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ONE

Belfast, 2005

It was January. It was raining. The kid was dead.

DS O’Neill pulled on his cigarette as rain drummed on the makeshift roof of Laganview Apartments. They were only a shell: steel girders, concrete foundations. The latest luxury in waterfront living. The new Northern Ireland. Least that’s what the billboard said.

Thirty yards away a couple of uniforms stood behind a band of yellow police tape. They were in a hurry. They always were. Coming off a nightshift, the last thing you wanted was to end up babysitting a stiff. It was solid peeler logic. Protect and serve, so long as you’re not freezing your balls off in the rain for six hours.

O’Neill looked at the body. The arched back, the pale face, the empty eyes that stared down the river and out to sea. He took a drag of his cigarette. Yeah. There was no rush. The kid was dead. He was dead when they arrived. He’d still be dead in ten minutes.

It was eight o’clock, Monday morning. Half an hour earlier the call had come into Musgrave Street – suspicious death. A low buzz went round the station. You couldn’t say it, but CID liked a body. Burglary, robbery, theft – sure, they had their moments. But a body? A body was the real deal. Sharpened the mind. Put an inch to your step. You spent weeks, months, wading through the same bullshit. The same bag-snatching, same robbery, same aggravated assault. A body though, a body was a headline-grabber. Even in the North. There was something about a body, something that couldn’t be denied. In a world of ‘no comment’, of ‘where’s my lawyer’, of half-truths and outright lies, a body was irrefutable. It was a fact. It couldn’t be ignored.

O’Neill looked at the wall of grey cloud that pressed down upon Belfast. It was January, almost February. Christmas was a distant memory. There was still no sign of spring. A line of police tape sealed off the entrance to the building site. CRIME SCENE DO NOT CROSS. Behind it the two uniforms swayed from foot to foot. They wore black boots, dark trousers and high-vis jackets. Fluorescent yellow was cut in two by a belt holding a pair of bracelets and the standard issue Glock 19. At the gates to Laganview two armoured Land Rovers stood guard like a couple of bouncers. They were dirty white with heavy grilles across the windscreen. One of them was scarred down the side – charred from some ‘community relations’ work in the Ardoyne the previous week.

The apartments overlooked the River Lagan as it gathered pace before spilling its guts into Belfast Lough. Across the water, the morning rush-hour crawled along Oxford Street. People huddled in their cars listening to Radio Ulster, oblivious to the contorted figure that lay on the far side of the river.

Detective Sergeant John O’Neill was anything but oblivious. He was thirty-four, but looked closer to forty. Six years of shift-work would do that to you. Beneath the suit O’Neill wore a medal, the size of a twenty-pence piece. St Michael, the patron saint of peelers. He didn’t believe in saints. Didn’t believe in God either. Catherine had given it to him when he joined up and he thought, What the hell, might as well have someone watching your back. O’Neill was six foot with black hair, going grey at the side. Catherine, his wife, used to joke about George Clooney. He told her: ‘Keep dreaming, love. It’s as close to him as you’re likely to get.’

That was a couple of years ago. When there were still jokes. Now there were lawyers – or at least, it was heading that way. Every smartarse comment might end up costing O’Neill another couple of grand. They were ‘on a break’. Catherine’s words. It had been six months and still no one in the station knew. O’Neill was in a flat on the Stranmillis Road. Catherine had stayed in the house with Sarah, their five-year-old daughter. O’Neill had asked Jack Ward, the DI, what he knew about lawyers.

Expensive.

That’s what he figured.

It might not come to that though. There was hope. There was Sarah to think about. She’d just started primary school at St Therese’s. O’Neill saw her on weekends, when his shifts allowed. Divorced at thirty-four. Christ, O’Neill thought, you fairly fucked that up in a hurry.

He looked at the body next to the river. Six years with the Police Service of Northern Ireland. It wasn’t the first time O’Neill had seen death. He’d seen it ooze out of people, a dark sickly red, as the lights slowly went out behind their eyes. He’d smelled it rotting, an old man on his sofa, six weeks before neighbours noticed the stink. He’d heard it gurgle and choke – a teenage joyrider who left a stolen car, doing seventy, via the front windscreen. At Laganview though it was the stillness. The perfect stillness. The river ran on, the rain poured down, the cars rolled by. The body, however – the body lay completely still. O’Neill kept waiting for the kid to blink, to get up and start rubbing his head. He’d look round, dazed, confused, and wonder what had happened. What was all the fuss about? O’Neill knew better though. The kid wouldn’t sit up. Wouldn’t rub his head. Wouldn’t look round him. He’d lie there. Dead still. At least until someone did something about it.

Six years. O’Neill had seen things. You couldn’t not see things, that was the job. When he signed up, he thought that’s what he wanted. To see things. To be the guy that got the call. The guy that didn’t walk away, that didn’t look away, like everyone else. He looked at the body of the twisted teenager and thought to himself: Be careful what you wish for.

O’Neill took his time, working his way down a second cigarette. You never rushed a crime scene. He knew this. Knew it deep down, like a form of muscle memory. When he’d first stepped out of the car, his stride automatically slowed and his gestures had become deliberate, more measured. His eyes changed. He stopped looking at things and started to stare. He stared at objects. He stared at sightlines. He stared at people. Bystanders, witnesses, onlookers. O’Neill knew the nightmare stories. A detective not controlling his scene. Some uniform, three weeks out of Police College, picks up a knife – ‘I’ve got something here.’ Yes, you do, mate. It’s a ‘Get Out of Jail Free Card’ for some lucky bastard. Plus a month’s paperwork and a ball-chewing for me. And Uniform wondered why CID didn’t always like them.

O’Neill remembered a conversation with the DI, Jack Ward, three weeks after he first came over to CID. The shift was asking itself the usual question: was O’Neill just another monkey out of uniform, better suited to wrestling drunks and handing out parking tickets? Ward was ex-RUC. He was in his fifties and had earned his stripes during the Troubles: 25 years, 300 dead peelers. The numbers didn’t lie.

A robbery had come in and O’Neill grabbed his coat. He needed to prove himself, show he was a worker, that he had what it took. He hadn’t popped his cherry and was still chasing his first collar. Ward stood in the doorway, smiling.

‘Detective O’Neill. A question for you. But only if you have time . . .’

‘Sir?’

‘Why don’t they put blue lights on the cars in CID?’

O’Neill paused. The other DCs had been taking the piss since he arrived and it sounded like more of the same.

‘Sir?’

‘Why don’t CID have blue lights, like everyone else?’

O’Neill didn’t answer.

‘I’ll tell you,’ Ward continued. ‘Because . . . by the time we get the call, the emergency’s over.’

The other DCs in the room, Kearney and Reid, laughed. The Charge of the Blue Light Brigade. That was what Ward called it.

‘Chasing guys down streets. Rugby tackles. Rolling in the dirt. Jesus. You guys watch too much TV.’ He looked round the room. ‘We’re the clean-up crew. We walk. We don’t run. By the time they send for us, the party’s always over. Our job’s to find out who made the mess.’

Three weeks later, O’Neill was up to his elbows. He’d ten jobs open. Five assaults, three thefts and two robberies. Ward asked: ‘What do you think’ll happen as soon as you clear one of those?’

‘I get another?’

‘Bingo. Sisyphus, son. That’s who you are.’

‘Sissy who?’

Ward laughed as he walked away. ‘Never worry. You just keep rolling that boulder. Shit. We might even make a detective out of you one of these days.’

O’Neill looked down at the lifeless body. Six years on and somewhere along the way, somewhere amid the sights and the smells, the interviews and the bullshit, the paperwork and the procedure, they had made a detective out of him. Of that much O’Neill was sure.

As he waited for DI Ward, O’Neill drew an aerial sketch of Laganview on his notepad. The site was a rectangle, 40 by 100 yards or so, hugging the bank of the river. Three apartment blocks filled what used to be the old Sirocco steelworks. Late to the party, Belfast was getting the same makeover that Glasgow, Newcastle and Liverpool got in the 1990s. Old factories were becoming apartment blocks. Disused dockyards were transformed into high-end lofts. It was a building epidemic. The Belfast skyline was dotted with cranes, swinging their arms over the city in a mass benediction. Progress meant property. The Cathedral Quarter. The Titanic Quarter. The Gasworks. The Troubles were over. There was money to be made.

Laganview looked across the river towards the 50-foot high curves of the Waterfront Hall. Next door stood the Hilton Hotel and the white limestone of Belfast City Court House. The apartments rubbed shoulders with the Short Strand and the Markets, working-class areas, where rows of terrace houses formed a maze of side-streets and alleyways. During the Troubles they were a no-go area for police, a breeding ground for militant Republicans. Kerbstones were still painted green, white and gold. Gable ends featured 20-foot murals. Slogans in Irish. O’Neill imagined buyers walking round Laganview, looking down on the streets below. The salesman would tell them to focus on the view. Keep their eyes on the horizon. There was a lot of that going on these days.

O’Neill put his notebook away and stood under the corrugated iron roof. He pulled smoke into his lungs, the nicotine peeling back the lack of sleep from the night before. Jack Ward arrived and picked his way across the rubble. Ward was fifty-six, stocky, and wore a black trenchcoat. He was a good boss and trusted his troops to get on with things. Ward spoke slowly and was quiet and watchful. He gave the impression he’d seen it all before, that nothing would surprise him. The DI was eighteen months away from retirement, one of the few senior CID officers who had stayed on after the Peace Process. It was the release of all the prisoners that sparked the mass exodus. Ward remembered standing in Musgrave Street canteen, watching the TV. Men walked out of prison. A quick pump of the fist before ducking into waiting cars. Ward knew half of them by name. They’d spent years murdering peelers. He’d spent his career trying to put them behind bars. Now they were out. All of them. In the corner of the room Jackie Robinson, a DC of ten years, puked in a bin. Tony Callaghan, one of the other DIs, summed it up rather eloquently.

‘Fuck this.’

Callaghan was gone within six months. It seemed like half the force had the same idea. Guys with fifteen, twenty years on them. All gone. Ward had stayed on though, holding his ground, keeping his counsel. Something in him couldn’t walk. At least not yet.

Six years on, standing next to O’Neill, he pulled a packet of B&H from his jacket and lit one. Ward looked at the ground by their feet.

‘Two fags? Christ. You’re really drinking this one in.’

Ward was relaxed with his troops. Occasionally he sounded like an old schoolteacher; everyone still ‘sir-ed’ him, out of respect more than anything. The two detectives stared at the scene. Their eyes moved over objects, holding them for a moment, committing them to memory. O’Neill looked at the rain, then up at the dark, threatening sky.

‘Reckon someone up there doesn’t like us, sir?’

Ward laughed quietly. ‘You only figuring that out now?’

Ward looked at the body in the grey tracksuit. He nodded, pointing his cigarette.

‘You see? That’s why I never go jogging.’

O’Neill smiled. Nothing came between a peeler and his attitude. He had learned that during his first week in CID. He glanced at the billboard where powerful up-lights illuminated a finished version of Laganview Apartments. The building was a glistening silver cube, all glass and mirrors.

‘I don’t know, sir. I could see you in one of these yuppie flats.’

Ward glanced sideways. ‘On my salary, son? I wouldn’t believe everything you heard in Police College.’

It had rained all morning and looked like it was on for the day. O’Neill imagined the waters rising over Belfast. A second Great Flood. Christ knew, the place could do with it.

‘Take your time here,’ Ward announced. ‘I’m putting you up front on this one.’

O’Neill swallowed hard. He’d worked Suspicious Death before but only in a support role, never as Principal Investigator. PI meant calling the shots. Bodies were a big deal, even in Northern Ireland. There would be SOCOs, Forensics, the pathologist, not to mention the press and top brass, all breathing down his neck. When a body turned up, people wanted to know.

On the drive from Musgrave Street Ward had thought through his options before deciding to give O’Neill the case. O’Neill had been an Acting Sergeant for nine months and it would be his first major case as PI. It was a big call. Bob Townsend, the regular DS, was on secondment and due back next month. The Review Boards were coming up and Ward knew the Chief Inspector, Charles Wilson, wanted O’Neill out of CID and back in uniform. If the truth be told, Wilson wanted O’Neill gone altogether. Uniform would do though, for the time being. Wilson didn’t like O’Neill. As a DC he’d made the fatal mistake of disagreeing with the Chief Inspector in front of people. It was two years ago and something pretty minor, but the Chief Inspector didn’t forget. He reckoned O’Neill wasn’t cut out for CID. He was wrong – Ward knew it. He’d watched O’Neill for three years. Sure, he was a bit rough round the edges and he made mistakes, but once he bit on to something, he didn’t let go. O’Neill was the real thing. He was just enough of a stubborn arsehole to be a really good detective.

None of that mattered though. Not to Wilson. The Review Boards were next month and the Chief Inspector would make his move there. Being sent back to uniform would mark O’Neill out. He’d be damaged goods. Everyone would know it. His only hope was to have a big case under his belt, and they didn’t come much bigger than a murder. If O’Neill could wrap Laganview up before the Review Boards, Wilson wouldn’t be able to touch him.

The Chief Inspector was a new breed. Twenty-first-century police. A company man. An accountant. Happier in meetings, reading reports, compiling budgets. Flying off across the water to drink cups of coffee with other number-crunchers from the Met, Greater Manchester Police, Lothian and Borders. Don’t ask him to solve a crime though. The last place you wanted Wilson was on a job, knocking on a door, interviewing a suspect.

Ward had watched over the last ten years as a slew of Wilsons came in and slowly took over the force. He knew one thing: they might wear a uniform, but they weren’t peelers. They thought crime could be solved with spreadsheets and graphs, with statistics and pie charts. And when they opened their mouths they sounded more like politicians than cops. They played the angles and made the right friends. They were never happier than when they were getting their mugs on TV. He’d seen a generation of Wilsons rise up the rank – at the same time as he was passed over.

‘Next time, Jack. There’s always next time.’

It was bullshit and Ward knew it. He was too old. His face didn’t fit. He didn’t speak the lingo. He would retire next year anyway, leave the force to Wilson and the rest of the bean-counters.

There was still O’Neill though. O’Neill was a peeler. A real peeler. On the drive over to Laganview, Ward had come up with an idea. What if he left O’Neill behind him. Make him the stone in Wilson’s shoe. Always there. Niggling away. Ward had smiled at the thought. He knew it wasn’t just about Wilson though. It wasn’t just some personal vendetta. It was bigger than that. The North needed peelers like O’Neill. Now more than ever. It needed guys to get out there, to get involved, to get their hands dirty. Hiding in meetings, ducking behind spreadsheets . . . what did that ever get done?

***

Standing beside Ward, O’Neill studied the area round the body. The SOCOs were on their way with a tent. Protect the integrity of the scene. He remembered his Locard from Police College: the first rule of forensic science, every contact leaves a trace. O’Neill looked at the rain. Most of the forensics would have washed into the river and be halfway to Scotland by now. Maybe the rules didn’t apply in Belfast.

O’Neill still hadn’t gone near the body. When the SOCOs arrived they’d begin from the perimeter and work their way in, in everdecreasing circles. They’d go slowly, patiently, following the golden rule which says there may be only one crime scene, but there are many ways to fuck it up.

The body was an IC1 male. Late teens, pale and skinny, with hollow cheeks and a shaved head. The most important question was, who was he? Ninety per cent of homicides were committed by someone who knew the victim. A neighbour, a friend, a relative. That was right. In a detective’s litany of cynical thoughts, the nearest and dearest were never excluded from the list. Random attacks? Stranger danger? Ward was right. People watched too much TV. Start with his mates, call them killers, see who blinks. Find out who the victim was, you were halfway to finding out who killed him.

The kid’s grey tracksuit was wet through. A 3-foot pool of red spread out from his head, mixing with a puddle of rainwater. They would wait for the pathologist, but it looked like a fatal head wound that finally turned the lights out.

O’Neill ran his eyes the length of the body. The legs were wrong. Twisted out of shape, like an Action Man tossed away by a child. Was he a jumper? O’Neill looked at the roof of the apartment block, 30 feet away. Not unless he was Jesse Owens.

No. This thing had ‘punishment beating’ written all over it. Sure, they’d been a bit over-enthusiastic with the bats, but it was a punishment beating nonetheless.

O’Neill rolled his eyes. Punishment beatings were a Grade-A nightmare. They were a paramilitary thing, a hangover from the Troubles, when Catholics and Protestants policed their own areas and handed out vigilante justice to drug dealers and joy-riders. A bullet through the knees. A couple of rounds with a baseball bat. One thing was sure, you didn’t forget in a hurry. O’Neill thought about the ASBOs the PSNI gave out for the same thing. A curfew? In bed by ten? No wonder the kids laughed in their faces.

With a punishment beating the victim never pressed charges. There were never any witnesses. Victim dragged from a crowded bar? Folk were always in the toilet. Peelers joked that Belfast pubs had some of the largest toilets in the world. Entire bars had been known to all go for a piss at exactly the same time. What were the odds of that?

No one pressed charges and after a while, a punishment beating went away. A few forms, a few questions, that was it. A murder inquiry though, a murder inquiry had legs. It always went the distance.

If all men were created equal, all victims certainly weren’t. You’d hear people:

‘He deserved what he got.’

‘Fucking wee hood.’

‘He had it coming to him.’

O’Neill peered into the black river as it flowed under Queen’s Bridge and out into Belfast Lough. Anything tossed in – a bat, say – would be long gone. He knew the stats. PSNI solved three out of four murders. Northern Ireland hospitals had treated over 300 punishment beatings last year. The cops hadn’t made an arrest for a single one.

O’Neill felt Ward standing beside him.

Up front on this one?

He looked at the rain, pulling out another cigarette. There was no doubt about it: someone up there didn’t like him. At least it was one thing he could be sure of.


TWO

Marty and Petesy were hoods.

Hoods because they wore tracksuits. Because they stood on street corners and stared down traffic. Because they hung outside off licences, drinking Buckfast and White Lightning. Because they were fifteen and hadn’t been to school for two years. They liked it that way. So did the school. Hoods because security guards followed them round shops. Because every second word was ‘fuck’ or ‘cunt’. Because they loved getting off their faces. Because they liked happy hardcore. Because they stole cars. Because they were joy-riders. Because they were drug dealers. Because they had shaved heads, black eyes and baseball caps. Because they didn’t give a fuck, because what the fuck are you looking at, because I’ll knock your fucking ballicks in. They were hoods.

It was half ten on Monday morning. The boys had been busy. They hunkered behind a large bin in an entry off High Street. The alley smelled of piss and rotting food. Marty and Petesy sucked in air, trying to get their breath back.

‘You’re a mad bastard,’ Petesy said. Marty raised his eyebrows, taking the compliment and smiling.

‘The guard was a fat cunt. He couldn’t catch a fucking cold. Mind you, he fairly got a hold of you. Fuck me, Petesy. My ma’s quicker than you are.’

‘Fuck away off,’ Petesy said. ‘You were running before we were even in the door.’

Marty had always been quick. When he was selected for the Belfast U-12s the coach said he was greased lightning, one of the quickest things he’d even seen on a football pitch.

‘No flies on you, Martin Toner.’

Marty was kicked off the team three weeks later. Fighting. He’d skinned the full-back, some brick shithouse from Ballymacarrett, who’d brought him down. Marty got up and whacked him. It was only training, but so fuck, what were you going to do. There were no flies on Marty.

That morning the security guard had grabbed Petesy, and Marty had had to go back for him. Now he pulled off his old jersey and put on the white Kappa top, courtesy of the morning’s outing. Marty adopted a mock melodic voice, like he was announcing the football results.

‘Martin Toner one – JJB Sports nil.’

JJBs was one of the only shops in Belfast that didn’t have foreigners working as security guards. Lithuanians. Poles. You didn’t fuck with them.

‘Hard to make a living these days,’ Marty had said after his first and last encounter with the latest addition to the Northern Irish workforce.

Before they showed up, it was a piece of piss. The security men were all locals. Guys that didn’t give a shit. They stood round all day, chatting up sixteen-year-old shop assistants. They’d chase you round the corner and give up. The Polish guys, the Lithuanians, they were different. Chase you for miles. Like it was personal. Like it was their shop or something.

‘It’s fucked up,’ Marty said, after his one experience with a Lithuanian security guard. He’d run full pelt the whole way down Donegal Place, past the Belfast Telegraph, all the way down York Street.

‘I was near in Carrickfergus before he stopped. I mean, what the fuck does he care?’

‘No flies on those Poles,’ Petesy joked.

In the entry off High Street, Marty stroked the sleeve of his new top. He leaned off the wall, not wanting to get it dirty. Petesy laughed.

‘I thought I was fucked when your man had me. Next thing, I turn round and he’s got the fucking Tasmanian Devil on his back.’

Marty held up his fists, kissing the right then the left.

‘Told you. I taught Muhammad Ali everything he knew.’

‘That’s what your ma said.’

‘Away and fuck yourself. You’d be in the back of a peeler wagon right now if it wasn’t for me. Who’s the one with a new top? Meanwhile you’re walking round looking like Stig of the Dump.’

‘Up your hole. You bolted before we were even inside the shop.’

Marty peeked round the bin and down the entry. There was no sign of anyone. He pulled out a packet of Regal and lit one. He took a drag and exhaled, clicking out three neat smoke-rings. He then passed the cigarette to Petesy.

‘Here. Have a smoke and dry your eyes.’

Petesy took the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger. His cheeks hollowed as he took a draw. One of his cousins had taught him how to smoke when he was eleven but he could never blow smoke-rings like Marty.

Marty looked at his new top. ‘That Cara’s definitely going to let me ride her when she sees this.’

‘Wise up to yourself. You’ve no chance.’

‘That not what your ma said.’

Petesy went quiet. He’d lived with his granny for three years since his mother moved to Derry with a guy she’d met one Saturday night at the GAA club in Andy Town. He was about to hand the fag back but hesitated and took another long drag. Marty received the butt, his voice going up an octave.

‘What the fuck am I supposed to do with this?’

Petesy smiled, pleased to get his own back. Marty took the last drag and flicked the butt off the wall. A shower of red ash cascaded to the wet ground.

Petesy remembered him doing the same thing to Brendy McIlroy. ‘Mackers’, everyone called him. He was two years older than them and had three big brothers. He had been picking on Petesy, slagging him off, saying his ma had run off with the first bit of dick she got her hands on. After a minute of ignoring him, Petesy told him to go fuck himself. It was what Mackers wanted. He announced, John Wayne-style, he was going to finish his can of Harp, then come over and beat the fuck out of Petesy. Marty sat there, not saying anything. Then he took the final drag from his cigarette and flicked it in Mackers’ face. They went for each other and Petesy piled on. Some old boy pulled them apart, threatening to call the peelers. That was Marty though. He didn’t give a fuck.

Hiding in the entry of High Street, Marty stroked his new top and thought about Cara. She was a wee ride. He was going to take her somewhere with the money they’d made from dealing the week before.

‘Has your cousin come through with more gear yet?’ he asked.

‘He said to come up to the Ardoyne and see him tomorrow.’

‘Nice one,’ Marty said.


THREE

Joe Lynch sat on the black leather sofa and waited.

The receptionist was slim, early thirties. She had looked at him over the top of her glasses, saying Dr Burton would be right with him. Lynch asked how long the appointment was. She told him half an hour.

Nothing about the plush reception suggested a psychologist’s office. Lynch had imagined One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Formica floors, sudden outbursts, occasional drooling. Instead it was burgundy carpets, dark mahogany and abstract painting.

He chided himself. This was a mistake. This was what you got for going to the doctor’s – an appointment with a shrink. All he’d wanted were a few pills, just to help him sleep. He didn’t need his head examined. A few nights’ kip, he’d be right as rain. Instead he got a week’s worth of tablets and an appointment with Sigmund Freud here.

Lynch was fine, when he’d just come out of prison. He’d gone to London. Needed to get away from Belfast. All the old contacts, the familiar faces, the knowing looks. He’d stayed almost two years, trying to make a life for himself, working in bars, doing shift-work in kitchens. One day, he just woke up and realized, enough was enough. He couldn’t do it any more. The constant lying, making things up, taking shit from middle managers, baby Hitlers he could have dropped in half a second. There was nothing else to do. He had to go back.

It was coming home when the sleep problem started. Lynch tried to laugh it off at first, joking about the Northern Irish air – too frigging fresh. He told himself to harden up. He’d done interrogations, solitary confinement, twenty-four-hour lock-down. He could do a few all-nighters. After three months he realized why they used sleep deprivation as a torture technique. He felt like a ghost, as if he only partially existed. Dr MacSorley had suggested the psychologist. It might help to talk. Lynch didn’t think so, but made a deal. It seemed to be all the rage these days: negotiation, compromise, agreements. He’d see the psychologist, in return for a prescription. MacSorley was in his sixties, an old-school doctor. He gave him a week’s worth of tablets.

‘Come back after the appointment and I’ll give you next week’s.’ He smiled. ‘Just to keep you honest Joe.’

MacSorley had been around the block a few times and it was only this that made Lynch agree to the deal.

Dr Burton’s office was on the fifteenth floor of a glass tower-block on Bedford Street. Out the window Lynch saw the green copper dome of Belfast City Hall. After ninety years, the shining white limestone had faded to grey. Daily life had taken its toll and the architect’s allusions to civic virtue were now no more than a vague memory. In the gardens, the Belfast wheel arced upwards, lifting spectators above the roofline of the City Hall. From its height, tourists gazed out at the hills that surrounded Belfast. The mountains themselves, looking down on the city, like disapproving adults on their recalcitrant offspring. Lynch looked towards the waters of Belfast Lough and the dark green slopes of the Cavehill in the distance. The colours were muted, depressed by the dark grey sky and the low January light.

As he waited, Lynch reminded himself he wasn’t a fruitcake. It was simple. He just couldn’t sleep.

A door opened and Dr Burton walked into reception. He wore a brown suit and had a swarthy complexion. He was in his fifties and spoke in a low, confident voice.

‘Joe Lynch? Come on in.’

The room continued the theme of comfortable opulence that had begun in the reception area. A wide oak desk and a high-backed chair sat in front of a row of large windows. Along the wall a beige sofa and two chairs huddled round a rectangular coffee-table. Burton motioned to the chairs.

‘So. What have you come to see me about?’

‘I’m not sleeping.’

‘Why aren’t you sleeping?’

Joe paused. He hadn’t thought they’d get right into it. He’d imagined some chit-chat. A warm-up or something. He looked round the room, raising his eyebrows.

‘Must be some money in this psychology business.’

‘I do all right.’

‘How come you aren’t in a hospital?’

‘Private clients.’

‘What does a man charge for that these days?’

‘One hundred pounds an hour.’

Lynch hadn’t thought Burton would tell him.

‘I must be in the wrong line of work.’

‘What line of work are you in, Joe?’

Silence.

Fifteen floors up. The traffic was quiet on the road below. Cars hummed past, providing a low background music. Joe knew what was going on. The short, staccato answers. They were to encourage him to speak. Make the patient do the running.

‘Why can’t you sleep, Joe?’

‘You tell me, Doc.’

‘That’s not how it works.’

Silence.

Burton stopped speaking. He wasn’t going to chase Lynch. If someone wouldn’t meet you halfway, he knew there was no point.

The silence hung in the air for ten seconds, then twenty. It was a stand-off, neither man wishing to blink. After a minute Lynch spoke.

‘So what do you know about me, Doc?’

‘Nothing.’

‘MacSorley must have sent a file.’

‘No.’

‘How come?’

‘Works better this way.’

‘So you’re telling me you have nothing?’

‘Joe Lynch. Monday. Eleven o’clock.’

For a moment Lynch imagined himself as a blank page. No marks. No scars. Free to be whatever he wanted. Free to . . .

In the Maze they had tried to use psychologists. Rumour had it the room was bugged and there was someone from Special Branch taking notes next door.

Burton continued. ‘Why are you here, Joe?’

‘MacSorley made me come.’

‘Made you come? What are you, six years old?’

‘I’m not sleeping.’

‘You’re not sleeping.’

‘I wanted a prescription. It came with strings.’

‘You could have gotten sleeping pills from anywhere. They’re not exactly hard to come by.’

Lynch looked at the dark wooden bookcase along the wall. The Effect of Trauma. The Invisible Injury. The Psychology of Conflict.

‘I haven’t suffered a trauma.’

‘I never said you had.’

‘That’s what you do though. Isn’t it?’

‘Among other things.’

‘Do you see peelers?’

‘None of your business.’

‘Soldiers?’

Silence.

‘Not much of a talker, Doc. I thought that is what this was all about. Talking. Feelings.’

Burton turned it back on him.

‘How do you feel, Joe?’

Lynch paused, turning his gaze inwards. He groped around, trying to get hold of something. He rummaged in the dark. He was tired. No, exhausted. More than that though, he had no idea how he felt. There was a kind of emptiness. A hunger. It was as if he had lost something, but he couldn’t remember what it was.

Burton waited, watching Lynch’s eyes search the empty space in front of him.

Lynch snapped back to the room, remembering where he was. He stood up and walked to the window, looking down on the street. A woman rushed through the rain. A couple huddled under an umbrella. A homeless man sheltered in the doorway of the Ulster Hall. The fifteenth floor was high. It gave a sense of perspective, made things seem smaller, less difficult somehow. Lynch looked out over Belfast, as it sprawled into the distance.

‘Why are you—’

‘Where do you live, Doc?’

Burton raised his eyebrows.

‘OK then. What car do you drive?’

‘Audi.’

‘That’s my point.’

‘That’s your point,’ Burton repeated sarcastically.

‘The car. The house. The suburbs. Stranmillis. Dunmurray. The leafy streets, the grammar schools, the university degrees. You took the tests, passed the exams. Dinner parties, drinks with friends. The wife. The kids.’ Lynch was gathering momentum. ‘The books, the office, the view. My point is: what the fuck could you possibly know about me? About where I come from. About what I’ve seen. About what I’ve done.’

Lynch took a breath, letting his words hang in the air between them.

‘A hundred pounds an hour. Listening to a bunch of rich pricks. Their colleagues don’t respect them, their kids won’t talk to them, their wives won’t fuck them. And when you get bored with that, you go for a bit of Troubles tourism, a wee holiday in someone else’s misery. A bit of gritty realism, like reading a book about it. And all from the safety of the fifteenth floor. It’s cosy cushions and pretentious paintings by cunts that can’t draw to save themselves.’

Lynch stared at Burton. The doctor held his gaze, allowing the silence to hang between them. Burton waited. He wasn’t intimidated.

‘Impressive, Joe.’ His voice was calm, almost monotone. Lynch had become more animated the more he tried to dismiss Burton and everything he stood for.

‘Were you practising that on the way over? The self-righteous indignation. Gives you an edge, I’ll bet. A bit of purchase. I’ve known you for twenty minutes and you’re right. What the fuck could I possibly know? About you. About where you’ve been. What you’ve seen. What you’ve done.’

The doctor paused.

‘I’ll tell you what though, Joe. It still doesn’t answer the question: why can’t you sleep?’

Lynch paused, knowing he hadn’t thrown Burton off and that they were back where they started.

‘Thousands of people don’t sleep.’

‘We’re not talking about thousands. We’re talking about you.’

Joe glanced at the clock on the wall. 11.25. Burton saw the look and knew they were coming to the end of the session.

‘OK. Since you don’t want to tell me anything, Joe, I’ll try to tell you something. What could I know? What could I possibly know about you? About your world? Let me give it a shot.’

Lynch held the psychologist’s eyes.

‘You’re a Catholic. Working-class. Did well at school. Didn’t get on with the teachers though. Authority, you see. Bit too much to say for himself, our Joe. Left school early. Tried to get work. Late seventies. Not a lot of that going. Even less for a Catholic in Belfast. The dice were stacked. The courts. The police. Housing. Jobs. It pissed you off. But you could take it. Discipline, you see. Not easily got to. Sure there was the harassment, the taunting, the abuse. The stop and search. Where you from? Where you going? The Brits. The RUC. Not a bother. Sure, they’re cunts. But you’re Joe Lynch. It doesn’t go away though. Day after day, week after week, month after month. Drip . . . drip . . . drip . . . Then it happens. Or rather something happens. You take a hiding. The police kick your door in. They intern your brother. Your da. Your uncle maybe. Some off-duty soldiers have a go, want to fuck up a Fenian. They put you against a wall, put a gun in your mouth . . . ’

Lynch’s gaze sharpened and began boring into Burton.

‘ . . . was that it, Joe? They put you against a wall? Put a gun in your mouth?’

Burton paused, letting the memory come washing back up from wherever Lynch had buried it.

‘You can probably feel it now – as if it was yesterday. The metal against your teeth. The oily taste in your mouth. Your palms are sweating, just thinking about it.’

Lynch’s heart thundered in his chest. His hand was still though. It had always been that way. He stared at the man opposite.

‘You’ve read the books, Joe. Religion, history, politics. All the talk. All the theories. Theories are all well and good, until they kick in your front door one night. Until they put you up against a wall. Going to blow your fucking Fenian head off. None of the theories mention the taste though, right? That cold steel. The metal. The oil.’

Burton stopped and took a breath.

‘They backed you into a corner. What were you going to do? Sit there and take it? No, not you. Not our Joe. People round here have been sitting taking it for years. Look where that’s got them.’

Lynch stared at Burton, wondering where he was going to go next. Burton stopped talking, letting the atmosphere cool for a few seconds. He looked away, breaking eye-contact, defusing the tension. Slowly, Lynch’s pulse began to calm.

‘That was then, Joe. This is now. Things have changed – or so they tell us. Agreements have been signed. The war is over. Decommissioning? Decommission a gun, sure. But how do you decommission someone’s head? You see, you’re out there, Joe. You’re still out there. You want to know if it’s possible to get back. You’re not even sure what getting back would look like.’

Dr Burton stopped talking. The two men sat in silence. Lynch looked out the window. The drizzle was thickening, turning to proper rain. He’d get wet on the way home.

‘Break Free,’ Joe said.

‘Sorry?’

‘The taste. I looked it up. Break Free oil. It’s gun cleaner.’

Lynch looked past Burton and out over the grey skyline of Belfast. The room was quiet. Burton waited for the other man to speak.

Lynch looked up at the clock. ‘Eleven-thirty. Time’s up.’

He stood up and walked out of the office, leaving Burton on his own, staring out over the rooftops of the city.


FOUR

By one o’clock O’Neill and Ward were in the car and about to head back to Musgrave Street. The site foreman and the Polish worker who had discovered the body were already there, waiting to be interviewed.

O’Neill thought about Laganview. With a murder, the scene was everything. You wanted to know why the body was there. How it got there. Was this the crime scene or the deposition site? If there was a league-table of crime scenes, Laganview would languish somewhere near the bottom. It was an enclosed piece of ground. There were no passers-by, no witnesses. You wanted a house on some leafy street. A house was top of the table. An enclosed space with tons of forensics. Nosy neighbours, a few curtain-twitchers. A house did half the job for you. It asked its own questions. Did the murderer know the victim? Did he force entry? What did he touch?

It had been four hours and O’Neill still didn’t have a positive ID on the body. Already though, it had become ‘his’ body. The kid’s pockets were empty. No wallet, no keys, no money. O’Neill imagined a robbery gone wrong. Some hood, doing a bit of dealing, gets jumped by a couple of junkies.

There were two CCTV cameras at Laganview, both outside the fence and well away from the body. Both had been vandalized the week before and hadn’t been fixed. It was convenient.

Four Scenes of Crime Officers were present, combing over things at a snail’s pace. The white overalls, facemasks and gloves gave Laganview a surreal air – part moon landing, part nuclear clean-up. O’Neill wanted soil samples, footprint casts, cigarette ends. On his sketch of the site he’d marked out the position of the body, possible entrance points and sightlines to all the buildings across the river.

With Ward in the passenger seat he steered the unmarked Mondeo past a billboard advertising Spender Properties. They were the development company on Laganview. In four hours neither of the armoured Land Rovers had moved. At the back of one stood a female uniform, her hat pulled low over her eyes.

The officer turned her head and looked at the car. O’Neill did a double take. The cheekbones, the blue eyes, the short ponytail. It was Sam Jennings. They’d been at Police College together. They had got on well. He had only been seeing Catherine for two months. After passing out, Sam was sent to Dungannon. O’Neill went to North Belfast and hadn’t seen her since.

The jury was still out on female peelers. Some reckoned they were a liability. Good in the office. Good at typing, consoling victims, that kind of stuff. The famous Musgrave Street story was Carol Smith. She was a female uniform attending a call off the Cregagh Road, in East Belfast. Her partner ended up inside the house getting the shit beaten out of him by two guys. Back-up arrived to find her standing outside, pointing at the door, shouting: ‘He’s in there!’ Since then new recruits, men and women, were all Carols, at least until they proved themselves otherwise.

The last O’Neill heard, Sam had got into a fight in Dungannon one Saturday night. Two of her shift were arresting a guy for Drunk and Disorderly when his three mates piled in to try and liberate him. Sam waded in, getting a black eye and a fractured cheekbone for her trouble. They kept hold of the guy and got his mates a couple of days later from the CCTV. They were all sent down.

From the back of the Land Rover Sam locked eyes on O’Neill in the Mondeo. She’d heard he had gone to the dark side and ditched his uniform. Jennings had her street face on – mouth set, eyes fixed. She gave nothing away. O’Neill remembered from Police College, Sam had her stare down long before she ever put on a uniform. Almost unnoticeably she flicked her head back, acknowledging O’Neill with the slightest of gestures. O’Neill nodded back, edging the Mondeo between the Land Rovers.

His mind snapped back to the kid. It was his first body. He’d heard about detectives who had ended up with bodies hanging over them for years. People spoke about being followed. Every dead end in every case became an accusation, like someone picking open an old wound. Cops told themselves it was only a job, that you couldn’t take it personally. That was the theory anyway.

Outside the car, the rain showed no signs of letting up. Two white vans, UTV Live and BBC Northern Ireland, were parked along the road. Presenters stood under umbrellas, speaking into cameras. ‘Reporting live from the scene . . .’ O’Neill wondered what they were saying. If the peelers knew nothing, what could the TV know? Still, it never seemed to stop them.

The Mondeo waited for a break in the traffic.

‘You’re pretty quiet there, Detective,’ Ward said.

O’Neill sighed. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this one, sir.’

‘You’re just hungry,’ Ward said, deadpan.

‘I’m serious, sir.’

‘You’ve got bad feelings about everything.’

‘Have you seen the cases I’ve been pulling lately? I mean, whatever happened to karma?’

‘Don’t know her. She sounds nice though.’

‘You’ve seen the job. You know what I’m talking about, sir.’

‘Listen, Boy George, just keep your eyes on the road. I’ve seen a hell of a lot worse in my time.’

Ward didn’t let on, but he knew what the younger detective meant. The more time he’d been at Laganview the more he saw its potential to bury O’Neill. Walking round the site, he had begun to wonder if he hadn’t saved Wilson the hassle and written O’Neill’s ticket back to uniform himself.

Across the road, a 20-foot mural loomed over the car. The red hand of Ulster hung in front of them like a giant stop sign. It was two storeys high and filled the gable end of a council house.

O’Neill squinted at the blood-red hand, thinking about his da and the story he always told when he was half-cut. The red hand was on the coat-of-arms for the O’Neills, who’d been the ancient Kings of Ulster.

‘Let me tell you something, son. We are the descendants . . . (hiccup) . . . the red hand. That’s us. That’s ours. At least it was, before these bastards stole it.’

Apparently there’d been a contest for the kingship of Ulster. A boat race. The first man to touch Irish soil would claim the place. When they were all 20 yards from shore, one of the O’Neills cut off his right hand and threw it on to land to claim the kingship of Ulster.

It was a family cliché, rolled out every time his da was blitzed and got sentimental. As a boy O’Neill had thought about the story. Cutting off your hand. It was clever, but also desperate, reeking of something fanatical. ‘Remember that, son,’ his da would slur. ‘We mean something. Do you know what I’m talking about? Are you listening to me?’ By the time he was ten O’Neill felt like he’d heard it a million times.

‘Hey. Sleeping beauty,’ Ward interrupted. There was a break in the traffic. ‘Let’s go then.’

O’Neill slipped it into first and pulled out on to the road, turning towards the station.

Musgrave Street was more military barracks than police station. Nestled in the city centre, its perimeter wall was three feet thick, made of reinforced concrete, and topped with a high fence of corrugated iron. Bomb-proof. Mortar-proof. You could drive a tank at it and the place wouldn’t flinch.

The station stood 500 yards from High Street, which covered the old River Farset as it rumbled, unnoticed, below the feet of Belfast shoppers. A 113-foot gothic tower pierced the dark grey sky. Built on slob land, the Albert clock had a four-degree lean, like the ghost of a drunken sailor, looking for one of the hoors who used to ply their trade in the shadow of the clock.

At Musgrave Street O’Neill and Ward sat in the navy Mondeo, waiting for the gates to open. Inside they parked alongside a white Land Rover. It was adorned with a blue and yellow check band and the Crimestoppers phone number. The side of the Land Rover had several dents and a splash of red paint.

Doris was on reception as the detectives entered the main building. She was in her fifties, with short blonde hair. Civilian support staff, Doris had been at the station longer than anyone, including the Chief Inspector. Her husband was RUC, a Reservist who’d been shot in the late seventies. He’d survived the bullet, only to go down with cancer a few years later. There was something very Irish about it. Ward had introduced O’Neill to Doris when he first joined CID.

‘Most important person in the station. Piss off the Chief Inspector, but you’d better not piss off this woman. There’s nothing goes on round here that she doesn’t know about.’

Doris told O’Neill not to believe everything he heard. And especially not if it came out of the DI’s mouth.

Doris spoke up as the two men walked past. ‘DS O’Neill. The Chief Inspector called down.’

O’Neill and Ward stopped.

‘Wanted me to send you up as soon as you came in.’

O’Neill looked at the DI who shrugged his shoulders. Wilson had called Ward that morning, wanting a report on the scene and to know who the PI was. The DI had cursed as he hung up, harking after the days when you were left to do your job in peace.

‘How’d he sound?’ O’Neill asked.

‘The usual.’

O’Neill wasn’t convinced. He knew Wilson didn’t like him and would want to ride him hard over the body. Try and catch him out. The Review Boards were coming up next month and he didn’t want to have to answer questions about why he still didn’t have anyone in custody for Laganview.

The Chief Inspector’s office was on the third floor, nestled among the rest of Senior Management of B Division. The general consensus was, the less folk on the third floor knew about you, the better. There was an invisible divide running through Musgrave Street. First floor was uniform. The second was CID. The third was management. Each floor thought they were God’s own and harboured suspicions about the ability and integrity of the other two. The third was the worst though. Politicians dressed as peelers. When the shit hits the fan, you made sure you weren’t in the room. The third floor would hang you out to dry as soon as look at you.

The Chief Inspector was writing behind his large oak desk when O’Neill knocked and was summoned. Wilson’s office was the same size as CID, which housed six desks. The Chief Inspector was slim and neatly dressed. He wore a shirt and tie, his shoulder-boards showing three silver diamonds denoting his rank. He didn’t look up when O’Neill entered, but continued writing. O’Neill made to speak, only for Wilson to hold up a finger and cut him off.

O’Neill did a sweep of the room. There were pictures on the walls. Pencil sketches of Belfast: two giant cranes from the shipyard, an old-fashioned cinema, a tram at Carlisle Circus. Wilson’s office was neat and well-ordered. If it wasn’t for the uniform, you’d have no idea you were in a police station. The view from the third floor, O’Neill mused to himself. Peace and quiet. Law and order.

Wilson signed his name and looked up.

‘DS O’Neill. Take a seat.’ He gestured to a chair in front of his desk.

‘How’s CID?’

‘Fine, sir.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

O’Neill didn’t flinch, but his mind instinctively sped up. What had Wilson heard? Who’d he heard it from? He started going through the guys on his shift.

‘Ward tells me you are the PI on Laganview. It’s a big job. You’d better be up to it.’

O’Neill knew he was being simultaneously challenged and doubted. ‘So fill me in then, Detective.’ Wilson offered the last word like an accusation.

O’Neill couldn’t believe he wanted a progress report. The case wasn’t four hours old. He wanted to tell Wilson to go fuck himself but he knew the game, knew he needed to put on a show, let Wilson see he had a handle on things. He spoke quickly, breaking down the facts – the scene, the state of the victim, the lack of ID, lack of weapon, lack of witnesses . . .

‘There’s a lot lacking here,’ Wilson said, implying these circumstances were somehow a personal reflection on O’Neill.

O’Neill ignored it, continuing with the facts. Wilson interrupted him when he mentioned a possible punishment beating.

‘Hold on. You need to calm yourself down there, Detective. We need to tread very carefully here.’

‘Sir?’

‘Punishment beating? We don’t need the press getting hold of that kind of language. And we don’t need them getting it from us.’

‘With respect, that’s what it looks like. Sir.’

‘Punishment beatings mean paramilitaries. We’re supposed to be past all that. It’s too political. We need to catch who did this, but there are things here that don’t need to be said out loud.’

That was Wilson. The consummate politician. O’Neill knew what he was getting at but it didn’t mean he had to like it. Instinctively he pushed back.

‘It looks like a punishment beating. Sir.’ The mark of deference came out like a swear word.

‘I don’t care what it looks like, O’Neill. The Peace Agreement was signed eight years ago. We’re trying to return this country to a state of normality. Punishment beatings, paramilitaries. They’re a thing of the past. They’re gone.’

‘Well, someone forgot to tell that kid down at Laganview.’

Wilson’s face reddened.

‘This is not about Laganview. It’s more than that. It’s about money, investment. America. The European Union. The less we hear about punishment beatings, the better. What do you think would happen if people start getting cold feet? Investors pull the plug. Then we’re all in the shit.’

O’Neill wondered when exactly it was that a dead body ceased to be important in its own right. It was Belfast though. Nothing was ever simply what it was.

Wilson pulled back, realizing he had strayed from the topic.

‘Don’t get me wrong – we need to catch whoever did this. We just need to go about it in the right way.’

O’Neill knew he should let it go. But . . .

‘On hospital numbers we had almost three hundred punishment beatings last year. Two-fifty the year before that. It doesn’t sound as if everything’s over, as if it’s all behind us.’

‘I don’t need a statistics lesson from you, Detective.’ Wilson glared at O’Neill. ‘But if you like though, we can start drilling down into your own stats. Maybe begin with your clearance rate, eh?’

O’Neill knew he’d gone too far. Wilson had made his threat. It was subtle, but there nonetheless.

‘This is not just another body, whether we want it to be or not. And we’re not just a police force. There’s history to consider.’

History again, O’Neill thought. For years history had been kicking in doors, shitting on people, giving folk reasons, putting guns in their hands. The North had had too much history. O’Neill remembered the TV when Tony Blair had flown in for the peace talks. He met the press, grinning: ‘I can feel the hand of history on our shoulders . . .’ O’Neill wondered who had been grinning the night before, as they stood over the body of a dead teenager on the bank of the River Lagan.

DI Ward waited for O’Neill in CID. Paul Kearney, one of the other DCs, sat typing at his desk. It was O’Neill’s case, but Ward wanted to help out with the interviews.

Kearney spoke when O’Neill entered.

‘What did the big cheese want?’

‘Wants to fast-track me. Make me a DI. He says the current one isn’t up to much.’

Ward smiled in the corner of the room. He knew O’Neill was giving Kearney the brush-off.

‘Detective Inspector John O’Neill,’ Ward piped back. ‘God help us all.’

O’Neill sat at his desk and switched on his computer.

‘Your wife called while you were upstairs,’ Kearney said.

‘Oh yeah?’ he replied casually. ‘What did she want?’

‘Said she wants a real man. Someone who can get the job done in the bedroom.’

Ward watched O’Neill who refused to take the bait. Kearney kept running.

‘If you need some help there, mate, just let me know.’

O’Neill didn’t look up from the computer screen.

‘Some smelly culchie from Ballymena? A gut like yours? A bit too much of a real man, I’d say. Still, I’ll put a word in for you. See if she feels like doing some charity work.’

O’Neill’s mind started racing. Why was Catherine calling? Was something wrong with Sarah? Had she had an accident at school? No, there’d be a message if something had happened. It had been six months and no one at Musgrave Street knew. Maybe this was her coming round. Asking him back. He’d get to see Sarah every day. She would be six in April. He was supposed to see her at weekends but with the shifts it was more like every second one. Even then, he was often coming off nights and ended up falling asleep on the sofa. Sarah watched cartoons and didn’t bother him. She was happy, just hanging out with her daddy.

While O’Neill had been upstairs, Ward had got Kearney to run background checks on the site foreman and the Polish worker. He looked at the print-out again.

‘These guys are in rooms three and four. The foreman is Tony Burke. Fifty-two. Lives off the Ravenhill Road. He had some connections back in the late eighties. Brother did ten years for membership of a terrorist organization, possession of a firearm, intimidation.’

‘Was Burke involved?’ O’Neill asked, using the local word that covered a multitude of sins.

‘Don’t know. He might have only drunk in a few bars, whispered in a few ears. Could be more. He didn’t do any time though. Two arrests for assault. Drunken brawls by the looks of it. In both cases the charges were dropped. One of them was outside the Crown in 1988. Fella suffered a broken nose, broken jaw and three cracked ribs. The victim told the police he slipped and bumped himself on the kerb.’

‘Sounds like a nice guy,’ O’Neill said.

‘Yeah. Proper choirboy. I’ll tell you better than that. Burke’s son?’ Ward never forgot a name.

‘Who?’

‘Remember the break-ins on the Ravenhill last year?’

‘The two junkies?’

‘That’s right. Jerome Burke was one of them. It’s his son.’

‘Whatever happened to Jerome?’

‘He’s in Maghaberry, doing three years.’

O’Neill and Ward agreed to start with the labourer, before having a shot at Burke.

Victor Puslawski was in his thirties, but looked older. His face was like a piece of leather. Fifteen winters on a building site would do that to you. In the last four years he had lived in Birmingham, Hull and now Belfast. There were thousands of Eastern Europeans in Northern Ireland working as builders, cleaners, security men. Anything they could turn a bit of money at. O’Neill had read a story in the paper the week before about a fight in Craigavon. Some local lads had jumped this Lithuanian as he was walking home from work. They gave him a hiding. An hour later Ivan came back with one of his mates and put the four of them in hospital.

Puslawski was nonplussed, matter of fact. You wouldn’t think he had come across a body that morning. It was the same attitude you saw from the State Pathologist standing over a corpse. Another day, another dollar. O’Neill figured this wasn’t the first body Puslawski had seen.

It was true.

‘I see my grandmother, my grandfather, my father. People die. You want me be sad for some boy I never know? How long you keep me here?’

O’Neill stared at him. ‘You’re here until we say so. Have you got that?’

A silence fell as the two men glared at each other.

‘Now tell us what happened this morning.’

‘Nothing. I see body. I tell foreman. I go back to work.’

‘You didn’t think he might still be alive?’

‘No. He is dead. I know. Look, how long you keep me here? I get paid to build apartment. Not answer question.’

O’Neill told him the site had been closed. There would be no work for anyone that day.

‘Great. No one work, no one get paid.’

They questioned Burke afterwards. The foreman leaned back in his chair. Smug, self-assured. He’d played the game before, several times, by the looks of it. O’Neill kept it light, getting Burke to walk him through the morning.

He’d arrived at seven to open up the site. The workers dribbled in to start at seven-thirty. Just before eight one of the Poles came back to the office, told him someone was dead. Burke thought it was someone from the site. He went to have a look. Then called 999. By the time he’d got there, a crowd of workers had gathered – mostly local lads. The Poles had taken a quick look and gone back to work. That was what they were like.

‘Tell me about Puslawski.’

‘Not much to tell. Never misses a day – but then none of them do. He’s never late. None of them are. Doesn’t say much.’

‘How many Poles do you have on the site?’

‘Forty. We’re about half and half, local lads and foreigners. I’ll tell you what though. If we had more of them, we’d get the thing finished in half the time.’

‘What about CCTV?’

‘The cameras? Kids broke them a couple of weeks ago. We’re still waiting on Securitas coming out to replace them.’

‘Convenient.’

‘They were reported two weeks ago.’

So far Ward hadn’t spoken in either interview. He interrupted O’Neill now though.

‘How’s your Michael these days, Charlie?’

Burke went silent, his face hardening at his brother’s name. He had seen the kid’s body, the state of the legs. He knew what they were thinking, that Michael knew one end of a baseball bat from another.

During the Troubles, once volunteers had been convicted they couldn’t resume active duty. If they were known to the police they might jeopardise operations. A lot of them spent their time running their communities, securing safe houses, gathering intelligence, dealing with complaints.

Once Michael was mentioned, Burke clammed up. He hadn’t seen him in six months. He was living in Newry, sixty miles from Belfast. It corroborated what Kearney had taken from the Police National Computer.

Later O’Neill and Ward sat in CID. It was after four. The three DCs, Kearney, Reid and Larkin, had all gone home.

‘So what do we know?’ Ward asked.

O’Neill thought for a moment.

‘Burke’s dodgy, sir. He has previous himself and knows more than a few boys who could do something like this. The brother might be an in as well.’

‘The pathology lab called,’ Ward announced. ‘They’ve scheduled the post-mortem for seven. Just in time to put you off your dinner.’

As Principal Investigator, O’Neill would go to the mortuary.

‘And we still haven’t got a positive ID on the body?’ Ward asked. It had never taken this long to put an ID on a body before. He couldn’t believe the victim didn’t have some kind of previous.

‘We’re going to make an appeal for information, sir,’ O’Neill said. ‘Oh – and don’t expect to hear too much about punishment beatings. Apparently there’s no such thing any more.’

‘Said who?’

‘The Chief Inspector, sir.’

‘Well, if he said it,’ Ward said sarcastically, ‘it must be true.’

The reinforced steel door thundered shut behind Burke. He stood outside Musgrave Street and looked at his watch. It was just after four.

The rain was coming down but had eased off from the morning. It was already dark. Burke put his hands in his pockets and walked towards the shops and the city centre.

Four streets from Musgrave Street he stopped at a phone box. Inside he took out his mobile and scrolled through the numbers. He dropped a pound into the phone box and dialled.

Two miles away in The George a man sat at the bar reading the Irish News. He was working his way down a pint of Guinness. It was late afternoon and the bar was half-empty. His mobile rang, flashing ‘Number Withheld’. Michael Burke put the phone to his ear.

‘Yeah?’

‘It’s me. They took me to Musgrave Street. They were asking about you – nothing they didn’t just pull out of a file . . . It was Ward and some new guy. Think you need to get out of Dodge for a few days. Aye . . . OK.’

Burke hung up the receiver. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out another pound. He slotted it in before scrolling through his mobile again. When he got to ‘Spender’ he stopped. He punched the number into the call box and waited as it rang on the other end.

A businesslike voice answered at the other end. ‘Hello?’

‘It’s me.’

O’Neill went to the autopsy. He watched the boy, laid out on the cold steel slab. The table had a slight tilt, to allow fluids to drain away. He watched Rob Leonard, the State Pathologist, slice open the teenager. He removed his organs, examining each one carefully, taking samples for the toxicology report before putting them in a plastic bag and back into the empty chest cavity.

O’Neill was embarrassed to be there, watching such a private thing. He was embarrassed for the boy. Embarrassed he’d been laid out like this, that he’d been stripped bare, that there was no one there for him. No one to give a shit. No one to claim him, to say he was theirs.

He returned to Musgrave Street and spent three hours filling out paperwork. At eleven o’clock he drove to the flat in Stranmillis and showered. He still had the smell on him. Decomposition mixed with disinfectant. You couldn’t wash it off. He’d wear fresh clothes the next day and it would still be on him. It would be there for several days. Only after the steady accumulation of other smells, the grime of everyday life – sweat, cigarettes, petrol – might it finally start to become less noticeable.
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