

  




  [image: cover]




  DEATH IN IRELAND




  by




  DAVID HOUGH




  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  




  Published by


  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Copyright © 2015 by David Hough




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  ISBN: 978-63355-784-2




  Credits


  Cover Artist: Nancy Donahue


  Editor: David Field




  Printed in the United States of America




  Prologue




  When I was a lot younger I had a loop of film stuck inside my head. It only ran when I was asleep, which is why I was unable to control it. The images were always the same: vivid Technicolor scenes that ran again and again.




  I was driving my dad’s vintage Buick Skylark on Interstate 405 west of LA. Most times it was the busiest highway in the US, but the traffic was unusually light on that hot summer evening and I was driving fast. Much too fast. My high school date was laughing. Her long golden hair billowed out behind her. She looked at me with eyes all aglow, like she’d never had such a good time. Then she glanced ahead and her face changed. Her eyes were suddenly filled with a look of horror.




  She screamed.




  I followed her gaze and caught just a glimpse of a truck pulling out from an on-ramp. We were almost upon it, too close to stop. That was when the film jammed. Everything froze except the intense sense of horror. And that went on and on.




  I used to wake up in a cold sweat. Screaming. Always a cold sweat. Always screaming. In the harsh light of day, when I was fully awake, I would remember the rest of it. Especially those last few moments. How could anyone forget?




  The girl was called Carrie-Ann. I loved her and I thought we would have a good life together after we graduated. She was buried by the time I got out of hospital, but her memory stayed with me a long time. Her parents never spoke to me again. Who could blame them? I killed their daughter.




  “It was the trucker’s fault,” my dad kept telling me. “He was high on booze. Wasn’t paying attention.”




  But Dad knew the truth. It was me—I was to blame.




  A few years later, when I’d grown up a bit and the nightmares had started to fade, I joined the US air force. They taught me how to fly. More than that, they taught me how to bomb the enemies of Uncle Sam. They also taught me to deal with any other miserable boneheads who weren’t actually a threat to the US but deserved to be taken out. I practiced what they taught me and then I went into action over Iraq in a B52. That was 1991, at the start of the First Gulf War. Operation Desert Storm. I dropped bombs on the enemy, killing them in cold blood. My CO said I was good at it. At first I never felt guilty about it, never suffered a single nightmare because war was different. It was a remote sort of killing. I never got to see the victims and, besides, I figured the other side deserved all we threw at them. It never occurred to me that casualties of war included innocent kids.




  I might have gone on like that. Then, a couple of years later, I saw what bombing did to innocent victims on the ground in a place called Bosnia. That film rolled again inside my head and I guess I just cracked up. The past caught up with the present and I realized I’d been wrong all along. War wasn’t different at all. Killing was killing. In a pique of arrogance I said I wasn’t going to shoot or bomb anyone ever again. I guess I must have over-stepped the limits because the air force decided to get rid of me. In the long, painful days that followed, the memory of Carrie-Ann often came back to haunt me.




  And then, one day, things got one whole lot worse.




  Chapter 1




  March 1994




  The nightmare came back to haunt me yet again the morning I arrived in the UK. That same old Technicolor film must have been loaded up and ready to roll inside my head. Sleep had evaded me on the overnight red-eye flight from Los Angeles to London, Heathrow. It caught up with me only minutes after taking off again on a domestic connection to Belfast. I fell asleep in my seat and the images began to run.




  I was woken suddenly by a pair of warm hands sliding round my hips. The blurred image of a pink face appeared close in front of me. I was in a cold sweat and confused, my mind not yet fully attuned to where I was. Someone was leaning across me: a woman with her arms reaching out as if she was about to disarm me. I wasn’t carrying a gun, but I panicked. I shouted at her and lashed out with one hand. It caught her hard across her well-endowed chest.




  She cried out and staggered off to one side.




  The guy sitting next to me grabbed at my arm. “Hey! Easy there! She was only fastening your seat belt. She was trying not to waken you.”




  That was when I realized the woman was a stewardess and we were still at thirty thousand feet. She was young, but with a hard face and a strong dose of attitude in her voice. She shouted at me to calm down and looked like she’d get rough if I didn’t.




  “What the hell are you playing at?”




  The guy in the next seat wasn’t too sympathetic either. I jerked myself free of his grip, tried to rub the effects of jet lag from my eyes and apologized profusely. Said I’d been having a nightmare of a time, which was pretty damn true. One hell of a nightmare.




  The stewardess threatened to have me cuffed if I didn’t behave and then stormed away down the Boeing’s aisle. I apologized again as she swept away. Maybe I should have broken my journey in London, but it was too late to change my plans now.




  I tried to settle back into my seat as the airplane nosed down through thick clouds towards Belfast’s Aldergrove Airport. Doubts began to crowd in when we broke through the cloud base and I looked down on the city.




  What on earth had induced my kid sister to come here? Our family had no connection with Northern Ireland, unless you counted the sad demise of my great-grandfather, Jacob Bodine. He’d been aboard the Titanic when she sank: the ship that was built in a Belfast shipyard.




  More cloud enveloped the airplane as we made an approach to land. It felt claustrophobic. I didn’t feel any easier on the ground. Armed soldiers prowled around the airport terminal building, seemingly ready for trouble. And most of the passengers looked anxious to be away from there as quick as they could get. There’d been talk of an IRA cease-fire, although talk didn’t seem to go far these days, and few people back home in the States expected it to amount to anything permanent.




  I grabbed my holdall from the baggage carousel and made to follow the general example of getting away from the airport as fast as possible.




  “Major Bodine? Excuse me, sir, are you Major Bodine?”




  I was almost at the main exit when a sultry voice caught me from behind. Curious, I homed in on a tight-fitting, dark green RUC uniform and the sexiest pair of shiny blue eyes I’d seen in a long time. Her hair fell around her ears in a curtain of golden silk and her skin was so peachy cream you’d have sworn it would melt to the touch. For just one moment, she reminded me of Carrie-Ann and her long, golden hair.




  I flinched and tried to force an element of calm into my head. “It’s Mister Bodine. I’m not a part of any man’s army.” Back home in LA, Police Chief Hanson had said he would set things up for me. I made the assumption he’d used my obsolete military rank. Sometimes he could be a real bastard like that.




  “Sorry. Just using my eyes.” She shrugged and pointed to the canvas holdall with my name and outdated rank stenciled across the front. “Looks like you’re part of someone’s army.”




  “Air Force. But not any longer.”




  The RUC girl frowned like she had been expecting something more civil, more polite. She was right and I was wrong, and it just wasn’t her day, I guess. Somewhat subdued, she drew back her shoulders and faced up to me. “I’ve been sent to collect you. I’ll drive you down to the city.” Then she relaxed and gave me a good imitation of a smile, which told me she was trying to make my visit just a shade easier. Did she understand how I felt? Had she come across people like me before? Relatives looking for logical answers where none existed.




  “Just you?” I looked around, wondering about a young police woman alone in a place like this. I’d heard that life insurance for the RUC didn’t come cheap.




  “Yeah, just me. Let me take that for you.” She bent forward to grab my holdall but I instinctively waved her off. I’d had people fetch and carry my kit in the Air Force and I didn’t need it now.




  The police girl straightened up, dusted down her uniform jacket with an air of justified annoyance and led me outside to an unmarked police car stopped in a no-parking zone. I took the front passenger seat beside her in the certain realization I was more tired than was good for me. A dull ache crept across my forehead and my limbs felt like I’d been on a twenty-mile route march.




  She hitched back her skirt to free up her legs, or was it to grab my attention? Either way, we took off in a hail of burning rubber. My body was forced back into the seat like I’d just taken off in an F16 with full reheat. I’d seen the same sort of thing in Bosnia: people in constant fear of their lives and driving like shit out of hell.




  “How was the flight?” she asked.




  “Could have done without it.” I would have been less cynical if I hadn’t been so damn fatigued. Any damned fool should have seen she was only trying to help. I opened my mouth to say sorry, but she got in first.




  “I’m sorry you’ve had a difficult journey.” Then she lapsed into silence and that was a pity because she had a one of those sensual voices sending shivers down your spine. She reminded me of this husky-voiced German girl I met in Berlin when I was stationed over there. She had a perfect body underneath her Luftwaffe uniform and was eager to share it. I glanced sideways at the Irish cop and mentally kicked myself for my crass behavior.




  As we came down off the hills towards the city she chirped up again. I suppose she was still trying to make polite conversation to lift me out of my depressed state.




  “Is this your first visit to Ireland, Major Bodine?”




  “Yeah.” Major Bodine again, but I let it pass.




  “It’ll be beautiful up here on the hills in couple of months. I love the feel of spring in the hills, don’t you? When people first come to Northern Ireland they’re often surprised that it’s not like they expected. There’s some really lovely places out in the countryside, but the newspapers never write about that, do they?”




  “Seems like you people give them other things to write about,” I said. She didn’t reply so I sat in silence and cursed myself for allowing the situation to get at me again.




  The girl remained quiet until we got to the police station, which was more like a well-armed fortress. The outside was prickling with barbed wire screens. She led me inside the building where I sensed an air of organized tension. On an upper floor we came to a tidy office where a gray-haired guy, smart in his dark green uniform, rose to meet me. The tab on the door said he was Chief Inspector Rourke.




  “Ah, Major Bodine.” There it was again, the outdated rank, but I was dog-tired so I let him get away with it.




  He led me across the room to where two seats were set at right angles over the corner of a conference table. An open folder had spilled out a mess of papers across the mahogany surface. I caught the hand-written title “Marie Bodine” at the top of an A4 sheet.




  “Do take a seat.” He was about six foot two, at a rough guess, and a bit on the paunchy side if you looked closely. He spoke with the usual Northern Irish accent but was somewhat refined with it; artificially refined. Big on sound, but low on substance. Like a street trader who’s made his first million bucks and wants to play the part.




  “Thanks.” I eyed him warily, gauging his likely approach.




  “Would you like a cup of coffee?”




  “Not just now.” I knew already how bad British coffee tasted. Instant and almost undrinkable.




  “How was your flight?” He waited until I was seated before placing himself in the right-angled seat. It was a well-rehearsed act.




  “Long and tiring.”




  “I’m sorry.” He lowered his gaze and cleared his throat. “I really am very sorry that you’ve come here in such tragic circumstances.” I got the hint that he had been through this act many times before, but it was good for a few more performances.




  I closed my eyes and breathed deep. “Look, I’ve had a bad night without much sleep, so just cut out the preliminaries and give me the full story, will you.”




  He looked at me askance. “Yes, of course. I can assure you that we’re doing all we can to investigate your sister’s death. But it will undoubtedly take some time to get to the bottom of it.” He was offering me banalities, and I was in no mood for it.




  “What happened, Chief Inspector? What actually happened?”




  “What happened? Well…” He coughed awkwardly and shuffled the jumble of papers on the table in front of him. “Your sister was a passenger in a taxi which was destroyed by a fair-sized bomb. We estimate about one hundred pounds of Anfo…”




  “Anfo?”




  “The IRA calling card. A home-made concoction. Ammonium Nitrate and Fuel Oil…”




  My patience snapped. “I know that! I’ve seen what it can do in other people’s wars. What I mean is, who the hell would want to use Anfo to kill an innocent girl like Marie? That stuff’s for blowing up buildings.”




  He shook his head. “We don’t yet know who did it or why.” He coughed again, like he had something to be nervous about. “Miss Bodine was in a taxi travelling down the Crumlin Road when it caught the full blast. The explosive had been planted alongside the road in a dustbin and was triggered by remote control from a nearby doorway.”




  “Did she suffer?” Painful question, but I had to know the truth.




  He shook his head emphatically and I believed him. “Both your sister and the driver died instantly. She wouldn’t have suffered.”




  “What was she doing in the car? I mean, where was she going?”




  “As far as we can discover, she was on her way to work. She was a…” His face momentarily creased into lines of distaste, which he hastily brushed aside. “We understand that she was a dancer.”




  “Yeah. I know that.” She’d wanted to be a dancer almost as long as I could remember. It was her passion in life. Before she left home, Mom had kept on at her that there were plenty of opportunities for dancers at home in the States. But Marie had been determined to go where Mom didn’t want her to go and no amount of arguing had been enough to stop her. There’d been a row about it the day she finally left the house and that had upset Mom more than anything.




  Marie sent us a picture postcard when she first arrived in London. A month later we had another from Brussels. Neither had much news to tell us, just a few words to say she was looking for a job. We didn’t hear much from her after that, just the odd letter to say she was working in Paris, Berlin and then London again. She stayed there a while this time until, right out of the blue, we got a card from Belfast. Why did she come here to Belfast, putting herself in harm’s way in someone else’s war?




  We had no idea.




  I picked up a pencil from the table and grasped it tight in both hands. “Where was she going? A theatre, was it?”




  Rourke drew himself together and pursed his lips before replying. “As far as we can tell, she was on her way to the Blue Taboo Club, just off the Shankhill Road.”




  “The what?”




  He sniffed the air like he’d detected a bad smell. “The Blue Taboo. Not a very salubrious sort of establishment, but we understand she performed there.”




  It didn’t sound like the sort of place I’d expect Marie to be working, but tiredness was numbing my brain to the point of mental exhaustion. I glossed over the detail for the moment. “So, she was just a passenger in this taxi? An innocent passenger?”




  “That’s right. As far as we can tell.”




  “And she was working as a dancer at this club? A night club of sorts?”




  He avoided my eyes, as if he was picking up my uneasy concern. “It’s not exactly legitimate theatre, but maybe it was only part-time work. Miss Bodine was on the books of an agency that arranges this sort of thing. The man who died in the explosion was their regular taxi driver and he took the girls to the clubs where they performed.”




  “Really?” Something about the way he spoke got up my nose. Words planted neatly together like they’d been written down and then rehearsed in front of a mirror.




  “That’s as much as we can be sure about at the moment,” he said.




  “Was that her only job? I mean, do you know if she had any other work?”




  “Other work?” The Chief Inspector snorted loudly as if it was a damned stupid question. His act had a few raw cracks in it and they were beginning to show. He sat back in his seat, conflicting emotions rippling across his face. “All I can tell you is that she was a dancer and she was handled by an agency. They should be able to fill you in on her…her other work. If she had any.”




  I was being led astray. I could smell it. “Tell me more about this club where she was working.”




  “What can I say?” Again he lowered his eyes and juggled some papers on the polished mahogany table to hide his embarrassment. “The Blue Taboo is a typical club of its sort.”




  “The Blue Taboo? Sounds more like a strip joint.”




  He lowered his eyes. For a moment he sat there studying his own thoughts. Then he looked me in the face. “It is a strip club, Major Bodine.”




  Maybe it was jet lag that was toppling my brain because a dark shutter seemed to block out comprehension for some seconds. Then, quite suddenly, the shutter lifted and the picture all fell into place. I cursed myself for being too fatigued to have seen it sooner.




  “You…you’re telling me my sister was a stripper?”




  “I’m sorry.” He pointedly averted his gaze again. But the curl of his lip told me what he really thought of Marie.




  “Damn!” For some moments I couldn’t think of a response. What in hell’s name was I going to tell Mom and Dad? I slammed the pencil on the table and it rolled towards Rourke. “What are they called? The agency people she worked for?”




  He ran his hand around the tabletop for a few seconds and then rummaged into the folder. He pulled out a business card and handed it across to me. His eyes followed my reaction.




  The Billy Gidley Agency had an address in central Belfast. I studied the card for a few seconds and then slipped it into my pocket.




  “You’re still hiding something, aren’t you?” I stared him out, and allowed some acid to creep into my voice. “Who did this? And why the hell did they kill an innocent girl like Marie?”




  He picked up the pencil, which had come to a stop at his side of the table, and twisted it between his fingers. “I told you. At this moment we don’t know who did it or why. It was just another bomb—”




  “Just another bomb? Good God, Chief Inspector! It was my sister who got killed out there on your Goddamn streets and I want to know who did it.” I paused to take breath and pulled back on the aggro. “You said the explosive was deliberately triggered. Sounds to me like they were aiming to kill someone in particular.”




  He shrugged briefly, but perceptibly. “It seems unlikely anyone was out to settle a personal score with your sister. But the Provisional IRA have a history of using Anfo, and we’ve had quite a number of similar explosions in the past few weeks, you know.” He dropped the pencil suddenly and leaned towards me, face twisted with suppressed emotion. “It doesn’t stop. Whatever you might hear in the States about an impending cease-fire, it just doesn’t stop. Other people are killed and they have friends and relatives who get angry at what happened to their family, just like you’re angry about what happened to Miss Bodine. My officers have to face them and hear their expressions of grief, just as I’m now listening to you. And so it goes on.”




  “You don’t get sick of it?”




  “What do you think?” The answer was vivid in his eyes. “There was another explosion that same evening on the opposite side of the city. Another young woman was killed, just like your sister. I had to deal with it, watch them bring in the body and try to stay calm.” He shook his head sadly.




  I took a deep breath and bit back on my anger. I felt a mite chastened. “You figure no one was out to get Marie? Nothing personal?”




  “For what it’s worth, we’re reasonably sure your sister was just an innocent victim. We’re reasonably sure they were not after her.”




  “Reasonably sure?” The words rang hollow.




  “As far as it’s possible to be sure. So many innocent people get killed and we can’t be certain who triggered the bombs until—”




  “Until someone owns up?”




  “Until we get proof. I have a good team working on this case and as soon as we discover who did it, and why, we’ll let you know.”




  I breathed deeply. “I’d sure like to meet them, the guys who killed Marie.”




  He knew what I meant. I could see it in his face. He knew I wanted revenge. “I understand how bitter you must feel.”




  “Bitter? It goes deeper than that. You’d understand that, if someone murdered your kid sister.” I began to wonder if I’d been wrong to leave my firearm in the States. I’d been warned about not taking arms into the UK, but there were misfits in this world who deserved to get their brains blown out and right then I could imagine myself doing it. Then I remembered Mom and Dad waiting at home for me to find out what this was all about. They didn’t need me going over the top.




  Rourke must have seen how the wind was blowing because he tried to change the subject. “The American Embassy will be able to help you—”




  “Already told them I don’t need their help.” I knew well enough how good the embassy staff would be at side-tracking me from anything that might harm UK-US relations. One of the hard lessons I learned in Bosnia was cynicism. The US government didn’t want me unearthing the truth behind any conflict where they had blood on their hands. It was the same thing with the Brits, I was certain. They were onto a loser in Northern Ireland, whatever they did, so they’d have good reason not to want me digging amongst the shit in their back yard. I drew a long, deep breath to ease my blood pressure. “When do I get to see the body?”




  “It might be best if you left that until you’ve rested, Major Bodine. She was…pretty badly ripped apart.”




  I stood up and leaned across his table. “I want to see her now. Please.”




  That must have made some impression because he shook his head sadly. “Yes, of course. If you’re quite sure.”




  “Sure, I’m sure.”




  He rose to confirm that the discussion was ended and he sounded almost relieved. “We do need someone to carry out a formal identification of the body, but I must warn you again that she was badly mutilated by the explosion.”




  Rourke was Goddamn right.




  The RUC girl drove us to the mortuary but they weren’t ready for us, hadn’t been expecting us. They took us to a viewing room where we waited until the body was wheeled in on a trolley. The shock of seeing it hit me so badly I couldn’t recognize the face. They had cleaned up the remains, as much as they could, but it was a nauseating experience. When it came to the crunch, there wasn’t that much of Marie left to be identified and I was glad that Mom and Dad were not there to see it.




  “Is this your sister, Major Bodine?”




  I looked at what remained of her head and nodded. With red hair like that, it looked like it ought to be her. They’d already shown me Marie’s blood-stained personal effects, including her passport, and the viewing was no more than a clincher.




  I was shaking badly when I left that place.




  Chapter 2




  I was still shaking when the same RUC girl drove me to the American Consulate General on Stranmillis Road. They kept me waiting before I got the chance to tell them why I was there. I reiterated what I’d said before I left the States: I didn’t want any help. My cynicism hadn’t waned one little bit. Diplomatic help would have meant a diplomatic cover-up and I’d had enough of that after Bosnia.




  It was late afternoon when the young RUC woman dropped me off at a hotel near the city center, leaving time enough for a shower to wash off the clinging nausea and then a short walk before dinner. I hadn’t eaten since a nondescript meal in the terminal building at Heathrow and hunger was making itself known to me.




  The Belfast streets were strangely empty now, eerie like nothing I’d come across back home in the US: as if everyone had gone into hiding once darkness fell. What had brought Marie here when she could have been enjoying a fun-filled life as a dancer in LA or New York? She could even have been trying her luck on the stages in the West End of London. So why had she come to Belfast?




  I had no answers.




  With jet-lag numbing every part of me, I went to my room immediately after dinner in the hotel and selected a movie on the television, but I didn’t finish watching it. That night I dreamed about Marie. In my dream I saw again the picture of a strong-willed girl who had defied parental authority from the day she first knew what parental authority was. I recalled the day I caught her stretched out in the back seat of a Holden between two of her male school friends, her skirt hitched up to her waist. And then there was that other time when I saw her slipping a packet of rubbers into her school bag when she thought I wasn’t looking. We had such blazing rows about it, but she always won.




  The following morning I awoke in a cold sweat.




  * * * *




  I discovered you can’t get a decent ham and egg breakfast in the UK. And I was right about the coffee being bad. They offered me something called “a full Irish breakfast” but they didn’t ask me how I wanted it. Take it or leave it seemed to be the only options.




  I checked with the hotel reception desk for directions and then walked down Royal Avenue in the center of the city. At the bottom of the street I took a sharp turn down a narrow alley leading towards the Smithfield Market area. A heavily-armed army foot patrol loitered nearby, just like I’d seen in other war zones. An armored police patrol vehicle rumbled past, a confidential police telephone number emblazoned across the side. Tell on your mates, it begged, and we’ll protect you from retribution. The shoppers just carried on like it was something normal. I guess it was normal to them.




  The Billy Gidley Agency worked from a couple of upper-floor rooms above a second-rate Indian restaurant. A small sign was fastened to the wall at street level, alongside a door that gave access to a narrow and dirty staircase. A puddle of vomit stained the sidewalk nearby. Odd bits of trash lay on the stairs, cigarette packets and discarded newspapers. A stench of curry and urine followed me up the stairs. At the top landing I went in through a frosted-glass door.




  The office was pitifully small and had only one tiny window. A youngish woman was seated behind a well-worn desk, slowly picking at the keys of a mechanical typewriter that looked old enough to have typed Magna Carta. She looked up as I entered and gave me a lop-sided enquiring look. In the corner behind her, a kettle hissed on a gas hob. It screamed at me as I closed the door. The woman leaned back to turn off the gas.




  “Is this the Billy Gidley Agency?” I said to the back of her head.




  She fiddled with the gas tap before turning to face me. “Yeah. Do you have an appointment?” It was a routine sort of response delivered without a hint of courtesy. She shifted a lump of gum from one cheek to the other. It only highlighted the disinterested look on her face while she pulled a cracked mug and a jar of instant coffee from a desk drawer.




  I wedged myself into the small space in front of her desk. “Didn’t have time for that. Can I see Mr. Gidley?”




  The woman looked down at a diary on her desk. Her mouth flapped open obscenely while she chewed the gum. “Can you tell me what it’s for?”




  “My name’s Henry Bodine. I’m told my sister worked for the agency.”




  “Your sister?” She screwed up her face into a query and her features turned suddenly coarse. Her eyes highlighted her lack of interest as she spooned coffee into the mug and then stretched an arm back towards the kettle.




  “Yeah.”




  “And you’re Henry…what was it?”




  “Henry Bodine. My sister was Marie Bodine.” I paused for effect. “The girl who was blown up.”




  “Oh, you mean…!” The sudden realization hit her hard and she dropped the kettle back on the gas ring, spilling hot water onto the floor. She jumped to her feet, jaw still hung open. “Oh, my God! Sure, but she was called Nancy Kelly round here, so she was. Her stage name, you see. I didn’t realize at first who you meant.”




  “Really? So, do I get to see Mr. Gidley?”




  “No, but I’ll see what I can do for you.” She turned towards an inner door. “S’funny how people still call her Nancy Kelly. They called her that on the television news the night it happened. They didn’t give out her real name ’til later… Well, you know what I mean. God, that was a real desperate business, so it was.” She tapped at the door before opening it, put her head inside and conducted a short whispered conversation before beckoning me forward.




  “Mr. Gidley is out, so he is, but Mrs. Gidley will see you. She normally looks after the girls, so she does. Just go on in.”




  “Thanks.” I edged round the desk to the door.




  Mrs. Gidley was a huge woman shrouded in a shapeless brown dress. Like an enormous Valkyrie from a Wagnerian opera, but without the charm and twice as menacing. She was sitting behind a small desk with every appearance of being wedged in for life. Her mousy hair hung untidily loose around her shoulders and a cigarette dangled from her lower lip. Another old manual typewriter and a wad of papers took up most of the space on the desk top. In the corner of a small window beside her, a dead fly hung in a broken cobweb.




  I was on my guard from the start. She looked like the sort of broad who could hit you between the eyes with one hell of a punch and walk away like she’d done no more than swat a mosquito.




  “You’re the Bodine girl’s brother?” She offered me a flabby fat paw but made no effort to rise from her seat. “Great little performer, so she was. Don’t know how I’ll replace her.” I gritted my teeth. Marie was lying in the morgue, a lump of burned meat, and this leviathan could think only of her stage act.




  “Your receptionist didn’t seem aware of Marie’s name.” I used a threatening tone, aiming to shift the balance of menace in my favor.




  She wasn’t put off. Huge shoulders shrugged beneath the brown dress. “Don’t mind her, she’s only a temp. My usual girl is off sick. Got herself pregnant, the stupid cow.” She drew deeply on her cigarette. “Girls don’t use their real names in this sort of work.”




  “Not even when they get killed?”




  “The press got your sister’s real name from the police the next day.” Mrs. Gidley sniffed loudly and glanced down at her watch. “Look, we’re very busy here, what do yous want?” The cigarette stayed magically glued to her lip.




  “I thought you could tell me more about what happened.” I pointedly took a seat and eased back a touch on the menace.




  “Oh yeah?” She took another quick glance at her watch and drew deeply on the cigarette. Marie was no longer on her books but I guess I had to be humored for a few minutes. “You’ve seen the police?”




  “Of course.”




  “So, what do yous know already?” Again, she drew deeply on the cigarette and then pulled it slowly away from her mouth. A curl of smoke drifted from her nostrils.




  “They told me she was on her way to the Blue Taboo Club when she was killed. That’s about all.”




  “They told yous she shouldn’t have been in the taxi?”




  I sat bolt upright. “No.”




  “That’s right, so it is. She wasn’t booked to dance at the Blue Taboo that night. God knows why she was in that cab.” Something snapped behind her mask, a brief flash of annoyance.




  “Who was supposed to be in it?”




  “Dunno.” It was such a blatant lie I didn’t know how she could keep a straight face.




  I searched my mind for another pertinent question. “All right. Go on. Tell me the rest.”




  She took another drag on the cigarette. “The rest? Like what?”




  “Her work! Tell me about her work.”




  “What’s to tell? Nancy Kelly was one of my best girls. I used her as often as I could and she had a regular twice-weekly spot at the Blue Taboo. The guys there loved her.” She pulled a shred of tobacco from her lip and flicked it onto the floor.




  “What was her act?” I don’t know why I asked. Morbid curiosity, I guess.




  “Her act? Well, she changed it every week. But her speciality was the schoolgirl stuff. Know what I mean?” When I gave her a blank look, she went on, “Come on, mister, you’re old enough to know the score. Don’t act so naive.” She was deliberately taunting me, trying to annoy me enough to make me leave, but I wasn’t playing her game.




  “She didn’t have any legitimate dancing work?”




  “Nah. Stripping’s our speciality, so it is. Your sister was the best little stripper on our books. She’d been doing it before she came to us, y’know.” She gave me a puzzled look and a flabby hand casually knocked more cigarette ash onto the floor.




  “Doing it before?”




  “Sure. She was a right little pro, so she was. Yous mean yous didn’t know that?”




  “I guess,” I said, curbing the urge to smash a fist into her podgy face, “there’s a whole lot of things I didn’t know about my sister.”




  * * * *




  I walked the streets for a few hours, drinking in the atmosphere, wondering what it was that made Belfast so unlike any other place I’d ever been. Except, maybe, Sarajevo and Mostar. I had a late lunch in a café looking out on an army checkpoint where women had their bags searched and their bodies frisked before being allowed into the shopping area. They seemed to take it as a normal part of daily life.




  The afternoon was flooding away fast when I walked briskly back to the hotel. I should have been sorting out a requiem mass for Marie, but I figured I needed to give my brain an hour or so to contemplate what I had discovered so far.




  Much of my grey matter was still numbed by jet lag and it needed some free time to regroup the synapses and neurones into some semblance of logical and coherent order. I grabbed a miniature Irish whiskey from the mini bar and stretched out on the bed. Rain suddenly splashed loudly against the window and I looked up to see dark, low clouds scudding across the sky like they were pretty anxious to be someplace else.




  Sarajevo had felt something like this, I reflected as the whiskey bit home. But why? And why did my mind slip back so easily to that other war zone? Was it the bombing, the killing, the hatred? Or was there some other common element that only my subconscious was able to latch onto? I had come to both places with an unwillingness to get involved in the politics of the country. Was that it? An unwillingness which was over-ruled by the reality of what I saw?




  After an hour of useless reflection, I hoisted myself off the bed and went downstairs with the idea of getting a drink and a quick meal. Only one other customer sat in the bar, a young woman. Maybe I’d turned up a shade too early, but that didn’t put me off.




  She sat upright on a high stool, cigarette wedged between two slender fingers and her back against the bar: a sleek little thing in her mid-twenties, shapely body, dark eyes and cropped ash-gray hair that must’ve come straight out of a bottle. Her short dress clung tightly to her contours as if it were glued in place, and I soon got the picture that she could be out of it in seconds if the right customer came along.




  She eyed me cautiously as I approached the barman, ordered a Budweiser and asked what hot snacks they were doing at that time of the day. The barman tossed a menu casually in my direction and shot off a couple of mumbled words that meant nothing to anyone who didn’t understand the dialect.




  “You staying here?” The gray-haired girl pulled deep on her cigarette. She leaned towards me provocatively and deliberately, so that I could see down into her low-cut cleavage. The outline of a pair of well-rounded breasts unhindered by any sign of a brassiere stared back at me.




  “Guess so. For a day or two.” I sipped at the Bud and turned my attention back to the menu. I would have ordered chicken and French fries but the barman had wandered off and now had his back to me. Even from a distance, he looked content to leave me to my own resources. Maybe he didn’t like Yanks.




  “On your own, are you?” The girl stared at me through a haze of tobacco smoke. She brought her upper arms deliberately tighter into her body so that her breasts bulged higher in the dress. Definitely no brassiere.




  “Yeah. How do you order food in this place?”




  She glanced away to where the empty whiskey glasses were getting their third stiff polish in as many minutes. “Hey! Billy! What d’you have to do to get some service round here? There’s a customer here wantin’ some food!”




  It did the trick and I got to order my meal. The barman avoided eye contact, grunted and jotted my order on a stubby pad.




  “You mustn’t mind him,” the girl said when he wandered off in the direction of the kitchens. “It’s your accent that bugs him.”




  “Doesn’t like Yanks?”




  She looked away for a second or two, probably composing her response. “His brother got shot by the Provos. They used an Armalite to blast his brains out. It’s an American gun, the Armalite. Probably paid for with American dollars.”




  “And he thinks I pulled the trigger?” I wasn’t impressed and let it show.




  “Association of ideas,” she replied with a mite more intelligent observation than I would have given her credit. “The Provos get most of their funding from the States. Don’t you know that? Say, are you gonna buy me a drink or something? Or is this conversation gonna be for free?”




  “If my guess is right, you won’t come cheap?”




  “You look like you could afford it.”




  “Only if I want it.” I gave her a fixed look that said quite firmly that I wasn’t ready to start buying.




  She shot back a sly response and then her face broke into a wry grin. “So, you’re not interested in a bit of social entertainment?”




  I almost grinned back at her. It was the first time I’d heard it called social entertainment. “Thanks, but I’ll take a rain check on it for the moment.” I eased myself onto a stool beside her and looked round at the empty bar room. “Is this your usual patch? Looks like you won’t be getting much business tonight.”




  She uncrossed a sleek pair of legs. A momentary hitch in the short dress showed me that what she spent on outer clothes she saved by not wearing underwear. She reached into her handbag for another cigarette. “Things’ll pick up in an hour or so. They work late in the offices round here. Business meetings all day long, sandwiches for lunch. They come in at the end of the day for a few drinks and a decent bite to eat and then they start to loosen up. That’s when they turn to me. I’ll have made enough by midnight to pay the rent.”




  “The hotel people don’t mind?”




  She sniffed. “They get their cut.”




  “Well, that’s business, I guess.”




  We chatted until the barman came back with my chicken and French fries, which he dropped onto the bar so heavily it was a wonder the plate didn’t crack.




  “Easy there, Billy,” the girl scolded him. “The guy’s a visitor. You wanna learn some manners if you’re gonna carry on workin’ in a place like this.”




  He said nothing, just wandered back to his pointless task of polishing the whiskey glasses.




  I bit into a lukewarm and soggy French fry. “Are they all like that? Your nice friendly Irish barkeepers. Do they hate all Yanks?”




  “Not as much as they hate the English.”




  “So what is it about me that bugs this guy? Apart from the fact that his brother got topped by some gun-toting psycho.”




  “Psycho? You’d better be careful who you call a psycho. It was one of Joe Felan’s mob. You heard of them?”




  “No. Should I?”




  “They don’t like their victims to die too quick. They like to see them suffer. Slowly and painfully.” She drew deeply on the cigarette and watched me try a mouthful of chicken. “You haven’t been here long, have you?”




  “It shows, does it?”




  She ran a hand down her dress to smooth out the hitches. Within seconds, it once again looked like it was painted on her. “You’d have heard of Joe Felan if you’d been here more than a day. Anyhow, how’d you feel if one of your family was killed by a Provo bullet?”




  “Or bomb?” I added acidly. “It ain’t always bullets. Sometimes it’s bombs that kill people in the streets. I know that much already.”




  She glanced around the empty room, as if searching for inspiration. “You sound like you know something else, Yank. I mean, you sound like you came here for a reason.”




  I paused with a French fry halfway to my mouth. “Collecting the remains of someone who got blown up by a bomb. A bomb made in Ireland by Irish people.”




  She didn’t reply to that but somehow the atmosphere had turned sour and I felt myself wanting to get back into the dank, wet street where the rain would wash off the stench of distaste. The food had no appeal either so I pushed the plate across the bar to the girl. “You wanna finish this?”




  She shrugged, dropped her cigarette into an ash tray and reached for the cutlery. “Looks like it’s all I’m gonna get from you.”




  “Looks like you guessed right.”




  Chapter 3




  Like most Air Force pilots, I’ve gotten a few kicks out of seeing girls drop their panties on stage. Even an ex-pilot is human. I once met a girl in Atlanta who got a real sexual high every time she stripped off in public, but she was an oddball. Most strippers, she told me, did it for the money and nothing else.




  Was that Marie’s problem? Shortage of cash?




  I kept getting these disturbing mental images of her when she lived at home: Marie defying authority and fighting against good sense. One particular image got stuck in the groove so that it replayed again and again.




  It was her sixteenth birthday and we had ourselves a party with family and friends coming from miles around. Marie was wearing a bright blue party dress and white ankle socks. She looked about as clean-cut as any all-American girl could look. A touch of lipstick, maybe, and a hint of eye shadow, but not so’s you’d notice straight away. And, of course, her cheeks were just naturally rosy. Her eyes were shining bright, like they’d been glazed with fluorescent paint. And she smiled and kissed every guest as they arrived with the sort of enthusiasm that just couldn’t be faked.




  Mom and dad were running a barbecue at the back of the garden and most of the visitors were either chatting or dancing to country music on the stereo. Some of Marie’s school chums were invited; three or four girls and a couple of boys from her class. At first they looked just like any other neighborhood sixteen-year-old school kids, but looks can deceive.




  I was standing near the two boys when I heard one of them burst into raucous laughter. His pal was smirking quietly, as if he’d just said something outrageous. So I refocused my ears in their direction and picked up some conversation about how innocent Marie was looking. That made me frown. Then one of them let slip that he’d been skinny-dipping in the creek with her just a week before and she didn’t look too innocent then.




  “Tits that feel as good as they look,” he added, with a grin so wide I could have rammed my fist into it with my eyes shut. “You should see what she’s got inside her panties. And she don’t aim to keep it all to herself, either.”




  “You’re kiddin’.”




  “You’d better believe it.”




  My hands were bundled into tight fists and I knew I was on the edge of losing my cool. I wanted to make sure that kid never went near any young girl again, but that would have upset Mom and Dad. Wouldn’t have pleased the kid much either. So, instead, I walked away fast, afraid of what else I might hear.




  Later, when we were alone in her room, I confronted Marie and asked her what the hell she had been playing at. I didn’t mince my words because I was still on the edge of reason and it wasn’t the first time we’d had that sort of row.




  She giggled at me like I was a moron. “At your age, you should know what game I was playing at, Henry. Or do you want me to draw you a picture?”




  “You’re too damn young!” I bellowed at her.




  She just laughed. “Get real! What are you? Some sort of moral freak?”




  “How long have you been doing this?”




  “Long enough! You jealous or something?”




  I stomped out of that room and said no more about it for fear I would lose my cool with her. I couldn’t run the risk of lashing out at her in temper.




  * * * *




  It was raining again the next morning when I left the hotel and made my way back into the center of Belfast City. Black clouds floated low overhead and the street gutters ran with water and trash in equal amounts. If I was shivering, it was more likely because of the cold atmosphere than because of what I had discovered.




  I spent an hour with one of the priests at St. Patrick’s church, arranging a requiem mass. Mom and dad would appreciate it, even though Marie had strayed from the straight and narrow rules of Catholic morality. Next, I put all the difficult travel arrangements in the hands of a funeral director, a rather somber-faced man who operated from a smart little parlor not far from the church and was recommended by the priest.




  He diligently took all the details, rubbed his hands together while he assured me of his sadness at my loss. I told him the coroner had issued an interim certificate pending an inquest, so Marie could be flown home. Seemed like there was nothing more to be learned from the lumps of burned meat lying in the mortuary. The funeral man took all the details and did things as tastefully as I could expect. I asked him to ring me at the hotel when he’d made all the necessary flight bookings. In the meantime there were some other pressing matters I wanted to clear up.




  Marie had been living with another Billy Gidley Agency girl in an apartment not far from the Dublin Road and Mrs. Gidley had given me directions on how to get to there. That was after I accidentally dropped a ten pound note on her desk. She tucked it into her vast cleavage where it would probably take a road map to find it again.




  Pulling my coat collar around my ears, I left the funeral parlor, stepped out into the rain and quickly picked up a black taxi cab. Two other passengers were already in the vehicle, which surprised me. We were each charged the full fare and pointedly invited to give a tip. It was a rip-off, but I’d been warned not to argue. It was what those cab drivers did in Belfast.




  Within ten minutes, I was set down in a dingy back street, vaguely reminiscent of a pre-war New York slum. All it lacked was the skyscraper skyline. Trash was driven along the street by troublesome eddies of wind that seemed to funnel down between the houses in hiccupping gusts. The rain bounced off the ground quite heavily now and added to the already gloomy atmosphere. Looking about, I had the feeling it was a pity this particular street had managed to survive the ravages of the bombing campaign.




  The cabbie dropped me off right opposite the place I was looking for, a tenement building with crumbling red brick walls and rotten window casements. The outside door was open and I went up more narrow, dirty stairs to the upper-floor landing. The walls were filthy and daubed with anti-papist graffiti designed to outrage Catholics, which was rather pointless in a Loyalist area that was generally shunned by Catholics for fear of their lives. Marie must have been pretty adept at hiding her religious background.




  Two men came down the stairs from the floor above, all pot-belly and dirty stubble. They stared at me hard as they went past, like I was a juicy herring swimming round inside a shark tank. Even more reason for wondering why the hell Marie had lived here.




  I found the apartment, but it took three long stabs at the bell before a voice shouted out abrasively from behind the locked door. “Who the hell is it?”




  I didn’t give a name. Just called back that I wanted to see Penny Hamilton, using the excuse that I’d been sent by Mrs. Gidley.




  “Why? What d’you want?” Whoever was inside, she didn’t sound too keen to open up.




  “I need to talk to you about Marie.”




  “Who?” The girl’s voice suddenly turned sharp; edgy enough to tell me she was the one I was looking for.




  “Some called her Nancy Kelly. I call her Marie.”




  “Why? Who are you?” She was definitely on the defensive now. The voice was raw with unspoken fear.




  “Look, stop messing me around and open up.”




  I stood back and waited long enough for the girl to make a value judgment about opening the door to a stranger. I could have been intent on robbing her or, worse still, collecting “donations” for the local terror gang. The sound of chains rattling and two bolts being pulled back told me I’d passed the first test. But she sure as hell wasn’t one to take chances.




  The girl who opened the door looked half asleep. She wore a threadbare bathrobe, half-tied at the front and barely concealing her naked body beneath it.




  Given ten minutes under a shower and a cup of black coffee, she would have been quite presentable but, right then, she looked like she’d been working a long night shift with little sleep to follow. She sported about five foot four of pale pink body from her bare feet to the roots of her jet black hair. She had intensely dark eyes, almost as black as her hair, and her face was nicely rounded with smooth skin beneath the remains of her make-up. At first impression, she was around twenty-five or six with a youthful firmness still showing in the way her breasts poked out from beneath the robe. As strippers went, she looked like she would have made the upper grade.




  Her voice was hesitant, wary. “Yeah? What do you want? You’re not the police, are you?” She folded her arms and blinked as she fixed her gaze in my direction. Her loose hair flopped down in front of her face and she casually flicked it aside.




  “Do I sound like a Belfast cop?”




  “’S’pose not. You’re not from round here, are you?” She gave me a cautious, sidelong look, still appraising me. Enlightenment grew slowly in her eyes. “You’re American. I can tell.”




  “Sure. John Wayne sent me.”




  “Who?”




  “Never mind. I just want to talk to you.”
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