructing everyone to evacuate the train,

  making sure that they took their belongings. ‘These things are sent to try us,’ he announced cheerfully, earning murderous looks.




  Cross sighed, reluctant to leave the warm fug. Outside, through the opposite window, were lights and movement. He wondered again if he should get out of the force. The last post he had applied

  for – chief security officer at the Electricity Board – forty other officers had put in for, a fair indication of the state of morale in the force. He lacked the civilian contacts

  enjoyed by his Protestant colleagues, and stubbornly refused to make use of his father-in-law’s influence.




  From the top of the makeshift steps down from the carriage Cross saw a line of men in uniform standing inside the range of the train’s lights, the dark green of the police and the

  camouflage of the army. Soldiers were herding the passengers into groups a short distance from each carriage. The scene was further lit by the headlights of armoured Land Rovers.




  The faces in the crowd looked apprehensive and subdued, like the victims of a mass arrest. Cross too felt the vague guilt of the innocent in the face of authority (and he a policeman). The scene

  was strangely silent. No explanation was forthcoming. He reckoned a delay of two hours at least. It was chilly and wet underfoot, and mud sucked at his shoes. A raw and steady breeze blew across

  the fields. At least the rain was holding off, he thought, shrinking into his overcoat as the last of the heat of the train slipped from him. The mildness of Dublin seemed like an illusion.




  Dublin had been a relief from Belfast and Cross was able temporarily to shake off the low cloud of apprehension that had hung over him since his suspension. The trip had been fixed by a

  colleague who knew of his frustration and had asked Cross to replace him at one of the informal meetings the RUC held with the Irish Gardai. The two forces met regularly, in spite of a reputation

  for poor co-operation.




  McCarthy was the senior officer, about ten years older than Cross, a battered, friendly looking man who seemed more like a rumpled teacher than a policeman. The junior man, Doyle, had struck

  Cross as quiet but keen.




  It was the post-Christmas lull when nothing much was going on. They noted the usual border movements and discussed an illegal arms shipment from the United States, which McCarthy’s sources

  said would take place in the spring and arrive in the South before making its way North.




  ‘These are pretty low-level scraps,’ said McCarthy. ‘Hardly worth the bother of dragging you down here.’




  ‘Not at all. I’m glad of the away day.’




  The meeting had finished early and McCarthy reminisced about when relations between the two forces had not been so amicable. He had been involved in the investigation into the Dublin car

  bombings of 1974, which had killed nearly thirty people in the evening rush hour.




  ‘The ambulancemen in Talbot Street couldn’t tell the living from the dead, and the gutters were running with blood. There was a young girl decapitated and another two had been thrown

  together by the explosion so you couldn’t tell them apart. And we know who did it. Within a week we had their names, and we passed them on.’




  ‘And we did nothing?’ asked Cross, who remembered the story, though not its details.




  ‘Too bloody right, because the Brits told you to sit on your arses and suck your thumbs. After twenty-eight people had died.’




  ‘What were the Brits trying to hide?’




  McCarthy spread his hands. ‘How far do you want to take it? We knew and you knew the Brits had a hand in the bombings. It was the Prods that did it, of course – it doesn’t take

  a genius to work out that the IRA isn’t going to bomb Dublin. It was a UVF gang out of Portadown, but everyone I spoke to says they didn’t have the expertise for an operation that size,

  not without help. At least one of the UVF fellows had been in the army and one school of thought is that they were being run by the army. It’s no big secret. Some of the newspapers said as

  much at the time, and we’re still waiting for an answer from you fellows. Most of the ones that did it are dead now, but I hardly call that justice, certainly not for the relatives of the

  victims.’




  On the question of British motive, he said it was probably to do with the British and Irish governments signing an agreement over the North, which had angered the Protestants whose

  paramilitaries had close links with the security services. The message to Dublin was a clear one of hands off, and after the bombings the agreement fell apart.




  ‘I’m told the politicians in Belfast were crowing. Do you know what one of them said?’




  Cross shook his head.




  ‘“Slap it into you fellahs – you’ve deserved every bit of it,” is what he said. And you wonder we’re still talking.’




  Afterwards Cross had turned down the offer of a lift to the station. The younger officer, Doyle, insisted on accompanying him. Cross enjoyed the walk in the pale sunlight with

  its hint of spring, though he would have preferred it alone, to savour the rare occasion of being able to feel entirely safe. In Belfast part of him was always alert to the possibility of sudden

  danger, the peripheral moment of warning, the car drawing alongside or the hot blast of air that preceded the explosion.




  Cross let himself be talked into a beer and they stopped off at a bar by the station. Doyle asked Cross about his English accent and he replied that he had transferred to the RUC because his

  wife was from Belfast and had wanted to go back.




  ‘How long have you been there?’




  ‘Twelve, thirteen years.’




  ‘Do you still feel an outsider?’




  Cross smiled. ‘What else?’




  The static of a loud hailer broke the silence. Its booming announcement told them that because of track damage buses would take them to another train.




  ‘Abso-fucking-lutely typical,’ said the man behind Cross, slapping himself to keep warm. ‘No sign of any buses. How long can they reasonably keep us here?’




  Cross shrugged.




  ‘I’m serious.’




  It was hard to tell. The man’s rabbity look gave an air of humour to everything he said. He offered Cross a cigarette, which he refused. The first drops of the rain arrived to add to the

  misery and Cross thought of announcing himself to one of the RUC, then decided against it, without being sure why, when he could use his rank to shelter in one of the vehicles. Maybe he identified

  with the huddled group of civilians more than with the sinister-looking phalanx lined up against them. Several soldiers, big-boned raw youths and surprisingly short (‘Feckin’

  midgets,’ muttered the rabbity man), stood around looking impassive. Cross thought his nightmare preferable to this godforsaken scene. Its unreality made him wonder if he wasn’t part of

  an enormous collective dream of which the whole country was a projection: sullen fields as old as the struggle itself. Perhaps it was the destiny of this landscape, with its infinite possibilities

  of ambush, to be bound by hostility, and its people condemned by a decision of geography to a history of feuding, covert manoeuvres, field-craft and infiltration.




  The distant lights of approaching buses became visible, making their way downhill before disappearing behind the hedgerows. Under the instructions of a sergeant they tramped across the muddy

  field to a gate.




  Cross saw the soldiers checking papers and asking passengers the purpose of their journey. He looked back towards the train. Troops were moving through the lit carriages, guns at the ready. This

  wasn’t track damage, he thought, this was a terrorist hunt.




  There was a sudden commotion from beyond the train, yelling, then a quick burst of semi-automatic fire, and the shouted command, ‘Halt! Or we shoot.’




  At least they were doing it by the book, Cross thought. An excited buzz grew among the crowd. Troops hurried everyone aboard the buses, no longer checking papers. The smell of cordite carried on

  the breeze.




  As Cross got on the bus, a flare went up. It hung in the sky, turning the landscape phosphorescent. He heard a longer burst from further away. As the light fell to a dull glow, he imagined the

  quarry zig-zagging, making for the trees, hit by a burst that whipped his feet from under him and turned his legs as suddenly rubbery as one of his children’s Mr Spongee toys. He didn’t

  care what anyone said, it was hard not to identify with the fox.




  It was after ten by the time he got back. The buses had ended up driving all the way to Belfast in an erratic convoy, stopping off at stations in search of the promised train

  that never materialized.




  After being dropped in the centre, Cross decided to walk before getting a taxi. The rain had stopped and there was still time for a beer.




  He had a great love of Belfast. He loved it like an ugly child, less assured and more awkward than its capital sisters in England and the Republic. It was one of the divided cities of the

  century, along with Berlin and Beirut, except that everyone chose to forget Belfast. Cross relished its streets, the dirty weather, the bars, the unexpected friendliness of the people with their

  harsh accent, and the special flavour of its fierce history, so strong sometimes that Cross felt he could taste it.




  The night streets were empty, apart from the occasional patrol. For all the daily reminders of danger, Cross enjoyed roaming the city, drawing inspiration from the ebb and flow of its movement,

  from the wonderment of so many lives going about their separate businesses. Streets as memory; brief snapshot moments kept his mind alive. Nothing thrilled his romantic side more than a

  second’s eye-contact in a crowd, a relationship made and lost in a moment.




  Robinson’s was crowded so he drank in the Crown two doors down. The booths were full and he stood at the long mahogany bar, and wondered if these little epiphanies added up to anything. He

  was not religious, but he sometimes wondered if they weren’t evidence of a grander design. His agnosticism worried him. Of all places, this country was not one for sitting on the fence.




  This time tomorrow, he would know. Everyone said that the result of the hearing was a foregone conclusion. The woman’s medical records showed a history of mental illness, stemming from an

  earlier incident of sexual assault by a soldier, and Cross’s counsellor told him that his acquittal would result in her being put in psychiatric care. This left Cross feeling obscurely

  guilty, as though he were responsible in some way.




  







  2




  THE following day was quiet by Belfast standards. No one got shot, there were no explosions, no security alerts; everything ran on time. By nightfall it was another Friday like

  anywhere else, with the town going about its business, blowing off steam after the week. The bars in the city centre, where it was possible to mix without fear, and the barricaded sectarian

  drinking clubs in their respective enclaves all throbbed with a compulsive mixture of loud music, beery warmth and the din of loose talk which swelled to a crescendo in the hour before closing.

  Outside was foul and squally, which made drinkers all the more reluctant to leave the security of their bars. At ten past ten the Duke of York, a large pub in Donegall Street, was full to bursting

  when a white Range Rover with a rusted back panel and a smashed tail light pulled into the car park, the reflection of its brake lights flaring on the wet tarmac. Three men got out.




  None of them spotted an old blue Triumph Toledo pulling in behind them and parking on the other side of the car park. There was nothing to show that the two men inside were on surveillance,

  except that British soldiers tended to adopt a regulation dress that was as obvious as a full uniform – leather jackets, jeans and sneakers, hair worn long.




  They had followed the Range Rover from Woodvale in the north-west of the city, down the Crumlin Road. The men they were tailing were Protestant paramilitaries and the driver was under

  observation from an army team hidden in an attic across the road from his house.




  The Toledo was alerted as the three men left, and at the next intersection it slipped in behind the Range Rover. It remained inconspicuous in the late-night traffic, following through the city

  centre and across the Lagan, then down Mountpottinger Road before looping back again over the river via East Bridge Street. The Range Rover continued at the same sedate speed, the three men

  drinking from cans, oblivious to what was behind.




  When the Range Rover pulled up outside the Duke of York the soldier in the passenger seat of the Triumph used the two-way radio to report to base and lit a cigarette to irritate the driver, who

  lowered his window. Unpleasant gusts of cold air blew into the overheated interior.




  They made desultory conversation but the driver was not a talkative man. The forecourt stayed empty, apart from the occasional scurrying figure, hunched against the rain. The driver looked at

  his watch and sighed. ‘Last fucking orders, please.’ His colleague lit another cigarette and amused himself with the night glasses. A couple tottered drunkenly out of the pub.




  ‘What’s so funny?’ the bored driver asked when the other man started to smirk.




  ‘Bloke having a slash. You can see the steam.’




  The humourless driver grunted. ‘Fucking animals.’




  He took the glasses and a little later spotted a figure crouched down by the door of the Range Rover. He watched, puzzled, then reached for the radio and spoke in the pedantic manner of those

  whose limited powers of observation have been drummed into them by rote.




  ‘Delta four zero to honeypot. Come in, honeypot. We are in our last reported position. We have what looks like a stoley. The white Range Rover under obs is being broken into. Two persons

  involved. Weather does not permit full description, but both are wearing dark clothes. Do we follow or not, bearing in mind our orders to stay with the Range Rover? Over.’




  The last remark set his colleague off laughing. ‘Rover over.’




  A crackly voice came back, telling them to stay where they were.




  ‘Understood,’ said the driver. ‘Vehicle departed, heading north.’




  The other man was becoming helpless with laughter.




  ‘I can’t wait to see our boys’ faces when they find their motor missing.’




  The Range Rover avoided the known roadblocks in the area and it was not until fifteen minutes later that a police patrol car spotted it in the vicinity of Ormeau Road. It

  skirted the west bank of the Lagan before heading north, then east towards a hastily organised trap of two army jeeps and a police car, an unmarked Ford Granada recognizable only by the way it sat

  so low on the road because of its reinforced armour plating.




  The police car was the first to give chase, tucking in behind the stolen car before announcing itself by switching its lights to full beam. The two vehicles wove expertly in and out of the night

  traffic, and jumped a set of red lights at sixty, causing two intersecting cars to collide.




  The police Granada lost the Range Rover in a housing estate and positioned the two army jeeps by the main exits to the estate while it attempted to flush out the stolen vehicle. In spite of an

  epidemic of joyriding in the city, the driver of the police car had never been involved in a chase before and was nervous.




  One of the jeeps spotted the stolen vehicle leaving the estate and set off in pursuit, alerting the second army vehicle which took up a ramming position but mistimed its run and narrowly avoided

  colliding with the first jeep. The two jeeps were still immobile when the Range Rover shot past in the opposite direction after doing a handbrake turn that had spun it around a hundred and eighty

  degrees.




  News of the chase brought clusters of people on to the street, youths mostly, who applauded the getaway car.




  ‘Sticking out!’ yelled a lad, chucking a rock at the army cars as they pulled away. It bounced off the side of the vehicle with a dull thud. A cheer went up.




  The police car was a quarter of a mile away when told that the Range Rover was heading its way. By then the two policemen had started to enjoy themselves. It made a change from their normal

  patrol routine of betting on distances and checking them against the milometer, which was usually about as exciting as it got. With luck, this could turn into a biggy.




  They headed towards each other down a straight stretch of road. The police driver was thinking about braking and skidding sideways to block the road when the other vehicle switched lanes and

  drove straight at him. He panicked, and panicked even more when the other car flicked to full beam. Because of the height of the approaching vehicle in relation to the low-slung Granada, the driver

  could see nothing but a wall of white light. He gripped the wheel helplessly, while his colleague, who was pumped up with adrenalin, yelled at him to stay on course.




  ‘He’s not gonna swerve,’ wailed the driver.




  ‘Ram the fucker!’




  ‘We’re all fuckin’ mincemeat!’




  ‘Just steer the fucker straight. I’m saying a fiver the other feller’s chicken.’




  As the Range Rover bore down on him, the driver considered his options in the little time left. He was not a hero, he decided, but he had gone close enough to talk it up. So he wrenched the

  wheel over, hoping that the other driver wouldn’t do the same, and shut his eyes. The two cars shot past each other at speed, scraping sides, wing mirrors flying.




  ‘Brilliant!’ shouted the other policeman. ‘But you shouldn’ta swerved.’




  ‘And if I hadn’t you’d be a fuckin’ paraplegic,’ yelled the driver, who felt a moment’s exhilaration at the closeness of the call, then saw he was losing

  control on the wet surface. In a moment of liquid fear he muddled the controls and floored the accelerator, a silly mistake, but one – he realized as he made it – that could be taken

  for defiant machismo. They mounted the pavement with a jolt. Bystanders scattered as the car slammed up the grass bank. It was the turn of the other policeman to get nervous.




  ‘Steady up, for Chrissake!’




  Blurred figures filled the windscreen and the driver shut his eyes again and waited for the impact that never came. Instead the car shot through empty space, where moments before a crowd had

  been, leaving behind long, impressive crescents of tyre scars, and rejoined the road some seventy yards later, just avoiding the two army jeeps that were back in the chase.




  ‘Geronimo!’ yelled the driver, feeling better now his foot was unstuck and he had seen his colleague’s fear. They were halfway to being a canteen legend.




  They argued later about whether without the helicopter the Range Rover would have got away. By then there was a full alert and the helicopter spotted it on a main road heading

  towards the M2 that ran north from the city.




  It swooped low and settled in over the vehicle, coordinating the movements of the ground patrols. A second police car joined the chase as the Range Rover turned away from the motorway for

  narrower roads that became wooded and harder to monitor from the air.




  The helicopter suddenly announced it was losing it. By then the most recent police car in the chase was half a minute behind and the rest a minute and more away. The helicopter observer said he

  thought the Range Rover was probably driving without lights.




  They only found it because the police car at the head of the chase ran over something lying in the road which the Range Rover had also hit with more disastrous consequences. The impact had sent

  the stolen vehicle careering down a bank and into a large tree, which had smashed the car’s electrical system, buckled the bonnet and sent a plume of steam up into the wet night air.




  The police car had only skidded after its collision. The driver’s first thought was that he had hit a deer.




  He got out and went back to look. He noticed an abandoned shoe and didn’t at first connect it with whatever was lying in the road. Then, closer to, he saw a trouser leg with a white strip

  of flesh above the sock. The rest of the figure was harder to make out. There was some sort of grubby coat so soggy with rain that it looked from a distance like the pelt of a dead animal. The

  driver thought the coat was covering the head, then realized, with a lurch of his stomach, what it was spread all over the tarmac, the scramble of pink and grey-white, squashed flat. He took in the

  pulp of brains, smashed bits of skull and an object that he couldn’t identify, then recognized – between spontaneous heaves of vomiting – as a tongue.
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  ‘WHY do they need me? Why can’t traffic deal with it?’ Cross was irritable and felt like taking it out on the desk sergeant on the phone.




  ‘Traffic’s already there. There’s something they think you should see, sir.’




  The crash site was right on the edge of his district. A couple of miles further and it would have been someone else’s problem. He put down the phone and looked at Deidre, annoyed to

  realize that he still desired her, in spite of everything they’d just said.




  He had not suspected, though now he could see the signs had been there for years – in the growing distance between them since Fiona’s birth, and in Deidre’s exasperation at his

  lack of ambition. Top promotion, once within his range, would have allowed her the sort of reflected glory she enjoyed. Cross had always admired her social skills. It pleased him to see how wanted

  she was by other women’s husbands. He had felt unthreatened by this until now.




  He embraced her before leaving, breathing in her scent and warmth, sensing her resistance.




  The garage was accessible from the kitchen. Cross was grateful for this basic security. He took the torch from the shelf and went through the tedious routine of getting down on all fours and

  peering under the engine, sweeping the beam along the chassis and up into the wheel arches. It was humiliating going through this ritual every time he wanted to use the car and he always felt

  stupid crouched down on the concrete floor.




  The children’s bicycles were in the way as usual and had to be moved. He stood staring blankly at Mattie’s bike, thinking how ridiculous it was for the boy’s grandparents to

  give him such an expensive one, and far too big for him. He didn’t know yet what to think about Deidre, or if it changed everything.




  He got in the car, turned the ignition and held his breath. As thorough as his checks were, he always tensed in expectation of the blast that would rip away his legs and most of the rest of

  him.




  Cross hadn’t known what to make of that afternoon’s hearing. He had been exonerated, as expected, and the woman who had brought the charge referred to psychiatric

  care.




  Listening to the dreary process of bureaucracy running its course, Cross had an overwhelming desire to scream. The whole thing was an extraordinary waste of time. Markham, the board’s

  senior policeman, admitted as much afterwards. The RUC had become absurdly cautious about internal discipline since the arrival of a special team from England, headed by Deputy Chief Constable

  Stalker, to investigate accusations of deliberate assassinations carried out by the RUC on members of the Provisional IRA. The official line invariably was that the police had reacted to an armed

  response, though privately it was openly and gleefully admitted that the victims had been ambushed. Anyway, several of the dead men were wanted for the murders of police officers, so within the

  force their deaths were seen as fair retaliation.




  ‘Stalker’s an idiot and it’ll end in tears, mark my words,’ said Markham. ‘We’re left walking on bloody egg shells. Try getting a surveillance operation

  mounted and see where that gets you. Try getting anything done, for that matter. And how much is it all costing? They’ve been here months.’




  According to Markham, no one had properly defined the Englishman’s brief to him.




  ‘The man’s blundering around, thinking that he’s going to arrive at the truth and expose it to the world. Hah! And he’s a Catholic to boot, like you.’




  Cross caught Markham’s crafty glance.




  ‘I think so, sir.’




  Markham grunted as though this explained everything. Cross was uncomfortably aware that his religious background put him at odds with the rest of the force, and his English origins put him at a

  further remove. For years he had thought Deidre was joking when she said, ‘But, darling, we loathe the Brits.’




  After the hearing Cross had gone to his divisional barracks, a monument to the city’s Victorian prosperity, now desperate and distinguished by peeling paintwork and rising damp. Behind the

  makeshift shell of grilles and fences and security fortifications that protected the outside from attack, the core was rotten and neglected. It had been due an overhaul for years but with the

  threat of terrorist reprisals against contractors working for the security forces the work got endlessly delayed. Cross’s office – a dark room with bars through which the sun rarely

  shone – smelled of mildew.




  He sat at his desk, too shy to seek out his colleagues and announce his return. That could wait. He phoned Deidre at the tourist board. She was out and he left a message. When she called back he

  told her the news. She sounded pleased and relieved. ‘At last things can get back to normal.’




  Cross wondered what normal was; certainly not going out to celebrate in some fancy new restaurant that Deidre wanted to try. He pleaded exhaustion, making sure not to upset her, and they

  compromised without too much fuss. Such cautious politeness was a recent feature of their marriage.




  ‘I’ll cook us decent steaks and do the potatoes you like,’ she offered. Dauphinoise or Lyonnaise, he could never remember. He said he would pick up a bottle of wine and

  promised to be back early.




  As he was about to leave, Hargreaves, one of his detective sergeants, stopped off at his office. ‘They said on the gate you were back. Bloody good thing too, sir. I had a lot of money

  riding on the verdict.’




  They laughed. It was no surprise to Cross that there had been an office sweepstake on the outcome.




  ‘We’ve got a new recruit. A WPC,’ Hargreaves went on, rolling his eyes. ‘From Charley’s Angels.’




  Charley’s Angels was a unit dealing with sex abuse victims. Cross asked what she was like.




  ‘Bit bright for me.’ Hargreaves was wary of intelligence, especially in female officers, as it usually came at the expense of common sense.




  Cross was never sure how much he liked Hargreaves, but he felt at ease with him in the security of his dingy office, which seemed far more his than his expensive home.




  Hargreaves was a good detective but tended to coast on a reputation acquired from a couple of tough postings, including Crossmaglen, and was clever at bunking off in slack periods. He lived

  alone and his free time was spent building a boat. There was a wife somewhere and a daughter in a wheelchair, crippled from birth. Hargreaves only mentioned her when he was drunk, and usually

  added, with tears in his eyes, that he needed all the overtime he could get to pay to have her looked after.




  They’d ended up in the bar to celebrate Cross’s return and, as he was about to go, were joined by a group of detective constables. He left as one constable was daring another to eat

  the contents of an ashtray for five pounds.




  Cross telephoned Deidre to say that he had been delayed, calculated that he was all right to drive and arrived home to face her disapproval, which increased after smelling the drink on him.




  ‘I don’t suppose you remembered the wine.’




  He hadn’t. He worked hard to mollify her while she cooked the steak and he prepared a salad and laid the table. ‘In here or the dining room?’ he asked.




  ‘Oh, in here, don’t you think?’




  Again this deadly politeness, when neither of them really cared where they ate. Cross saw later that he should have taken more warning of Deidre’s initial mood. On what moment of

  negligence, or look, or careless expression the evening had turned, he was not sure. The ostensible row had been about giving a party to mark the outcome of the hearing, but even then he was aware

  of more being at stake than a well rehearsed argument about her gregariousness and his lack. Suspecting that his absence of social commitment was being taken for a lack of deeper devotion, Cross

  relented. ‘Go ahead and have the party, then.’




  He shrank at the prospect. It would be an excuse to invite a lot of Deidre’s friends. His colleagues were a cut beneath her.




  ‘I’m just trying to organize us some fun,’ she said.




  ‘Let’s go to bed, then.’




  She regarded him almost fearfully. He ploughed on, trying to lighten the mood.




  ‘I was rather hoping that part of your celebrations would include an assault on my diminished libido.’




  The effect of the remark was extraordinary. Deidre seemed to burst apart with anger.




  ‘It’s always your fucking needs. Me, me, me. Did you think of me once in all these fuckless weeks? Did you ever think of trying to reassure me?’




  She banged the table to emphasize the point. Cross floundered in the wake of her anger, trying to persuade himself that the row might still resolve itself in bed. Fights had become their main

  way of initiating sex. But Deidre was intransigent.




  ‘You come home late. You forget to bring any wine. You make boring small talk through the meal. You can’t see beyond yourself and your own little world and its problems and for the

  last God knows how long you’ve been a complete pain in the arse to live with, and now you expect me to come upstairs with you and lie back, open my legs and let you shag me.’




  Cross smiled, still trying to salvage something.




  ‘Oh, boy. You don’t have a clue, do you?’




  ‘What are you talking about?’




  Deidre said nothing and he realized he’d known for some time what was coming.




  ‘I’m seeing someone else. You should know that. I hadn’t meant to tell you, but now I’ve said it.’




  The effect was as abrupt and shocking as if he had been thrown into icy water from a speeding boat. His surprise must have shown. Deidre laughed weakly.




  ‘Fine detective you are.’




  ‘What’s his name?’




  ‘What difference does it make? It’s none of your business.’




  ‘It is.’ He had never seen her so angry.




  ‘The fact I’m fucking another man might be your business, but who he is has nothing to do with you.’




  ‘It does if I know him.’




  ‘Christ! Me, fuck one of your friends?’




  He wondered how often she had done this to him before.
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  THE glow of lights announced the accident site up ahead. The approaching scene revealed enough vehicles to start a carnival, far more than usual. Cross parked and walked the

  last hundred yards. He reacquainted himself with the familiar sights – the police lights around the tented-off body being attended to by the scene-of-crime squad. Everyone went about their

  business with a grim-humoured detachment, professional indifference reducing the corpse to an afterthought, to angles of calculation, measurement, geometry and Polaroids.




  He felt superfluous and imagined Deidre going to bed, briefly naked as she slipped on her nightdress and into warm sheets – an unwelcome reminder of the tatters of his day.




  Doody, in charge of the scene-of-crime team, stood above the rest, enormously tall, enormously bigoted. He had been investigated for passing police files on Catholics to loyalist paramilitaries,

  and cleared, though the accusation had stuck. Cross wondered if his own charge would give him the reputation of a sex pest, clearance notwithstanding. He had already noticed some WPCs looking at

  him askance.




  Cross found Hargreaves and asked why there were so many vehicles. Hargreaves ticked them off on his fingers. The police and soldiers from the four chase vehicles were still hanging around. Then

  there were the traffic mob, called in after the accident, and the emergency services, including firemen for the trapped driver of the crashed vehicle, plus scene-of-crime, summoned by the traffic

  police, and them.




  ‘What about the body?’




  ‘First hit by the stoley, then by a police car, and, after that, by an army car in the group behind.’




  ‘Three in all,’ said Cross in disbelief.




  ‘There’s a dip in the road. It would have been difficult to see. The head’s all over the tarmac and in the treads of three separate vehicles.’




  ‘Is this a joke?’ Cross asked and Hargreaves looked put out. ‘Never mind. It sounds more like a farce than a murder.’




  ‘They say it’s not as straightforward as it looks.’




  Cross felt his patience tested. ‘Who’s responsible for us being here?’




  Hargreaves pointed out the sergeant from traffic. The sergeant, sensing Cross’s mood, passed him on to a nervous young constable.




  ‘Rees thought you ought to see the body, sir,’ said the sergeant, sounding unconvinced. ‘I’d rather have got this lot tidied up and sent home, but Sherlock here had other

  ideas.’




  The sergeant moved away, leaving Rees’s Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he stammered to find the words.




  ‘In your own time, constable.’




  ‘It was the way the body was lying, sir,’ he eventually managed. ‘Like it was there when it got run over. If he’d been hit standing he would have been thrown aside or

  dragged by the vehicle.’




  Rees had bad breath. Cross wondered about the state of his own. ‘Is that all?’




  ‘No, sir. I noticed the wrists—’




  ‘Sir!’




  It was Hargreaves with the news that the driver had been cut out of the Range Rover and was on the way up. Cross asked Rees to excuse him and followed Hargreaves. A stretcher was being carried

  up the bank, the ambulancemen cursing as they slithered on wet leaves. Hargreaves told Cross that the driver was still unconscious. Cross took a closer look and turned in surprise to

  Hargreaves.




  ‘Did you know it was a her?’




  ‘Yes, sir, but I didn’t see it made any difference.’




  Hargreaves was rarely mischievous. Cross had to laugh. ‘What about the other one. It is a boy?’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Hargreaves with a straight face. ‘I’ve already cautioned him.’




  Cross spotted a pale, skinny youth sitting on the steps of an ambulance, wrapped in a red blanket. One wrist was cuffed to a rail, which let him smoke with his free hand. He drew deeply on the

  last of his cigarette and flicked it towards them as they approached. The youth looked the kind with a ready excuse. Cross wondered what it would be this time.




  ‘What’s your name?’ asked Cross.




  ‘O’Connor.’




  ‘First name?’




  ‘Vincent. I already told your man.’




  ‘What do you remember about the accident?’




  ‘I didn’t see.’




  ‘What else do you remember?’




  ‘Nothing. I must have got a bang on the head.’




  They shifted to one side to let the ambulancemen load the stretcher.




  ‘Is she all right?’




  ‘I don’t know. You’ll be taken to the hospital for a check-up, then if you’re fit you’ll be transferred to a police station and charged.’




  Cross sought Rees out again for the rest of his story, which grew increasingly bizarre. Cross shook his head, trying to make sense of it.




  ‘Did you notice any other marks?’




  ‘Well, no. I thought of that and couldn’t see anything without disturbing the body.’




  ‘Thank you, constable. You did the right thing.’




  Cross felt the start of a headache and wondered if it was a delayed reaction to Deidre’s news. He sighed and walked over to the scene-of-crime squad.




  ‘Nice to have you back, sir,’ said Doody insincerely.




  ‘Mind if I take a look?’




  Why he was bothering to be polite was beyond him. Doody wouldn’t think any more of him for a bit of civility.




  ‘Help yourself, sir.’ Always the supercilious use of ‘sir’, after the insolent pause.




  Cross stepped over a puddle of vomit and bent down to inspect the body. At last he was doing what he was there for. He felt calm for the first time since arriving.




  He took in the details, the crushed skull fragments, the bits of brain tissue and shattered jaw bone and tongue. None of this told him anything. Turning his attention to the body, Cross guessed

  from the condition of the hands the man was in his fifties. He looked more closely at the wrists. Each was as Rees had described, both pierced by a neat puncture about the size of a large nail.

  Apart from church crucifixes, Cross could not recollect seeing anything like it. He asked Doody if anyone had inspected the man’s pockets.




  ‘We were waiting for you’ – again the slight pause – ‘sir.’




  The man really was the limit. Cross felt a surge of anger at his own lack of authority. Christ, he thought, this constant doubt had to stop, and it was getting worse. He stared at Doody.

  ‘After you.’




  They were behaving like children. Doody relented and put on a pair of clear polythene gloves and felt his way through the dead man’s pockets. There was nothing in the trousers.




  ‘He isn’t wearing a jacket and the shirt hasn’t got a pocket,’ said Doody.




  ‘Unbutton the shirt.’




  Doody gave Cross a quizzical look before doing as he was told.




  ‘Are there any marks or scars?’




  ‘No,’ said Doody.




  The left coat pocket yielded a handful of coins. They were placed in an old jubilee-year biscuit tin that served as the squad’s container for the dead’s last possessions.




  The only other item was a piece of newspaper folded in four. The constable in charge of the tin, who wore polythene gloves like Doody, smoothed out the paper and placed it in a cellophane

  envelope.




  Cross asked to see it. The paper measured roughly eight by five and, though torn at the edges, it had been folded carefully to suggest it had been kept for a reason. On one side was a selection

  of display advertisements, on the other columns of classifieds. Cross scanned the cross-headings: personal, services, tutoring, wedding day, lost ¤ found, kiddies’ corner. There was no

  date.




  Doody interrupted to ask if they could move the body. Cross nodded and returned to the classifieds. He became aware of Hargreaves standing by.




  ‘Why would anyone keep this?’ he asked.




  He heard Doody mutter, loud enough for him to overhear but not to challenge, ‘To wipe his arse with.’




  Someone sniggered. Cross let it go. He’d have Doody gutted and fucked in hell one of these days. He turned back to Hargreaves, who seemed embarrassed by Cross’s lack of grip.

  ‘Get someone to work through these adverts. There may be a connection.’




  ‘What do you think, sir?’




  ‘About what? Whether it’s sectarian?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘I haven’t a clue.’




  A dumped body suggested sectarian. Informers were often tortured, though crucifixion was not something either IRA or loyalists went in for, as far as he knew. In other respects the body

  displayed none of the usual signs of an informer – money pressed into the palm, or bare feet.




  Cross felt his headache slowly working its way down the side of his head, making his teeth throb. The dentist had been on the list of things to do during his suspension, but he had never got

  round to it.




  Driving home, he realized there was something at the accident site that he hadn’t been able to identify. He thought back and pictured the mess of pulped flesh and bone until he could see

  every detail. He listed the separate components of the skull and mentally ticked each off – brain tissue, skull fragments, tongue. What there hadn’t been were any teeth.




  







  5




  AFTER being cleared by the hospital, Vinnie had been moved to the police barracks where they had taken away his things, logging each item in a large red book, and led him down

  to the galleys. As the mandrax wore off he became aware of the sour smell of fear on himself. He lay alone on a hard plastic mattress under a harsh light that wouldn’t switch off and tried

  thinking about having a wank to see if it would make him feel better, then decided it was the last thing he wanted. Anyway they’d be watching, which made him think of doing it all the same,

  just to show what he thought of them. Then he remembered the state of the girl after the crash.




  He had only met her that evening, introduced by his friend Brendan in the Duke of York. He hadn’t caught her name. She was from the Markets and teased Vinnie for being a country boy when

  he said he was from Andersonstown.




  She wore black and looked dead cool to Vinnie, wild and available, if he could impress her. When Brendan moved on because of others to meet, Vinnie stayed, buying her expensive foreign lagers

  until he was cleaned out. He talked about cars, and noticed her eyes shine at the mention of speed. Cars he knew about, stealing them, at any rate, and he named all the ones he’d ever driven,

  trying not to make it sound like bragging, but she knew them all and others too.




  ‘Now that’s dead sexy,’ she said of a Cosworth he’d mentioned. ‘Hail Manta, full of Audi, the Astra is with thee, Blessed art thou among Sierras.’ Vinnie,

  shocked in spite of himself by such casual blasphemy, laughed too loud. ‘Did you ever see a car in flames?’ she went on. ‘Best sight in the world. Sex in a car, did you beat

  that?’




  Vinnie smirked, thinking he was into the swing of her mood. ‘No hard-on like a hard-on at speed.’




  ‘If you were half the man you make out, you’d be at the bar getting another drink.’




  From the way she slurred her words he’d thought at first she was drunk but now he wasn’t so sure. She seemed so in control as he watched surreptitiously, waiting for the drinks.




  ‘You’re great,’ he said later, lost in drunken admiration. ‘I’ve been waitin’ all my life.’




  ‘You didn’t have a life until tonight.’




  ‘Where did you learn to be so smart?’




  ‘What about a takeaway?’ she asked, ignoring him.




  ‘A carry-out?’ Food was the last thing on his mind.




  ‘A car, dickhead.’




  ‘Now you’re talking.’




  Outside they necked in the rain, Vinnie high and itchy with lust, pressing himself against her to show the state of his excitement.




  ‘Christ! Give that dog a bone,’ she said, laughing.




  Vinnie bayed at the sky.




  ‘Are you goin’ to stand there barking all night?’




  They decided on the Range Rover because neither had been in one and Vinnie claimed ownership by pissing on the wheel.




  ‘Let’s see the size of it, then.’




  ‘Get away.’




  ‘You were all for puttin’ it in my pocket a minute ago.’




  As Vinnie finished up, she grabbed him and they ended up sprawled awkwardly on the bonnet of a car.




  ‘Is it the cold that makes it small? And you were steamin’.’




  ‘I’m still steamin’,’ he said in a thick voice, kissing her hard.




  ‘Showing promise,’ she said when they broke. She kissed him again. Vinnie was up for it there and then, and her jittery, thrusting motions as she squirmed beneath him made him think

  she was too, until he saw it was laughter she was helpless with. She rolled away from him.




  Vinnie worked the lock of the Range Rover. It took time, being drunk. The girl scratched her crotch with impatience. When he opened the door she pushed in front of him.




  ‘Hey, I’m drivin’,’ Vinnie protested.




  ‘Are you getting in or not?’




  She jammed a pair of nail scissors into the ignition. Vinnie’s annoyance gave way to admiration. ‘You’ve done this before.’




  ‘Beginner’s luck.’




  Vinnie found a four-pack of beer by his feet and flourished it in triumph.




  They sped exhilarated through the Belfast night. Vinnie watched her: a real daredevil, foot down and feeling him up as she drove.




  ‘Hey, hands on the wheel.’




  ‘I’ll drive with my knees if I want.’




  ‘Ah, fuck me bendy, if mother could see me now!’




  ‘Give me one of those sexy French kisses,’ she shouted and didn’t even slow down, making Vinnie nervous about chasing this wildest of girls. He felt caught in what Brendan

  called that old machismo bind, wanting to urge caution, not wishing to lose face.




  ‘Is this as fast as we’re going?’ he shouted.




  His erection was wilting in the face of her recklessness, though with what she was doing with her free hand he might just— Then he heard her swear as the car behind switched its lights to

  full beam.




  ‘It’s the fucking peelers!’ she shouted, accelerating away.




  Cross looked at Vinnie, who sat across the table from him in one of the barracks’ many interview rooms. The strain of his arrest made him pinched and furtive.




  ‘There’s nothing to tell. I was driving with this girl.’




  ‘With several vehicles in pursuit.’




  ‘I don’t know what that was about.’




  ‘But you didn’t think to stop and find out.’




  ‘I told her we should of but I wasn’t drivin’.’




  ‘What did you see on the road before the crash?’




  ‘She said something like, “What’s that?” and before I could see she’d hit it.’




  ‘What did you think it was?’




  ‘I didn’t see.’




  ‘There was no one standing in the road?’




  ‘I told you, I didn’t see.’




  ‘Whose was the car?’




  ‘Hers, I suppose.’




  ‘You suppose.’




  ‘We’d only just met.’




  ‘What’s her name?’




  Vinnie looked concerned for the first time. ‘Is she all right?’




  ‘Just give me her name.’




  ‘Marie or Marian, something like that.’




  ‘Why didn’t you stop when ordered?’




  ‘She was worried, being over the limit. She freaked.’




  ‘And if I told you it wasn’t her car, would you be worried at that?’




  ‘I’d have to say I know nothing about that.’




  ‘What happened when you got in the car?’




  ‘Nothing. We drove off.’




  ‘How did she start it?’




  ‘With a key, of course.’




  ‘Weren’t you surprised at her having a car like that?’




  ‘I think I thought it was her dad’s. I was pretty well staggered.’




  ‘What happened after you broke into the car?’




  ‘I’d have to say I don’t know about that. I was in the gents’, see. She went off to get the car. It was a Range Rover she said, and when I got there she was waiting with

  the motor running.’




  ‘But you already said you saw her start it with a key.’




  ‘I didn’t see, but what else would she start it with?’




  ‘Then where’s the key?’




  Vinnie shrugged and looked sulky.




  ‘The girl’s in a coma. We’re trying to trace her next of kin. You can help us find them.’




  ‘I’d tell her name if I knew.’ He looked at the floor for a long time.




  Cross asked, ‘Is there anything you want to add?’




  ‘I’m telling the truth in all this.’




  ‘You were seen breaking into the car by two witnesses.’




  ‘I’m sticking to my story.’




  Cross told the constable with him to take a full statement.




  Vinnie was taken back to his cell. The last time he had been arrested he’d been let off with a warning. He wondered what he was facing now: one or two years, plus

  remission. He thought back to school and what happened between one year and the next and tried to imagine all that time put away.




  It was not the peelers or prison he feared, compared to what the IRA would do if they knew he had been joyriding again. Dermot they’d got drunk on scrumpy first because they felt sorry for

  him, and Chancer was back stealing cars while he was still on crutches and his leg in plaster. It was a point of honour to show you weren’t intimidated, but Vinnie was still scared from the

  last time.




  Two of them had come to the house. Vinnie had been still in bed with a hangover. His first thought was it was the police, except it was too early for them. Nevertheless, he was half out of the

  window when the bedroom door opened and he found himself staring at two armed men wearing black gloves. One carried a CB radio.




  They addressed him by his full name and for a moment Vinnie thought they were going to shoot him astride the windowsill, dressed in his underpants.




  ‘You’ve got the wrong O’Connor,’ he managed to say.




  ‘We’re from the Provisional Irish Republican Army,’ one of them announced gravely to his mother as she arrived upstairs. His father stood ineffectually behind, the pair of them

  a pathetic picture of formal anguish. Vinnie’s fear was worse for the embarrassment he felt at being seen undressed in front of his mother.




  ‘Listen, Ma, I swear on my life, they’re mixing me with another fellow.’




  The Provisional standing nearest him turned to his mother and spoke politely, making it sound like she had some choice in the matter.




  ‘Go downstairs now and make yourselves a cup of tea. It’s just a little talk we’re wanting. He’ll be back safe in the hour.’




  With a broken leg, thought Vinnie, or worse.




  They stayed in the bedroom and watched him dress, then led him outside to a waiting car with two more men inside. His escorts pushed him into the back and got in on either side and the car

  pulled away. Everyone’s actions seemed perfectly rehearsed.




  Vinnie tried to protest his innocence but only a whine came out. The man in the passenger seat turned round and jabbed a gun at his forehead, scaring him like never before. Vinnie was convinced

  they were going to make an example of him and shoot him dead. The story was that they were going to do it to someone sooner or later. He was even more sure when the man worked the gun housing,

  feeding a round into the barrel, which left him horribly aware that the bullet in the breech was the one that would drill its way into his brain. He started to sob and didn’t care who

  saw.




  Outside everything looked desperately normal – bricks and concrete and the beginnings of an indifferent blue sky. Inside the car the silence felt dreadfully loaded.




  ‘This’ll do here,’ said the gunman.




  Vinnie started gabbling the end of the Hail Mary, over and over – ‘Now and at the hour of our death’ – praying like never before, promising to live the life of a

  saint if God or the Blessed Virgin got him out of this. He looked frantically for any sign that he might not be about to be killed and found none. They were parked by an empty space of grass, with

  two weak saplings protected by wire cages. He could see his own body dumped on the grass, like time had jumped.




  The four men sat in silence while Vinnie bawled like a baby until one of them lit a cigarette.




  ‘For God’s sake, give him one too if it’ll shut him up,’ said the man with the gun.




  Vinnie, thinking this was the condemned man’s last cigarette they were offering, shook his head furiously and gulped for air, hoping that refusing might somehow keep him alive.




  ‘Ah, for Christ’s sake, stop your snivelling. Take the fucking cigarette and get a grip.’




  They lit it for him. He was still whimpering and that with the smoke started him coughing.




  ‘You do smoke?’ asked the driver laconically, speaking for the first time.




  Vinnie nodded, still coughing.




  ‘That’s all right, then. We wouldn’t want to be encouraging bad habits.’




  ‘His first and last cigarette,’ said the man with the gun, laughing, which was enough to set Vinnie off again.




  ‘Government Warning,’ said the driver, deadpan, emphasizing every word. ‘Smoking can damage your health.’




  The man with the gun turned and smiled, then jammed the pistol point hard against Vinnie’s knee, making him yelp. He dug it in harder until Vinnie cried out with fear.




  ‘They say the pain is indescribable.’




  ‘Read that,’ said the driver, producing a folded piece of paper from his pocket.




  It was a typed statement with Vinnie’s full name and address at the top, followed by a confession of his crimes, namely petty larceny and car theft, a promise to not offend again and, if

  further offences were discovered, then he should be aware of the consequences. His name looked strange spelt out in full, as though it belonged to someone else. Vincent Gerard Declan

  O’Connor. He wondered how they knew about the middle names.




  A delay followed while a pen was found for Vinnie to sign the paper. He scribbled his name with difficulty because of the trembling.




  The gunman said, ’If we find you up to your old tricks you know what to expect.’




  Vinnie said nothing, but they wanted to hear it from him.




  ‘What do you get?’




  ‘Broken bones,’ mumbled Vinnie.




  ‘At the very least,’ said the driver. ‘We come to your house, we take you away, we tie your arms behind your back, we put the sellotape over your mouth, and we shoot you

  – in the elbow or the knee, or maybe just in the back of the leg, if we’re feeling lenient. Or we smash your bones with a baseball bat or drop a breeze block on you, which makes a

  terrible mess. But you know all this. The thing is, are you clear about it?’




  They showed him some pictures to underline their point. The man next to Vinnie shoved him forward, making sure he saw each one as it was held up, half a dozen Polaroids of smashed knees and

  elbows, ghastly nightmare cocktails of gristle and bone. The worst was of a large exit hole that had taken away the whole kneecap, leaving only a soggy, unprotected pulp.




  ‘Colt .45. Make sure that’s not you, Vincent.’




  The man in the passenger seat looked him levelly in the eye, speaking politely, with no need of threat any more, like they were exchanging pleasantries over a shop counter.




  ‘Now mind how you go.’




  All Vinnie could think was that he wasn’t going to die after all. He was aware only of his breathing and his relief. It was a miracle he’d not shat himself. God was understanding in

  His infinite mercy. He fucking well must be if He was letting him off with a warning. The sun came out from behind a cloud, just for him.
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  BY late morning lack of sleep was telling on Cross. He looked through his window at the barracks’ dreary courtyard. Not yet lunchtime and the lights were on. He often

  felt overwhelmed at the start of a case. With the greater issues so insoluble, it was hardly surprising.




  He turned to Hargreaves. ‘Who’s working on the advertisements? ’




  ‘Westerby.’




  Westerby was the new posting, a serious-looking young woman with a face he could imagine belonging to Joan of Arc or one of the saints in the stained-glass windows of the churches of his

  childhood. He wasn’t sure why. There was nothing particularly otherworldly about her. She smiled easily, showing good teeth, and did her blonde hair in a way that reminded him of women in

  films from the 1950s, and seemed more feminine than many policewomen, without adopting the fluttery manner of some.




  Cross looked at a photostat of the relevant page of advertisements, which was from an edition of one of the city’s newspapers of the week before. His eye was drawn to a long and rambling

  Prayer to the Holy Spirit that ended:




  

    

      

        

          The person may say this prayer for three consecutive days, after the three days the favour will be granted. This prayer must be published after the third day. C.S.


        


      


    


  




  What on earth did that mean?




  ‘Tell Westerby to double-check this,’ he said to Hargreaves, ‘and any others that look like they might be religious cranks. It’s a possibility. At this stage anything

  is.’




  He also told him to contact the two soldiers who had reported the theft of the Range Rover for a statement, and to go through the men’s hostels and see if any regulars were missing.




  After Hargreaves had gone, Cross went over the other advertisements.




  

    

      

        

          A BIBLE QUESTION: What does God say concerning governments? ANS Read Proverbs Chapter 29 verse 2.




          DENTURE GRIEF. Dental implants may solve your problem.




          PROFESSIONAL CHINESE MAN, educated, late 30 would like to meet lady, for friendship.




          CHRISTIAN WIDOW, 29 would like to meet Christian male.




          SOPHISTICATED BUSINESS LADY in my 40s. I drive a very sporty car, sail my own yacht, surf, water and snow ski, hill walk and chase rallies. Own house in

          it’s own grounds. Genuine replies only please.


        


      


    


  




  This hotchpotch of yearning, superstition and dread struck him as uniquely Irish, even the sophisticated businesslady with her oversell. He noted the misplaced apostrophe, so characteristic of

  the North. The next advertisement was more succinct than the Prayer to the Holy Spirit, though just as cryptic and puzzling.




  

    

      

        

          WHEN GOD has forsaken His Mansion the Devil must do His work.


        


      


    


  




  What did that mean? Whose work precisely? God’s or the devil’s?




  Whenever Cross met Ricks he was reminded how well some of the community did out of the Troubles, and none more than the pathologist, who did better than most – with

  little risk to himself – carving up all sides with equanimity.




  Ricks was an urbane man, around fifty, with irritating, pedantic manners and pampered skin that he kept carefully talced and after-shaved. A well fed jowl extended to his neck, bulged over an

  expensive striped collar and told of long, leisurely dinners in the finest restaurants, testaments to a private income and a lack of any Mrs Ricks to support.




  His upstairs office carefully distanced Ricks from the grisly nature of his work. He surrounded himself with expensive personal furniture that included an enormous, elaborately carved

  partner’s desk that he sat behind, pouring tea into bone china. Everyone else Cross knew made do with mugs. An antique lamp cast a comforting pool of light on to the dark green leather

  surface of the desk.




  Through the window, darkness fell over the city skyline. Rain was forecast. Cross usually enjoyed walking but he didn’t relish going back into the cold. A biting northeast wind had chased

  him all the way there.




  Ricks pursed his lips. ‘Sugar?’




  Cross shook his head and tried to bury the thought that one day this fussy man’s white hands might cut him up.




  ‘He was dead when the first car hit him,’ said Ricks as he handed over the tea. ‘If he had been standing there would be signs of impact, as your chap suggested. Completely

  crushed head, as you saw, which doesn’t make our job any easier.’




  ‘Dead rather than unconscious when he was hit?’




  ‘I’ll get to that in a minute. He would have snuffed it soon enough anyway. Your man was on his last legs. Cirrhosis of the liver. With such advanced damage to the internal organs

  it’s hard to put an age to him. Between fifty-five and sixty-five? Maybe younger, could be older. What else? Five nine, twelve stone three. No teeth, no dentures. Nothing on the fingerprints

  yet?’




  Cross shook his head and asked the cause of death.




  ‘Hard to say, given the state of the head. The wrist wounds – well, there’s no tearing to suggest they were supporting the weight of his body. If he was nailed to anything he

  was probably nailed to the floor.’ He paused and gave Cross an arch look. ‘No other evidence to suggest torture, but I can’t say for sure because he’s a dog’s dinner,

  frankly.’




  He made a steeple of his fingers and smiled. Ricks enjoyed his little performances, and Cross indulged him, suspecting that there was more.




  Ricks toyed with his half-moon glasses for effect.




  ‘Your man’s been as dead as doornails for some time.’




  Cross obliged with a puzzled look.




  ‘In fact, I’d say he’s been dead for weeks.’




  ‘What about decomposition? There wasn’t any.’




  ‘Nor would there be, if?’




  ‘If what?’ Cross wished Ricks would get on with it.




  ‘If the body was frozen.’




  ‘Frozen?’




  ‘As bizarre as it sounds, yes.’




  ‘Frozen?’ Cross repeated, in genuine astonishment.




  ‘The brain still was, partly. Lucky for you, a) that I went back to check for any bullet wound: none, by the way; and b) managed to squeeze you in at such short notice. If we’d

  opened him up much later he would have thawed out completely.’




  Ricks giggled. It was the first time Cross could remember him showing any sign of mirth.




  Hargreaves showed no surprise when Cross told him to investigate deep freezes.




  ‘Domestic or commercial, sir?’




  Hargreaves could be quite a comic when he wanted.




  ‘Domestic first. Big enough to hold a body.’




  He reported back that there were several such models, and several thousand in all, spread over Northern Ireland.




  Cross groaned. The men’s hostels had come up with nothing, nor had missing persons. Most murders got solved through some break in the first seventy-two hours, a deadline they were well

  past.




  ‘By the way, sir,’ said Hargreaves. ‘The two witnesses of the vehicle theft. One’s on leave in the UK and the other is indefinitely unavailable.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘He’s been assigned to another undercover operation.’




  ‘I hope you made it clear how much we appreciate the army’s co-operation.’




  ‘Yes, sir. I told them they were bastards. ’




  Meanwhile, Westerby’s check on the personal advertisements had revealed that two of the three religious ones – the Prayer to the Holy Spirit and the one about God’s thoughts on

  business – had been placed by a brother and sister named Wilson. They were in their forties, neither was married and they shared a fanatically neat house in Ballymacarrett. They also

  published an occasional pamphlet under the name Carriers of Christ, a copy of which Westerby produced for Cross.




  He flipped through several folded and stapled sheets of A4, poorly typed photostats whose content was the same infuriating mix of the discursive and the cryptic as the two advertisements in the

  newspaper.




  ‘What are the Wilsons like?’




  Odd, said Westerby. Margery Wilson had answered the door looking like something out of a museum, wearing clothes and make-up at least four decades out of date. Brother Raymond by contrast wore

  cheap army surplus and went barefoot. Westerby had found his unblinking stare from behind thick lenses as disconcerting as his first words to her: ‘Many stray from the path of the Lord. Be

  thou saved.’




  ‘Do you think they’re fanatics?’ asked Cross.




  Westerby shook her head and said she thought them highly eccentric and probably harmless. ‘It’s possible, I suppose, that they had contact with the dead man through their pamphlet.

  They have occasional meetings and Bible sessions with like-minded people. They don’t have a deep freeze, by the way, not in the kitchen, and I couldn’t see anything like a shed in the

  garden.’




  ‘Garage?’




  ‘No garage. But I can’t really see them caught up in anything like this, they’re too involved in each other. Except that—’




  ‘Except what?’




  ‘I don’t know, sir. Pure supposition. But it could be a reason for blackmail.’




  She remembered the way the sister had smoothed her skirt and given her brother sly, sidelong glances of adoration.
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