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Claire McGowan grew up in a small village in Northern Ireland. After achieving a degree in English and French from Oxford University, and time spent living in China and France, she moved to London where she works in the charity sector and also teaches creative writing. CONTROLLED EXPLOSIONS is the first short story in her Paula Maguire series. THE SILENT DEAD, her fourth novel and the third in the series, is out soon.


About the Book

Paula Maguire, forensic psychologist on the Irish border, returns as a teenager in this exclusive digital short story from Claire McGowan, proclaimed by Ken Bruen as ‘Ireland’s answer to Ruth Rendell’.

1998 and future forensic psychologist Paula Maguire is still in school, being taunted by bullies. In particular one girl, whose family has paramilitary links, is calling her a rat. Even though Paula might not know why her mother went missing five years before, she’s sure she’s no traitor’s daughter.

But words are nothing compared to what her policeman father, PJ, is dealing with. The hot summer is simmering with violence and the entire force is focused on finding a bomber leaving devices on the routes of Orange parades.

When PJ is injured at the scene of a crime, Paula is shocked to find herself next in the perpetrator’s crosshairs. The threats at school don’t feel so empty now, but what connection could there be? As the possibility of first love appears, will Paula be able to find out in time to save herself and follow her heart?
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‘A brilliant portrait of a fractured society and a mystery full of heart stopping twists. Compelling, clever and entertaining’ Jane Casey, author of The Burning
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‘There is nothing not to like … a compelling and flawless thriller’ S.J. Bolton

‘She knows how to tell a cracking story. She will go far’ Daily Mail

‘The characters are finely drawn, and it’s concern for them, rather than for whodunnit, that provides the page-turning impetus in this promising debut’ Guardian

‘Hugely impressive. The crime will keep you reading, but it’s the characters you’ll remember’ Irish Examiner

‘It’s a clever, beautifully detailed exploration of the fragility of daily life … The genius of this story is that it could happen to any of us, and that’s why it hits so hard’ Elizabeth Haynes

‘Immediate, engaging and relevant, The Fall hits the ground running and doesn’t stop. I read it in one breathless sitting’ Erin Kelly

‘Highly original and compelling’ Mark Edwards


Ballyterrin, Northern Ireland, June 1998

The town was burning.

Sergeant Bob Hamilton felt the heat on his face, scorching through the sides of the armoured jeep – someone had held a light to the line of cars dragged across the road. When the flames went up, licking and hungry, you could hear the shouts. Pure joy. Like weans burning grass under a magnifying glass. That was the worst, how much they were all enjoying it. He raised a hand to his head, mopped the sweat off on the sleeve of his uniform. Hottest day of the year and they were gussied up in full riot gear inside the oven of the jeep. Four grown men – five if you counted the other. The smell of sweaty oxters and burning tyres. The jeep rocking to and fro as the crowd battered it, pushing, shouting. Every time a stone hit, Bob flinched. It was hard not to.

‘Which is it this time?’ The man next to Bob had to shout to make himself heard over the noise outside. He looked round at the police officers, who all stared straight ahead into their visors, ignoring him. ‘Is it going ahead or is it cancelled? What are they angry about?’

No one answered.

Bob could hear the weariness in his own voice. ‘This parade was meant to go ahead.’

‘So why aren’t they moving?’

One of the other officers grunted. ‘Because there’s a feckin’ bomb in the way, that’s why.’

The man perked up. ‘A bomb? Really?’ He reached for his tape recorder, holding it higher.

‘There’s a suspicious device on the route.’ Bob gave the official version. ‘Bomb disposal are in. It’ll be made safe, it’s just … causing a wee bit of tension.’

Someone laughed, a short, bitter bark in the confined space.

The man with the tape recorder swung round for a second at the sound, then back again, like a dog with a bone it couldn’t crack into. ‘So these are Protestants out there? Orangemen?’

Journalists. Always trying to make sense of it, why one half of the population wanted to walk down the road in orange sashes, beating drums, just because they’d done it for the last three hundred years since some battle had been fought on that site. Why the other side, after all this time, had decided they didn’t really want men in sashes and bowler hats coming down their road, and in order to make this point were setting the town on fire and planting bombs on their own streets.

The truth was, it didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t even a very interesting street. A row of houses and a bookie’s on the corner, a run-down corner shop. The giant plastic ice cream outside it had bent over in the riot, and looked like it was about to melt all over the pavement. Bob knew the feeling.

He tried to explain. ‘They’re some of both. Catholics who didn’t want it going ahead, Protestants annoyed at the hold-up.’ Personally he thought they were all scum, anyone from either side who’d set fire to the place they lived in. It was their town. Not much, but all they had. For the past three days, if you looked out the windows of the police station, at the sun reflecting on metal jeeps and plexiglass riot shields, it had seemed as if all of Ballyterrin was on fire. The town was in stand-off, some parades going, some parades cancelled, someone angry with every decision, and like as not showing that anger by setting fire to a few cars or trashing a few shops or even firing a few wee shots at the police. Businesses had put down their shutters and closed, roads were blocked with burnt-out cars, and half the town gone away on holiday to escape it. The Twelfth Fortnight, they called it. Traditionally it was the Catholic population fleeing overseas, letting the Orange Order get on with it for a few weeks, marching their marches and singing their songs and beating their drums. This year, with the Good Friday Agreement just signed in April and the new Parades Commission getting involved, well, things were … mixed up.

The journalist, some English fella with an accent like grating machinery, was taking notes by hand now. Maybe, God willing, the batteries on his wee machine were dead. ‘And you, Sergeant, are you Protestant?’ They always pronounced it like that, with the t stuttering in the middle, instead of softened into a d like you did if you were local. Bob met the gaze of his partner – no, his deputy, he had to stop forgetting that – over the man’s head, and they both shrugged. Then PJ Maguire looked away. It was a hard habit to break, thinking of PJ as his partner, though they hadn’t been that for years. Not since Bob’s promotion, and everything else that happened in 1993. PJ was a Catholic, and for various reasons Bob wasn’t his favourite person, but dear God, the English. They hadn’t a notion what went on here. ‘Aye, I am,’ he said, thinking of the sash in the wardrobe back home, pressed and under plastic. One year he’d led this parade himself, now he was shutting it down. ‘But right now I’m just a police officer.’

PJ’s radio buzzed and he listened for a moment. ‘They’re doing a controlled explosion. We better move on back.’

‘Can we watch it blow up?’ asked the journalist, scribbling excitedly in his notebook. ‘That would be amazing.’

Bob Hamilton sighed, and watched his town burn.

‘Tout.’

She could hear the word behind her, hissing in her ear. At the front of the class, the teacher was droning on about abortion.

‘Your ma was a tout.’

Paula spun around, teeth bared. Everyone’s head was down, writing, but she knew who’d said it all the same. ‘Shut up!’

‘What’s that racket?’ The teacher, Mrs Reilly, was fat, like really fat. Once she was wedged into her seat she didn’t get out for anything. ‘Paula? Is that you talking?’

She felt the red sweep up her face, the unfairness of it, as behind her a breeze of giggling broke out. ‘No, miss.’

‘In that case can you tell me why the Catholic Church doesn’t support abortion?’

Paula sighed. The file paper in front of her was covered in doodles, stars and hearts. No notes on the lesson at all.

‘Well? I knew you weren’t listen—’

Paula said, bored: ‘It’s because of the scripture verse “before I formed you in the womb I knew you”, that shows life starts at the moment of conception. Jeremiah one, five.’

Another faint giggle, this time not aimed at Paula. She looked down at her paper again.

The teacher said nothing for a few moments. ‘Well. That’s right. Now keep it down, please.’

Behind her, Paula could feel Catriona’s beady eyes bore into her.

Tout. Your ma was a tout.

The worst thing about it: it was probably true. 

‘Bunch of cows,’ said Saoirse, scowling, when Paula caught up with her in the science corridor. ‘You should tell someone.’

Paula made a noise that was almost a laugh. You never told on people. Everyone knew that. The teachers did nothing, and you just got in more trouble on top of the bullying. ‘Yeah, sure I’ll do that. Duh.’

‘Anyway, what did you reckon to ER last night? Wasn’t it brilliant? I wish Dr Carter would marry me. He’s sooooo gorgeous.’ Saoirse was going to be a doctor; she’d always known it. Paula wondered sometimes if she knew it wouldn’t be exactly like ER.

‘Yeah … it was good.’

‘Listen. Forget about Catriona O’Keeffe. She’s just a little Provo bitch. Come on.’ Saoirse put her arm through Paula’s as they wandered down the hot corridor, with its reek of Impulse and PE kits. ‘We’re getting out of here, remember? One more year! Then we’ll be in Belfast, we can get our own flat, we can have people round for dinner …’

But there’d be no getting out. There’d be Catrionas in Belfast too, lots of them. And everyone would know Paula’s da was a Catholic policeman and her ma was maybe a tout and maybe dead but maybe not. Sometimes she couldn’t stand it. She’d been starting to think, though she had no idea how to tell Saoirse, that maybe she’d go even further away than Belfast. Further than Dublin too. Maybe she’d go as far away as she could. Maybe she’d just keep running until it wasn’t possible to find her way back.

‘What’ve you now? I’ve Statistics, FUN.’

‘Eh … I’ve a free.’

‘Lucky. See you on the bus then.’

‘Yeah. See ya.’

Saoirse had a normal life. She had both her parents, she had three brothers and two sisters. On Sundays they sat in a little row in Mass, all of them going up to Communion with clean faces and crossed hands. Paula, she had … well, nothing.

‘We put him inside. Didn’t we?’

Detective Inspector Alec Johnson stared round the table. No one answered. He glared at the man furthest from him, who was tipped back in his chair, shirtsleeves rolled up. ‘Patrick. It was you made the arrest.’

PJ Maguire didn’t like being called by his first name, Bob knew. Couldn’t blame him. If your name was Patrick, you may as well wear a T-shirt saying ‘I’m a Taig, please set fire to my house’. ‘Aye, sir, it was. Red Hugh’s in the Maze and he hasn’t put a foot outside it in three years. That’s a fact.’

‘So why are we still finding his signature bombs all over the routes of Orange Order parades?’ Johnson slapped the paper down on the table. It was the analysis of the device from earlier that day, the fifth they’d found that summer. A list of chemicals as long as your arm. Johnson liked to pace up and down behind you in meetings – kept you on your toes. Bob tried to concentrate. Johnson was talking. ‘See those long names? That’s fertiliser. We all know Red Hugh favoured fertiliser – he used to get subsidies for it on his farm. From the British Government. Then he put it into bombs to blow up British Army patrols.’

‘I doubt he appreciated the irony,’ PJ muttered. Bob stared down at the table. He could still picture the man at his trial. Mad eyes and a straggly beard like some Russian Commie – they called him Red Hugh because he’d got into the Provos via a dalliance with radical Marxism. That, and the brand of fertiliser he used leaked a red dye that was exactly the colour of blood.

Johnson went on. ‘He uses these same detonators. He even uses this brand of copper wiring, but he’s in the Maze. So what’s going on? How is this possible?’

No one had any answers.

‘Sir?’ A female voice, quiet but clear. It said – listen to me. I’ve got as much right to speak as you. ‘Do you not think maybe someone’s taken over Red Hugh’s bomb factory?’

Johnson looked annoyed. ‘That’s where I was going next, Miss Corry.’

‘It’s Detective Constable.’

Bob looked at her from the corner of his eye, which was close enough. It wasn’t right, all that blond hair and the short skirts. This Corry girl was from Belfast and had been pushed up the ranks, though she was barely even thirty. She’d appeared in the station at the start of parade season, after they’d found the first bomb. They didn’t even have a vacancy but there she was. And she had a baby, he’d heard. Who was looking after it while she was sitting here telling her elders what to do? Bob had been still on traffic at that age. Of course, things were different then.

Bob had started at the station in 1968, on the same day as Alec Johnson, and Sergeant Ian Robinson had trained them both, showed them how to survive, how to look for car bombs, how to vary your route to work, how to get answers out of some cocky wee IRA shite with a balaclava in his back pocket and a bent lawyer on speed-dial. Until the day Robinson forgot his own rules, and started his BMW in the car park.

They’d heard the bang three storeys up. Cups fell off tables and shattered. The windows bubbled in. Bob had frozen, tea soaking into his shirt and blood on his fingers from trying to catch the broken mug.

Blood. There’d been a lot more of it on the lower windows of the station. They’d had to get in a wee man with a squeegee, who did the job with a fag hanging out of his mouth, not a bother on him. Bob had called his son after his dead sergeant – it felt like the very least he could do. He thought about Robinson every day, even without that. Every time he turned the key in his own car, that half-second where you held your breath, waiting for it all to be over. Hoping at least it would be quick.

‘So we’ll investigate Red Hugh’s farm then? See if the materials are still there?’ The Corry girl was upright, alert. She might be a mother but to Bob’s mind she could still be in school, putting her hand up for the teacher.

‘Yes.’ Johnson was doing his best not to look at her. ‘Miss Corry, in this station we wait until people have finished before we give our views.’

She didn’t bat an eyelid. ‘Do we also wait until the whole town knows what we’re about to do?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘There’s been no physical evidence at any of the bomb sites, no prints or DNA, just clear signs that link them to someone who can’t have done it. Am I right?’

‘What are you suggesting?’

‘It all seems too neat. Someone knows what we’ll be looking for and that we’ll make the connection to Red Hugh. Sir.’

The silence that fell on the conference room was heavy. It was the kind of silence that came from ten forty-plus men looking at one girl barely out of her twenties. Bob thought of the rumours she’d brought with her from Belfast – that the Corry girl was there to check up on them all, some kind of Professional Standards review. That she took her orders right from the top. He hadn’t believed it. The girl wasn’t much more than a wean.

She didn’t seem to mind the silence. ‘I think we should go to the farm soon. Today, ideally. Tomorrow morning at the latest.’

Johnson paused. Bob could see the grey in the hair cut neatly around his collar. He was pushing fifty, both of them were. Did Bob look old too? They’d both be out when everything changed, most likely. Letting weans and women run the place. ‘The farm is dead set on the border, so we need to set up liaison with that lot first. It won’t be today.’

‘An Garda Siochána?’ The Corry girl rolled off the Irish name of the Southern police force. Definitely Catholic. Had to be. ‘I can set that up for you.’

‘Oh you can, can you?’

‘Of course. It’s no bother.’ She didn’t even ask if she could go out to the farm – and why would she want to, a wet-behind-the-ears girl? It was easy enough to criticise when you were safe in the office, not out in the field afraid someone would shoot the head off your shoulders any minute. Would this be the way now, taking orders from people behind desks, who’d never chased after a wee gobshite with a grenade in his hand, never carried the coffin of yet another colleague shot in the head or blown up? Who’d never washed their friend’s blood off their car windows, scrubbing and scrubbing with a sponge, then throwing the sponge and everything you were wearing into the bin, then hosing down your driveway, then selling the car anyway because you couldn’t stand to see it outside your house.

She stood up and put on her suit jacket, flipping her yellow ponytail out behind her so it swung like a scythe. ‘I’ll get on to that now, sir.’

It was amazing how you could use the word to someone while still managing to convey you had no respect for them at all. The girl walked out of the room, clacking on the heels of her shoes, and all the men in the room looked after her, but she didn’t turn around.

Paula was tall for seventeen, nearly five foot ten already, but there were four of them, and only one of her.

‘Fuck off,’ she said, trying to look hard. What were they even doing in her street? Catriona lived out in the country somewhere with the mud and the cows and the mad Provos. But there she was, standing in the road as Paula got home from school, with her little minions Mary and Brid. A boy was sitting on next door’s wall, smoking.

Catriona blocked her way. ‘Going home to tout on us too? Guess it runs in the family.’

She tried to walk past them, head bowed, but they were everywhere. Her house was only three along. If she could run … They were just girls, three of them in the same maroon uniform as her, socks pushed down as far as they’d go, skirts rolled up, sports tops zipped over their blazers – none of it official school uniform. Paula was pretty sure Mary and Brid wouldn’t be passing their A-levels – they were both thick as the pigshit they shovelled on their farms – but Catriona was smart. Smart and mean.

The boy was older, maybe nineteen, wearing jeans and Army boots. He had acne down the side of his face. She didn’t know who he was.

‘Your ma was a tout,’ Catriona repeated. ‘That’s why she snuffed it, isn’t it? Couldn’t keep her mouth shut.’

‘She’s not—’

‘Is she not? Then did she just go off and leave you? No surprise really. And where’s your da? Off harassing his own people? He’s a fucking traitor too. Him and your dead ma.’

‘Fuck off!’ The tears in Paula’s eyes were stinging. ‘She might be dead, I don’t know! I don’t know anything and neither do you, you stupid cow. At least I’m going to pass my A-levels. At least I’m getting out of this fucking stupid town. You’ll be stuck here forever, milking the cows and signing on the dole.’

‘Bitch.’

She hadn’t thought they’d actually hurt her – though words could hurt enough, and she’d never believed that crap about them being gentler than sticks and stones – but suddenly there was a scuffle, and Catriona’s chipped nails were scratching at Paula’s face, and she could smell the girl’s BO and bubblegum, and she was fighting back with no plan, just instinct, slapping and pulling, grabbing at Catriona’s hair and making a noise like an angry cat.

‘Fuck off! Fuck off!’

‘Hey, hey, come on now!’ Someone was pulling her back. She couldn’t see for a moment from the hair in her eyes, just feel someone’s hands on her waist. Then – it was Aidan O’Hara. What was he doing here? She pulled away, breathing hard.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’

‘None of your effing business.’ Catriona was panting, straightening her clothes. ‘Guess all you touts stick together.’

Aidan didn’t say anything about that, but he stood very still. ‘Her da’s a cop, you know. You better piss off or you’ll get a record. Silly wee bitch.’

The other girls were juking off down the road, but Catriona was still shouting, standing her ground. Her dyed blond hair had fallen out of its tight bun and her eyes behind their seven coats of mascara were wild. The boy got down off the wall, held her by the arm. He hadn’t said a word during the whole thing. She was screeching, ‘Whole fucking family are traitors. And your da too, O’Hara. I know who you are. Your da got what was coming to him, and so will hers.’

‘Come on, feck’s sake.’ The boy bundled Catriona off down the street, with a last slitted-eye look at Paula that made her feel sick.

‘You know him?’ said Aidan, looking after them.

‘N-no.’ She was trying to blink back the angry tears in her eyes.

‘Peadar O’Keeffe is the name. Nasty wee fecker. Year above me in school.’

Catriona’s brother, then. The whole family must be out to get her.

‘You OK?’

‘Fine.’ She couldn’t meet his eye. Though his mother and hers had been best friends, Aidan never talked to Paula if he could help it. ‘What’re you even here for?’ She saw he’d parked his Clio, a present from his adoring mammy for his eighteenth birthday, outside the door of her house.

‘Ma sent me – you know.’ He waved his hand in frustration at the plastic container under his arm. Pat O’Hara had been sending food ever since Paula’s mother disappeared five years ago. As if that was the main thing missing from their lives – Irish stew and lasagne. ‘Said your da’d be busy with all these riots, so maybe youse’d need dinner.’

‘Oh. Right so. Yeah, em … bring it in.’

They trudged to the door, keeping a foot of distance between them. Aidan was in the grey uniform of St Luke’s, the boys’ school, his tie loose, blazer over his shoulder. He’d be going off to university in a few months – he’d applied to Dublin, she knew. Pat kept Paula up to date with his life, and she’d see him out and about the odd time, but they’d never been friends. Sometimes that was the way of it, when you knew each other from when you were wee kids. The last time Aidan had spoken this much to her was at her mother’s memorial service.

Don’t think about that.

She put her key in the lock, trying not to let him see that every day she came home and opened the door, it happened again for her a little bit. Every single day. As if one day it would be different. Maybe – no, of course not. Her mother hadn’t been there on that last day in 1993 or any other day since. And she wouldn’t be here today.

Paula put the food container in the fridge. It looked like some kind of stew, too hot for the weather. Aidan stood leaning against the counter, flicking his curtains haircut. She could smell his aftershave – Lynx Africa – and cigarettes too. Of course he smoked, all the cool boys did. She thought about bolting upstairs and bucking on some more Impulse O2. ‘Eh … do you want some tea, or – like, coffee or something?’

‘Don’t drink it.’

Neither did she. There was a total of one coffee shop in town, and it was the kind of place that served it in little metal pots with leaking lids.

She looked in the fridge. ‘Juice?’ Her dad wouldn’t buy minerals. Her mum hadn’t allowed it. Think of your teeth, Paula. They were both still trying to keep to Margaret’s rules, long after she was gone.

‘OK.’

She poured him a glass of Kia Ora and one for herself, and they stood drinking them in silence. It was a hot day and she felt sweat trickling down her back, under her pink shirt and plain M&S bra. Paula had been buying her own bras since she was thirteen – her mother had gone before she’d even needed to wear one. It was Pat who’d taken her that first time, hugely embarrassed but hugely kind. Pat, Aidan’s mother. Oh God. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say to him. He wouldn’t be interested in any of the crap she talked to Saoirse about, mostly TV and which boys they fancied. Neither of them had said anything for a minute. Two minutes. Paula started to panic, opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

Aidan cleared his throat. ‘Eh … you going to Magnum’s Saturday?’

‘Dunno. Maybe.’ She was officially too young to get into Magnum PI’s, the local disco, but they usually turned a blind eye if you were seventeen and had a provisional driving licence.

‘It’s shite, but like it’s the only place round here.’

‘Yeah, God, it’s awful, isn’t it?’ She loved Magnum’s. She loved the cheap sugary cocktails, she loved the music, S Club 7 and Steps and Spice Girls, and she loved dancing with her friends in a big circle, too loud for anyone to ask her about her missing ma or her cop da, too dark for anyone to recognise her as that wee Maguire girl, you know, the one whose mother …

‘Might see you there then.’

She breathed in, hard. ‘Yeah, might do.’ God, he was practically asking her out.

Aidan was moving now, rearranging his hair again. ‘You don’t have a mobile, do you?’

‘Nah.’ Some people at school were getting them now, but not her yet. PJ wasn’t keen on the idea or the expense.

‘Well. If anything happens … get me at school or something.’ His school finished ten minutes later than hers. They did it to keep the girls and boys apart, which didn’t work at all. ‘You know … if they give you shit again.’

‘OK. See you.’

He didn’t look at her as he went out the door, jiggling his car keys in his school trouser pocket. ‘See ya.’

OH MY GOD. She was ringing Saoirse right now, before Neighbours came on.

‘Sergeant Hamilton, I’m sorry—’

‘What is it?’ Bob didn’t turn around from where he stood, gazing out of the high windows of the incident room at the town below. In the afternoon sun, it looked like it was still on fire, though the riot had been broken up for now and the device made safe. That’s what they called it. Making safe. As if such a thing was possible.

‘Sir—’

The admin girl was trying to get his attention. Aoife or something her name was. Why could none of them spell their names right? Let them go and live in Eire if they wanted, with too many letters in the words and not enough money, the potholed roads full of donkeys and unlicensed drivers. It was a mystery to Bob. You gave people benefits and free dentists and roads and hospitals and all they did was complain. You sent your soldiers, your sons, in to protect them, and they blew them up in the street. And now what? You let the terrorists out of prison, while the police officers who’d bled and died to keep the peace … you fired them. Bob wasn’t stupid. He knew all about the list.

The List. That was the word going round the place, whispered through the walls, gusting under the bottoms of doors, lurking in the car park. The list of officers who’d be put out when the Policing bill went through. A condition of the Good Friday Agreement. They’d been weighed, the RUC, and found wanting. Up there with parades and prisoners, an abomination, a part of the peace process that the other side had demanded gone before they would stop their shooting and bombing. And it had been agreed. They were going to scrap the uniform, the staff, even the name. All those dead officers, killed by cowards in the dark – this was how you rewarded them. You swept them under the carpet of history. You made them shameful.

‘Sergeant Hamilton!’

‘What is it, Miss Riordan?’ He wouldn’t say her Christian name. His mouth couldn’t mould to those letters. ‘I’m busy here. We’re going out on an operation first thing tomorrow.’

‘But you’re wanted on the phone.’

‘I’m busy.’ Busy watching his town burn.

‘It’s your wife, sir. There’s been … I really think you should come.’

Everything was burning.

‘Linda?’ She never rang him at work. Never. She knew better, none of these personal calls in work time that the younger officers were always getting.

‘I’m sorry, I wouldn’t have bothered you except—’

‘What’s wrong, love?’

‘Bob, I’m up at the place. I …’ She didn’t want to ask but he could hear it in her voice. ‘I know you’re busy, but—’

‘Is it Ian?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is it bad?’

‘Bob …’

‘I’m coming. Just wait there for me.’ He wrenched open the door to the incident room. ‘DC Maguire?’

PJ was at a desk, waiting for the phone call to say they were authorised to go out in the morning. ‘Aye, sir?’ He was always polite. You could never accuse him of being insubordinate, not in his words or his actions or anything concrete. Bob just wished things were different. So much bad blood there. Robinson, and Bob getting the sergeant job over PJ’s head, and everything that happened in 1993, that terrible year. No wonder he couldn’t meet PJ’s eyes.

‘I need to get away. Can you take over?’

PJ had a wee girl of Ian’s age. Seventeen. Bob remembered the daughter – terrible height for a girl, and all that red hair. She’d be going to university next year, off out of the town like all the kids did. Whereas Ian …

‘You’re away?’ PJ was surprised.

‘Aye. Can you handle things here?’

‘Well, aye, sure I can handle them, but—’

‘Right so.’ Bob was aware he was moving quickly, gathering his jacket and wallet and radio. It didn’t come naturally to him, to be quick. Important things took time, but sometimes there wasn’t any. His car was in its parking space and he was trotting over to it so fast he almost forgot to check. But you had to, whatever the emergency was. Remember what happened to Robinson. Remember the blood on the windows. He got down and peered under it, then stood up, breathing hard. Had to keep breathing, drive slow. No sense in having an accident. He started the engine and nosed his car into the heavy lunchtime traffic.

As he drove, slow, so slow, he found he was thinking of the woman. Her red hair, her pale face. Bob didn’t like to think of Margaret Maguire if he could help it. It hadn’t been good, that time, for any of them. He’d done his best, but sometimes the fact was people were better off not being found – maybe because they didn’t want to be, or maybe because finding them would be worse than losing them. The case was filed away in some drawer now, thank God, but PJ wouldn’t let it rest. And Bob could see the looks PJ gave him. So full of blame. Sometimes Bob would have liked to shout at him – you think you knew her, but you didn’t, you didn’t know her at all – but he never would. Not in a million years. He’d take the blame, and it was no more than he deserved.

People thought policing was about finding the truth. Bob could have told them it was often in fact about managing the truth, keeping it damped down so it didn’t rise up and burn the place to the ground. Fire-fighting. His job was closer to that than people knew.

He didn’t know why he was thinking about these things. It passed the drive, he supposed. Stopped him thinking about what he’d find at the end. Anyway, he was there now and parking, shocking prices they charged these days. He could claim it back as police business – some would do that, but not him. The rules mattered. He hadn’t even asked Linda what ward they were on. His feet took him there anyway. Acute medicine. So many years trailing up to the hospital, ever since the day in 1980, a summer’s day, hot and clear as butter, and he wasn’t meant to be there – you didn’t go, in those days – but suddenly the station phone was ringing and they were saying, is that Mr Hamilton, and he wanted to tell them it’s DC, but he didn’t, and they were saying, could you come please, come now, there’s been some complications with the birth.

Complications. He’d always thought of it that way after. Ian wasn’t well. Ian had complications.

Ian would be eighteen next month. Other weans, like PJ’s girl, for example, they’d be getting cars, having parties, smoking, kissing, driving their parents to distraction.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Linda, as he went in. ‘You were busy.’ She’d been saying sorry since the day Ian was born, half-dead herself as she was. I’m sorry, Bob, I tried, I tried. When it wasn’t her fault at all, it was—

Ian was on the bed. He was a big lad, despite it all. He’d be taller than Bob if he could stand up.

‘Hello, son. Are you all right?’ They always talked to him. It was more for each other than for him. Bob had often wondered what his son’s voice would sound like. It didn’t seem right that they’d never heard it.

The breathing tube was in Ian’s nose again, his skin that sick yellow colour of wax. His breathing like a wet sponge.

Linda looked haggard. ‘Another one?’ he said. That was how many this month – three? The seizures were getting worse.

‘Aye. We’ll need to up his medicine, they said. He—’ Her shoulders shook, just a wee bit. ‘He stopped breathing for a long time, Bob. Nothing worked. I had to do the mouth to mouth. I … it wasn’t working.’

He dropped his hand onto Linda’s shoulder, feeling the wool of the cardigan she wore despite the heat. Her hair was nearly all grey now, and lines ate into her face.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘You brought him back, love. You did it again.’ He wasn’t sure what he meant by that, whether he was praising her or whether it was something else.

The corner of her Ash poster was peeling off, distorting Tim Wheeler’s handsome face. Paula stared up at it. It was ten to seven – her alarm would be going off any minute. She could hear her dad moving about downstairs, clearing his throat, clattering dishes. She didn’t know if she’d been to sleep at all.

Why was this happening now? Her mother had been gone nearly five years, five years in October. Of course there’d been comments at the time, people staring when she got on the bus or girls whispering behind her back as she got changed in PE, but she was only just thirteen then and she didn’t understand. She’d thought bad people had taken her mother. What other explanation could there possibly be? The police would find her, and she’d be fine and back home making breakfast in the kitchen. Even in the worst moments, when Paula had heard her dad up late at night on the phone, his voice thick with terror, or when they’d found the first body that could have been her mother, but wasn’t, she’d only begun to think about funerals and that kind of ending to it all.

She’d never thought it could be five years on and they’d still just know nothing. Nothing at all.

The alarm beeped. She blinked a few times, trying to clear away thoughts of Aidan, and Catriona and the look in her brother’s mean eyes. She’d never be able to concentrate on her Sociology mock today. It didn’t matter. She could pretty much do it in her sleep, and that was the truth. She got up and washed, put out her uniform for the day, the scratchy maroon skirt and socks, the pink blouse, the heavy blazer even though it was the hottest week of the year. Thank God she’d only another year of this. Aidan would be out soon, of course. Away to Dublin. She wondered how that would work if they …

God, get a grip, Paula. He was only being nice.

She was packing her files and pencil case for the exam when she felt something in the bottom of her school bag, a hard lump. It was cold against her fingers as she pulled it out, held it up in the morning light of her bedroom.

It was gold-coloured, shiny, heavy, pointing in at the end. It looked like …

‘Dad?’ She was standing in the kitchen, holding the thing hidden in her hand. The feel of it seemed to leach into her, the coldness of metal and hard stares.

‘Aye?’ He was rushing about like every morning, late, trying to put the washing on and iron shirts and find a tie and make her eat breakfast.

‘There’s a girl at school.’ She didn’t mention the bullet. She thought that’s what it was, anyway. Someone had put a bullet in her school bag. It made her heart race, a sick feeling in her stomach.

‘Aye?’ PJ was trying to read the instructions on the washing machine. Nearly five years since her mother had gone, and he still hadn’t figured out how to wash jumpers so that they didn’t shrink. He was wearing his work suit, the tie thrown back over his shoulder. She wondered again how he’d cope when she went to university – and how to tell him the only places she’d looked at were in England. Not Belfast, like all her friends. Just … away.

‘She’s been saying things.’

‘Um-hum?’ His head was in the fridge now. ‘Pet, would you get milk on your way home? I’m swamped, we’re up to our eyeballs at the station.’

Parade season was always busy, and she knew they’d had a problem with someone bombing the routes of ones that were allowed ahead. ‘I’ve my Sociology mock today.’

‘Oh right so. We should have something nice for dinner …’ She could see the wheels of his brain turning. ‘Or I could take you out at the weekend when you’re all finished … eh …’ She could see he was about to say they’d invite Pat, since PJ would have no idea where to go to eat in the town, and then she’d have to sit there with Aidan when maybe that same night they’d be at the disco and …

‘I’ll get something in the shops,’ she said quickly.

‘OK, pet,’ he said gratefully. ‘Take the cash out of my wallet there. What were you saying before then? Some girl giving you grief?’ he asked, shutting the fridge door.

She could feel the bullet in her hand behind her back, heavy as bad news. ‘Nothing, Dad. It’s OK.’

Bob made it into the station just in time that morning. Johnson was in the incident room, which was now empty. He looked at his watch pointedly. ‘The car’s out back. You better get your skates on, the lads are ready to go.’

‘Sorry, sir.’ It was still strange to call him that, the boy with the nervous swallow who’d started alongside Bob thirty years ago. ‘There was an emergency at home.’

‘This whole summer’s an emergency.’ Johnson looked out the windows. ‘Whole bloody town’s a mess. Whole bloody country.’

‘Alec …’ He didn’t know he was going to ask it until he did. ‘All this talk of a list.’

Johnson didn’t turn around. ‘You shouldn’t listen to talk, Sergeant.’

‘It’s just I need to know what will happen. I’ve Ian and Linda to think of. Things … things are not too good.’

A pause. ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Sergeant. You should of course always say if family matters are likely to impede you in the performance of your duties.’

‘It’s not—’

‘Because this is a major operation and we’re very short-handed, and I’m sure DC Maguire would jump at the chance to lead it by himself.’

‘There’s no need for that.’ Bob matched the same official tone. As if they’d never been friends. As if he hadn’t come across Alec sobbing in the kit room on the day they’d cleaned Robinson’s remains off the station windows. ‘I’m ready now.’

‘Good. You should get a move on then.’

‘Yes. Sir.’

The question had not been answered, Bob noted. Though perhaps that was a kind of answer in itself.

‘Yo, P!’ Saoirse was bearing down on her across the school lobby. She was red-faced from the heat, and she’d tied her jumper round her waist and rolled up the sleeves of her pink school shirt. Her glasses were smudgy and her dark hair falling out of its ponytail. ‘P! Hold up!’

Paula stopped walking. ‘Hiya.’

‘Right, tell me everything.’

‘I told you on the phone.’ The Aidan stuff from yesterday didn’t feel so exciting now she’d found that bullet. It seemed to have lodged itself in her stomach, hard and cold.

‘Tell me again! This is big, big news! He asked you out?’

‘Well, sort of. Not really. He said he’d maybe see me in Magnum’s.’

‘Right, so we have to go. I mean, duh.’

‘Would we get in, though?’

‘We can try. As long as you’ve your provisional. I’ll see if Jennifer and that lot want to go too. Mammy thinks she’s a good influence – she’s no idea they all smoke out the back every lunchtime.’

‘OK.’

‘What’s up?’ Saoirse stared at Paula in bafflement – the sun was out, it was the last week of school before the summer holidays, and a cute boy had as good as declared his love for her. What was there to be worried about? ‘You’re not upset about Bitchface Catriona? She’s not even in today. Carmel told me she didn’t show up for her English mock. She’s gonna get kicked out, I reckon.’

‘I know. It’s OK. I’ve got Sociology now, anyway, I better go.’

‘OK. Do you want my lucky pen?’

‘No, I’m grand, thanks.’

‘Good luck. Mammy’s collecting me, I have to go to the optician’s. I’ll ask her can I go out Saturday. You can stay at mine. This is going to be soooo cool!’

‘Yeah. Bye.’

Paula watched her friend run out to her mum’s old Toyota, flapping with her blazer and bag and violin case, off home to her nice family. There was no way she could understand any of this. Sometimes Paula felt like she was on a little island, where she could hear and see her friends doing normal teenage stuff, fancying boys and listening to Steps and getting their driving licences, while she was stuck there. She swallowed, hard, but the lump would not go away.

‘That it? The white one?’

‘Aye.’ It had to be, there was nothing else for miles. Bob had a bad feeling, itching in the middle of his shoulder blades. It was too quiet out here. Only the fields, stretching on either side of the narrow country road. There was grass down the middle of it and a stink of silage in the air, rotting and sweet. Sometimes you’d hear a bellow from a cow, that was it. The car bumped over the potholes, drawing slowly up to the farmhouse, rattling over the cattle grid and up the long concrete driveway. Plenty of time for whoever was there to see them coming.

PJ was shifting uneasily in his car seat, his hand clasped on his gun. He was certain the local IRA had taken his wife away, probably killed her, and here they were at the farm of one of the worst of them, their former chief bomb maker. Red Hugh. Bob was trying not to think about the man’s mad eyes. He was locked up in the Maze, he wasn’t here. If Bob was honest with himself, deep down inside he was glad to have PJ at his side again, the only person he ever really thought of as his partner. They’d worked well together, despite all their differences. Until what happened.

‘Everyone ready?’ They hadn’t taken the riot squad – every officer with extreme situation training was out on the streets, trying to stop the town from burning to the ground. This was just one farmhouse, white paint peeling from its walls, no curtains in the windows, a collection of muddy outbuildings. There was no sign of any livestock. So it was just Bob, PJ, and a uniformed officer, no more than twenty-five. Bob didn’t know all their names any more. He hadn’t even the heart to ask. Everything was changing. ‘As far as we know it’s just Red Hugh’s missus and two weans here. So go easy. Might be nothing to find.’ He’d seen PJ’s hand twitch to his gun. The air felt heavy and charged. Bob had been in the RUC long enough to know that this was the kind of day when things went wrong.

They parked in the front yard. The stink of silage was stronger here; it seemed to lie low and pressing over the house. Bob shielded his eyes. The light was dazzling. He motioned to the officer to get in position on the other side of the door and moved in front of PJ, who was at his shoulder, itching to get in. Bob was the sergeant; it was his job to lead. He knocked at the peeling door. ‘Open up! RUC.’

Not for much longer. The RUC wouldn’t be anything. A footnote in a bloody history.

No answer. A gate swung in some unfelt breeze, creaking.

‘We should—’ PJ was speaking when there was a commotion from the back of the house. A door slammed. Then the officer was running, and Bob and PJ followed, drawing their weapons. Bob wondered if that would change too. If, like other police forces in the UK, they’d have to fight criminals and murderers with only rubber truncheons as defence. His gun in his hand felt cool despite the heat, its weight keeping him anchored.

At the back of the farm a steep hill sloped down to a shed. Someone was running away from them, a figure disappearing in a blur of heat haze. ‘Stop!’ PJ was shouting. ‘You there! Come back here! Stop!’ It should have been Bob shouting. He was the one in charge. But he couldn’t seem to move.

The young officer had separated off already, going down the side of the hill towards the farm buildings there. ‘Sir!’ He shouted up from the open door of the nearest shed – its paint was red, peeling off in spots like the skin of a burn victim. Like a woman Bob had helped after a fire bomb once. When was that? 1973? The IRA again.

‘Sir? Sir!’

Bob was rooted to the spot. There was the constable at the shed door, going inside, seeing what was there. There was the person running away – it looked like a man. There was PJ following, running towards him as he ran away. The three of them and Bob standing on the hill, still not moving.

‘Sir! You need to see this!’ The constable was out of the shed again, waving his arms. Bob stood there for a minute more. The sun was blinding on the barn roof. Everything was burning.

He walked down the hill. Carefully, didn’t want to fall. Time seemed to have slowed. One, two, three …

‘Sir!’

It was so hot. It was never hot like this in Northern Ireland. The kind of day to go to the beach, drive around in a convertible car with the top down, jump into swimming pools. Shame she lived in Ballyterrin, not California. Paula regretted this intensely. Instead she had to spend the afternoon in the gym with its smell of rubber mats and sweat, doing her Sociology paper. Afterwards, rather than getting the bus home, she walked across town, feeling the heat beat down on her. She carried her blazer over her bag, the sleeves of her shirt rolled up. She stopped in a shop and bought an ice-pop, cola flavour, sucking up the cold sweetness, squeezing the tube then letting the melted bit at the bottom run into her mouth. Before she got to the boys’ school she stopped again and sprayed herself with Impulse O2, hoping it would cover the sweat that was running down between her shoulders and under her bra. She waited on the wall outside, aware of the boys passing, loud and shoving each other, throwing bits of paper, their eyes crawling over her. She pretended to read Mansfield Park, which she was doing for her English A-level.

‘It’s not a library!’ one boy shouted. Laughing. She ignored him.

Aidan came out last, on his own. A fag already in his mouth, sleeves up, tie loose, hair a mess. He stopped in front of her, and she could see he was aware of the other boys looking, all of them seeing her and seeing him stop to talk to her. ‘You’re brave.’

She put the book away, slowly. ‘You said if something happened. You said to get you here.’

‘Aye?’

‘It happened. There was something in my bag when I got home.’

‘What’s that?’ He looked worried, as if she might show him a tampon or something. She’d almost do it, for the laugh. Except she couldn’t imagine laughing right now.

The bullet was in the pocket of her bag, where her dad would be sure never to look in a million years. Aidan weighed it in his hand. ‘Four calibre.’

‘Is it?’

He laughed. ‘I haven’t a baldy, Maguire.’

Maguire. He’d never called her that before. She liked it. ‘I think maybe Catriona … I think it was her. It wasn’t there before.’

‘Come on,’ he said, shrugging his bag over his shoulder. The fag dangled from his lip, and she wondered how it didn’t fall. ‘I’ll walk you home in case they’re there.’

The ground was dry under his feet and Bob was not as fit as he’d been ten years ago, five years ago. He was panting when he reached the door of the shed; could already smell the place, something else squirming under the farmyard stink of silage and animals.

Inside was too much to look at all at once. A bench with papers all over it, wires, what looked like little clocks. Bags of Semtex, crumbling like white cheese. Along one back wall, a chest freezer. The smell was coming from there.

The constable looked at Bob for a nod. He closed his eyes. ‘Open it, son.’

The young officer wrenched open the lid and the smell rolled out, so thick you could almost see it in the air. An evil yellow smell. ‘Jesus,’ said the officer. Bob said nothing. He took a step towards it, one more. He looked at what was inside. The officer had gone pale. ‘What’ll we do?’

‘Follow procedure, Constable. Just follow procedure.’

Bob went outside. His partner, ex-partner, had appeared at the brow of the hill, still running, shouting, ‘Lost him. He’s only a wean. Not even twenty, I’d say. He’ll be back.’

Bob called up to him. ‘DC Maguire. Could you radio the station and say we’ve found remains?’

PJ froze on the hill. His shadow lengthened out in front of him. ‘There’s a body?’

Too late, Bob realised his mistake.

PJ was moving down. ‘How old is it? How old a body?’

‘Not long,’ shouted the officer from inside the shed, his voice strained. ‘There’s flies … God – she’s … she’s rotting.’

‘She?’ said PJ.

If it hadn’t been so hot, if the sun wasn’t dazzling in his eyes, Bob might have been faster to stop him. ‘DC Maguire … PJ – no …’

Too late. Always too late. His partner – his ex-partner – was running down the hill, his legs windmilling under him on the parched earth.

Bob couldn’t move when it happened. Even when PJ fell, sliding down the hill, and the crack of the gunshot was followed closely by the crack of his leg breaking, and his blood began to feed the thirsty ground, even then Bob couldn’t do a thing.

PJ was making a noise he’d never heard come out of a person before, not even during the fire that time, not even on the day Robinson died, and a different figure was running out of the grove of trees behind them. Too far away, running too fast, there was no way to catch them … her. Because Bob could now see it was a young girl, probably still at school, clutching a very old shotgun and with her hair wild about her head. He recognised the uniform she had on – it was the same school PJ’s own daughter went to. The sun seemed to flame in her fair hair. As if she was on fire, too.

‘Sir?’ The officer was beside him, urgent, panicked. ‘Sir, what do we do? It’s your call, sir.’ A good lad, that. Bob really should learn his name. But was there any point if he was getting put out soon? His mind stretched ahead, a prison guard uniform, back at the bottom of the heap, the pay cut …

Very slowly, Bob reached for his radio. ‘Back-up requested to Richhill Farm – we have female remains, two fleeing suspects, possibly underage, and an officer shot.’ He paused for a minute, and on the hill, PJ had gone silent, and that was somehow worse than the screaming. ‘As quick as possible, please.’

From the front of the farm, there was the sound of an engine starting up.

‘Catriona,’ said Aidan, flicking his cigarette. ‘Her da’s in the Ra, aye?’ They were trailing through the town in the heat, the waves of it rolling up from the tarmac. Paula was walking as slowly as she could. She hoped some of those bitches from school would see her. Aidan was quite the heartthrob at St Clare’s, not that he’d ever gone steady with anyone.

‘Supposed to be, yeah.’

‘Red Hugh, they call him. Red Hugh O’Keeffe.’

‘Do they?’

‘Aye. And your da put him away three years ago. He’s in the Maze, so he is.’

‘Did he?’ Paula never knew anything about what her father did all day. He’d made sure of it. How did Aidan find these things out?

‘Aye.’

‘What are you, like, Sherlock Holmes?’

Aidan flicked back his hair so she could see the pale underneath of his wrist, just for a second. She imagined how it would feel, the pulse of the blood beating there. ‘They let me hang out at the paper, like. In the office.’

She didn’t know what to say to that. John O’Hara had been shot in that office, when Aidan was only seven. He’d been there to see it, watch his dad die in front of him. Someone else was editor now but they never had the heart to send him away. Aidan was going off to do journalism in Dublin, never wanted anything else out of life. She still had no idea what she might do. She liked Sociology, but only the crime bits, and English and Biology, but they didn’t let you do that combination. Saoirse knew she would be a doctor, was going to do all the A-levels you needed for that. Everyone knew where they were going to end up – except Paula. She couldn’t imagine what her life would be like when she grew up.

‘So. That’s probably why she’s being such a bitch to you.’ Aidan tapped away his cigarette ash.

‘But why’s she started now? I mean, she was always a bitch, but she used to leave me alone before this.’

‘I dunno, Maguire.’

That name again. ‘Should I tell Dad?’

‘Are you scared of her?’

‘No. But that boy with her … I think he’s her brother. He’s freaky. And that thing in my bag, that’s really weird.’

‘Aye. Well, I can … if you want you can walk home with me for the next week. Then she’ll be out of your hair till next year. Won’t she?’

‘Yeah. OK.’ She acted like it was no big deal. So did he. They kept on walking, heading for home.

Johnson said, ‘Tell me again what happened.’

Bob rubbed a hand over his face. His skin felt crumbly, dry as the ground around that farm. ‘There were two of them. Red Hugh’s weans. Seventeen and nineteen, they are.’

‘And the boy shot at DC Maguire?’

‘The girl. The younger one.’

‘I see. And you let her escape.’

‘We … we didn’t know she was there. She got round to a car, drove off.’

Johnson looked cool and collected. No sweat on his forehead, his collar stiff as if he’d just ironed it an hour before. He was behind his desk and hadn’t asked Bob to take a seat. That was deliberate, Bob was sure.

‘And DC Maguire? What’s his prognosis?’

‘He’s in surgery. The bullet went through his leg.’

The ambulance had found them in time, thank the Lord, and PJ had been escorted off. He’d been breathing and awake, though his face was white as the walls and his blood was still soaking into the parched ground.

‘And you’ve got the boy in the cells. The girl’s brother.’

‘Aye. Yes.’ They’d caught up with the young fella in the woods, handcuffed him. He’d been shouting terrible things, you bastards, you effing traitors, you dirty Brit-licking scum. But they had him.

‘That’s something, I suppose.’ Bob wondered who would do the interview. So far Johnson hadn’t said. ‘And the body?’

Bob said, ‘It’s their ma, we think. Red Hugh’s missus. The boy’s not talking so far, though.’

Johnson turned, buttoning his smart suit. Not like Bob’s, acrylic out of Burton’s, creased and shiny in the heat. ‘Well, we better change that. Come with me.’

Red Hugh’s boy was slumped in the plastic chair. He wore sports gear like all the kids had now, the stripes going down the side of his legs.

‘Is this his first arrest?’ asked Johnson.

‘Aye,’ said Bob. ‘He’s been keeping his head down.’

‘Doesn’t look old enough to build bombs.’

‘He’s nineteen, sir.’

‘That’s good.’ Johnson put his hand to the door. ‘That means we can stick him in the adult jail with his crazy da.’

He marched in, barrelling the door aside. It was important, how you walked in. Show them you mean business, that you’ve no respect for their fake army of murderers. It was one of the first things he and Johnson had learned. One of the things Ian Robinson had taught them.

‘Peadar,’ said Johnson. ‘That’s your name, is it?’

The boy shrugged. ‘Aye.’

‘Peadar O’Keeffe. Red Hugh’s your da.’

Another shrug.

‘Son, we know you’ve been planting those devices on the parade routes. That’s ten years you’re looking at right there. But we can be reasonable people, if you tell us why we found a body in your shed.’

‘Cos she’s dead, I reckon.’

Smart-arse. Johnson leaned forward. He was almost smiling. Bob wondered if Johnson missed this now he was the boss, the rush of it, just you and them and the desk between you, and one of you was going to win. ‘Is it your mammy, Peadar? Your mammy’s dead?’

He shrugged again. ‘Suppose so.’

‘She’d been shot in the head, so we hear. Now who’d do a thing like that? It wouldn’t be the same person who shot our colleague, would it?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Your sister. Isn’t that right? Catriona?’

‘Aye, that’s her name.’ He looked bored, picking flecks of paints off his hands.

‘Where is she, Peadar?’

‘How would I know? If you’re telling me you can’t even catch up to a wee girl, youse aren’t much fecking use as a police force, are youse?’

‘Oh, we’ll catch up to her, don’t you worry. What I’m wondering is what will happen when we do. She’s armed, and she’s a murder suspect – our officers would need to be very careful with her. They’ll have their own guns. Only, ours are a lot bigger.’

Bob glanced at Johnson from the corner of his eye. Was he threatening to kill a teenage girl? There’d been a lot of talk over the years about the RUC’s Shoot to Kill policy. In truth it was more that when you’d been shot at enough times, you stopped worrying about the rules and started wondering how long you had before a bullet found its mark, in your chest maybe, or the back of your head.

Peadar had gone very still. Sounding bored again, he said: ‘Catriona never shot that gun until today.’

‘So she didn’t kill your mammy.’

‘Course not. She’s only a wean.’

‘So who did?’

Nothing. Peadar folded his arms. He looked casual but Bob knew the pose: he’d run out of road and he knew it.

Johnson leaned in with a big shark smile on his gub: he knew it too. ‘Peadar, did your da shoot your mammy? Red Hugh?’

‘Don’t call him that.’

‘All right. But did he shoot her?’

‘No. He’s in jail, duh.’

‘Then who did, Peadar?’

A moment’s silence. Then, bored again: ‘I did, you fecking eejits.’

Johnson leaned back as if he’d always known it. ‘Why would you kill your mammy, son?’

‘She was going to give you lot more evidence. Keep Da inside longer. She didn’t want him back. He’ll be out under the Agreement, see. Then he can do his job – getting rid of the imperialist Brits. And you lot, you fucking Huns. So I shut her up.’

Johnson slapped the table lightly. Job done. He turned to Bob as if to say, that’s how you do it. ‘Mind your language, son. We’ll be charging you formally. You just sit tight for a minute. Sergeant Hamilton, would you step outside?’

There was a creak, the boy was leaning back in his chair. ‘Youse better catch up to her soon. My sister.’

‘And why’s that?’

He smiled. ‘You didn’t find the list, then?’

For a moment, Bob thought the boy was talking about the list – the one he was so afraid of, the one he’d been imagining for months now.

‘What list’s that, son?’ Johnson spoke casually, on his way out the door, but Bob had known him long enough to hear the tension underneath.

‘Have a wee look at what was in the shed. We know where you live. Where all of you live. She’ll be on her way to one of your houses right now.’

Johnson shut the door, and then someone was running up the corridor. The officer from earlier. Bob wished again he knew his name. ‘Sir! We’ve tracked the girl’s car.’

‘She’s on her way to an officer’s home?’ Johnson spoke casually again.

Bob was moving slowly, like a diver on the bottom of the sea. ‘It’s me. It’s my house, isn’t it?’ He thought of Ian. Linda would be on her way home with him now, in the car adapted for his wheelchair. He could see it all so clearly it was as if it had already happened: the girl with the gun, Linda slowing down, thinking maybe she needed help, and she’d help anyone, Linda would … he was rooted to the spot again.

The officer was still speaking, his words getting louder and faster. ‘Sir, it’s not you. It’s DC Maguire. The girl’s gone to his house. They know he’s Catholic. They’ve got his address. She has a gun.’

The relief was like the dazzle of the sun. ‘But PJ’s not there. He’s in the hospital. We can get there in time and …’

Johnson spoke. ‘Does he not have a daughter?’

Paula was disappointed when they reached her road. She’d have to go in now, let him leave. ‘So … see you Saturday maybe.’

‘Yeah. Might be there.’

She scuffed her Kickers along the dry pavement. There was something else to say, there had to be, but she had no idea what it was.

Aidan wasn’t looking at her. He was finishing his cigarette, dropping the butt under the sole of his DM, crushing it. He said nothing.

She glanced at the house; her dad wouldn’t be home for hours. She’d have to go in alone, maybe eat a Pot Noodle, watch TV. The house would be cool inside, and lonely, but never empty. Her mother was still in every room, after all.

She put her hand on the gate. ‘Well, I better head in, s’pose.’

‘Maguire.’

Her heart blurred in her chest. ‘Yeah?’

‘Come here a minute.’

She couldn’t look at him. It was all too much, the sun beating down and him in his uniform, the cigarette dropped from his mouth, his hair falling over his head, his tie loose, and the smell of him, tobacco and aftershave and a tiny bit of sweat. ‘What?’

‘Paula.’

She still couldn’t look. He put his finger under her chin, lifted it. He was taller than she was, just by a few inches.

Oh my God oh my God.

Aidan was suddenly closer than he’d ever been, and his mouth was on hers, warm and soft, tasting of bubblegum. It took her a few seconds to kiss back – she was stunned, reeling. Aidan, who she’d known forever. This was how he tasted. This was how he smelled. This was the sound of his breathing. That was his mouth, pressed on hers.

He broke away. ‘I …’

She felt like she’d just woken up, confused, fuzzy. ‘What …’ They stared at each other for a moment, dazed.

Nearer and nearer came a sound everyone in Northern Ireland was born knowing, as well as you knew the pulse of your own blood in your ears. Sirens. Coming closer. Aidan was peering down the street, frowning, shading his eyes against the sun. ‘Is that not that girl from your school?’

‘Catriona?’ Paula looked to the sound of running feet, and there she was, her blond hair flying, still in her school uniform. She was holding something in her hand. ‘Is that …?’

‘Shit!’ Aidan was suddenly tense, grabbing her arm. ‘It’s a gun. She’s got a fecking gun.’

Paula had never seen a gun before, not up close, just when you passed the police in the street. But Aidan had, of course. He’d seen guns when they shot his dad.

Catriona ran at them so fast it seemed she wasn’t going to stop. Her breath was coming in ragged gasps. The light glinted on the gun. She stopped in front of them. Paula felt Aidan’s arm tremble – he was shaking. A stab of fear went through her, but somehow her voice was calm. ‘What’s going on, Catriona?’

‘Why didn’t you help me?’ The girl was almost crying. ‘Why didn’t you listen?’

‘What do you mean?’ She tried to speak quietly.

‘I kept trying to ask you, talk to you … I thought you’d understand … your ma’s gone too, everyone says she’s dead … and he killed her. I was trying to tell you.’

‘Who killed who?’ Still Paula managed to sound OK. She reached for Aidan’s arm, squeezed it. Trying to tell him it was going to be all right, though she was far from sure herself.

‘He killed my ma. She’s dead, in the freezer. He made the bombs … I don’t know what to do. I kept trying to tell you, but he followed me everywhere, he even put that thing in your bag …’

‘Who did, Catriona? Your brother?’

She was crying hard now. ‘They’re all gone. He killed her. Your da’s a cop. Why didn’t you help me? I thought you’d know what to do. I thought you’d be able to.’

This was crazy. All Catriona’s bullying, she’d just been trying to talk to Paula? Paula hardly knew what she was doing. She took a step away from Aidan, who seemed to have gone somewhere inside himself, frozen. She put out her hand to Catriona. The gun looked old, and heavy, an evil petrol shade of black. ‘Come on. Give it to me. It’s going to be all right.’

‘It’s not. She’s dead. She’s not coming back.’ Tears stuttered from the girl’s eyes.

‘I know. But … it will be OK all the same. Trust me, Catriona. If anyone knows, it’s me.’

She reached out her hand to the gun. The noise of sirens got louder and louder, until it was right on top of them.

‘That was good work,’ said Johnson. ‘Maguire’s daughter was nearly on the doorstep, I hear. The O’Keeffe girl had a gun. Could have been nasty if we hadn’t broken the brother in time.’

‘Is Paula all right?’ Bob was sitting in Johnson’s office, overlooking the town. The riot had at last burned itself out, like a fire starved of fuel. The protestors had wandered home, the streets empty except for torched cars and litter and stones. The last rays of sun touched the roofs of the town. It looked peaceful, a huddle of buildings cradled in the green hills. It looked like nothing bad ever happened there.

‘Aye, she’s grand. Upset, though. We took her down to see her da. She’s at her wee friend’s now.’

Bob waited to hear why he’d been called in here, after such a long day, the blood and the bones and the sun burning into his head.

‘You were asking about the list,’ Johnson said.

Bob readied himself. This was it. He’d had a good career. There were other things you could do at forty-eight … prisons, security … when you had no choice but to face something, you faced it. ‘There is one, then?’

‘Aye. Off the record.’ Johnson slapped something down on the table. Bob looked. For a moment he didn’t understand what he was seeing. That wasn’t his name. It was …

‘But he’s …’

‘He’s a liability. We couldn’t get him on that thing with his wife, but you saw him today. He’s a loose cannon. He’ll get someone killed sooner or later. Maybe himself.’

‘He’s Ca—’

Johnson glanced at him. ‘The new police force of Northern Ireland will not be gerrymandered, Sergeant Hamilton. We need to be beyond reproach. We need to weed out the bad apples. And he is rotten. Him and that editor pal of his, they used to leak more than the bloody Titanic.’

John O’Hara was eleven years dead and it didn’t seem right to impugn the man. ‘But the daughter,’ Bob said. ‘He’s bringing her up all by himself. Her mother—’

‘There’ll be a generous award,’ said Johnson. ‘And I’m sure the wean would like her da around more. Since he’s all she has.’

Bob could hardly get the words out. ‘But he’s … no, sir, this can’t be. He’s the best officer I ever worked with. And he never gives up, not on a case, not on his wife, not on …’ He tailed off. PJ hadn’t given up on Bob, not even when the investigation into Margaret Maguire’s death went cold, tailed off into nothing. But Bob had given up on him.

There was a silence. Johnson just looked at him.

‘Does he know?’ Bob looked down at the desk. It was arranged the way it had been for years, the phone, the jotter, the pencil tin. They were putting in computers now. He’d have to learn how to use one, and have a mobile phone and all that like the young ones did. If he wasn’t being put out, he’d have to learn to work in this new world.

‘We thought you could tell him. You were partners, after all.’

Until the day Bob had gone round to arrest PJ in his own house. More of Johnson’s dirty work. He’d never forgotten the look on PJ’s face when he’d come to the door with the uniformed constable. That bad day back in 1993. And the wee lassie, staring at him with accusing eyes. Her mother’s eyes.

‘He’s in ward eight,’ said Johnson, passing Bob an envelope. ‘Send him our best. He can take his notice as sick leave.’

‘He’s out? Just like that?’

Johnson gave him a look. It said – I know you wanted this. And Bob had, God help him, sometimes he had wanted PJ gone. Wanted it on the day in 1972 when they’d sent a Belfast Catholic to fill the vacant place left by Robinson getting blown to bits. Wanted it when PJ’s wife had gone and he’d refused to cooperate, refused to believe there were no signs of forced disappearance. Refused to see what was there, if only you looked.

‘Make your choice, Bobby boy. It’s this way or the high way.’

Bob found he was nodding. He would do it. Of course he would.

‘Head on home after,’ said Johnson. ‘Pick up some flowers for Linda, she’ll like that.’ Bob couldn’t bear the way he said it. The network. The old boys. In it together. He stood up, taking the envelope in his hand. That was how you got through the job – you did what you were told. You never asked was it right, because that way you’d never have any peace, ever again.

Bob made his way down the corridors of the police station. He put out his hands to the walls, the carpet tiles fraying and falling off, as if they might close in on him. It was hot still, so hot, a stale, sweaty layer of it pressing all over your skin.

Outside in the car park he breathed in, but the air was no better – smoky, with the tang of burnt-out fires. The sky was burning red too, the exact shade of blood. What was it Linda used to say to Ian? Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. It would be hot again tomorrow.

‘… has to be soon, he’s getting spooked, I think …’

Bob turned instinctively at the sound of the voice. For a moment he was confused – who was she talking to? – then he realised the Corry girl had a mobile phone tucked up in her hand, hidden under her fall of hair. She started for a second, then recovered. ‘Give me a minute,’ she said into the phone, and then, to Bob: ‘Sergeant Hamilton. I’m awful sorry to hear about DC Maguire. Is he all right?’

‘Bullet in the leg. I’m away down to see him now.’

‘Tell him I was asking for him, will you?’

He looked at her. Her face was flushed, as if he’d caught her out, but she had herself in hand all the same. A cool customer. ‘I will. Goodnight, miss.’

‘It’s DC.’

He felt the anger rise. ‘I have to head on.’

She stepped forward, pushing back her fair hair where it had fallen loose around her face. ‘Sergeant – can I ask you something? How long have you worked with DI Johnson?’

‘Nigh on thirty years or so. We started out together.’

‘You trust him?’

He looked at her. Apart from the hair, she was composed, her black suit neat and pressed. No sign she’d been working all day in the oven of the police station. Cold and sharp as a nail. ‘With my life,’ he said.

‘Has he ever asked you to do anything you felt wasn’t right?’

Yes. This. Fire a good man when he’s down. ‘Miss Corry. It’s not appropriate for us to be having this discussion about a senior officer.’

She just looked at him. ‘It’s Detective Constable Corry. And I’m afraid that if you won’t have it now, you’ll be having it later, with some more … significant people than me. Does that make sense to you?’

‘That’s not for me to say.’

‘Bob. Did you not wonder how those kids had a list of police home addresses? It’s not such an easy thing to get hold of, is it?’

‘I don’t know what you’re saying.’

‘I think you do. Am I making myself clear here, Bob? I’m trying to help you.’

He looked away. ‘Excuse me. I have to go.’

PJ was on the secure ward, the one with soldiers outside. If anyone got wind there was a police officer in hospital, it wouldn’t be beneath the IRA to smuggle in guns, finish the job. Even in this so-called ceasefire. Bob showed his pass to the very young, very nervous squaddie on the door, whose gun was nearly bigger than himself. ‘Thanks, Sergeant, that’s fine.’ Liverpool accent. Shaving cuts on his neck. All this might be over soon. Hospitals without guards. Getting into your car without checking beneath it. A new world. And Bob would have to be part of it, since he wasn’t on the list. It was hard to take in, life on this side of the mirror. Bob pushed open the swing doors.

PJ was all alone in the eight-person ward. He was staring at the wall, his leg covered in plaster, hoicked up in a metal cage. There was no sign of the daughter, for which Bob was deeply grateful. He couldn’t have dealt with her today, looking at him with her mother’s eyes in her face. PJ barely acknowledged Bob sitting down.

‘Well, PJ. Anything you need?’

‘Aye, a femur that’s not banjaxed.’

‘I’m sorry for what happened.’

‘What did you do with them? Red Hugh’s weans?’

‘The girl’s under age, so it’ll be young offenders for her. At least they caught up to her in time … Paula OK?’

PJ looked away. ‘She’ll be grand. She’s been through worse.’

True. Bob paused for a moment. ‘The brother’s remanded in custody. He could be seeing his da in the Maze before too long.’

‘What about the – remains?’

Bob tried to speak gently. ‘It’s their mother, we think. She’d been shot in the head. Been there a few weeks.’

‘And he killed her? Her own son?’

‘Looks that way. God knows how they’ve kept going, the girl’s only the same age as your Paula. She’s at her school.’

PJ frowned at the mention of his girl. ‘They always said we should move house. Too dangerous, staying in the one place. I thought it’d be OK. But Paula …’ He tailed off.

Bob heard the distant sounds of the hospital, beeps and running feet, and if you listened hard enough, crying. Hearts breaking. After the baked heat of outside, there was a chill in here that settled on your skin like mist. Bob wondered how it would be to lie in bed here with that trussed-up wean outside and wait for someone to come and shoot you. He knew exactly why PJ had never moved house, even though RUC officers were supposed to shift about every few years, for security. He was waiting in case she came back. Margaret. Bob could have told him what he knew, but he never would. He’d promised.

‘So what’s the craic?’ PJ scratched at his thigh. ‘You’re here with some work for me, I hope. I’m going spare.’

‘PJ,’ said Bob, sitting up straight in his plastic chair. The envelope was sweaty in his hand. ‘I’m very sorry. Believe me.’

Paula lay awake on the camp bed in Saoirse’s room. On either side of her, Saoirse and her younger sister Niamh slept in single beds. Niamh’s side of the room was all boy bands, puppies, posters of the cast of Friends. Saoirse’s had pictures of Noah Wyle, and diagrams of the human body she’d drawn on in highlighter pen to help with her exam revision. The house was full of people, all together, all safe, all asleep. Except for Paula.

She stared up at the ceiling, which the girls had decorated in softly glowing stars. It was hard to sleep on the camp bed, but that wasn’t what kept her awake. She was thinking of her dad, shot in the leg. How she’d nearly lost him too, really lost everything. She was thinking of Catriona, and what the other girl had been living with all this time – her mother dead in the shed, they said, killed by her brother – and now she was going to prison, they said. She was thinking of her own mother and that was dangerous; those were the kinds of thoughts that once you started you couldn’t stop and they’d pull you under sure as a strong current in the sea. She was thinking of Saoirse, sound asleep, and how she’d spent the evening trying to cheer Paula up, putting on stupid videos of The Little Mermaid and Annie and singing along like they were eight; of Pat, who’d come straight to the hospital when she heard, all tears and hugs; and Aidan … Aidan. How he’d pulled her into him when the van came round the corner and the policemen jumped out in their body armour and helmets, shouting at Catriona to get away, get back. The feel of his arms round her back, shaking. She could still feel his kiss on her mouth, as if he’d stamped it there. And the gun in Catriona’s hand. Nearly every RUC family had been attacked at one time or another, but still. This was her house. This was her family.

In the dark, her fists were clenched. She was thinking this: as soon as I can, I’m going to leave. I’m going to leave and I am never going to come back.

But now there was Aidan. She wasn’t going to think about that. She had to try to keep at least one thought straight in her head. And maybe, after everything they’d been through, he might feel the same.

Bob was sitting in the car outside his house. It was dark, the orange of street lights shining over the little cul-de-sac. Linda asleep in the room upstairs, Ian downstairs in his adapted bed, with the low sides to make it easier to move him. He’d been sent home with an oxygen tank. He was hooked up to it, to life, his chest moving up and down in the dark. Bob’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. He couldn’t go inside, to the smell of sickness and the sound of Ian’s wet breath. He just couldn’t.

At that time of night, he was back at the station in ten minutes. He didn’t know what he was going to do. Sit at his desk, look through the notes from today, try to make sense of what had happened. Of the farm, and those kids, and Johnson, and PJ … He nodded to the desk sergeant, who was reading a thriller under the desk, and went up to the incident room, expecting it to be empty.

‘Sergeant Hamilton!’ Helen Corry was there, along with two men he didn’t recognise, both in suits. They were sitting around her desk, talking in low voices, and jumped as if he’d disturbed them in something illegal.

‘What are you doing here, miss?’

‘I’m working late. These are some … colleagues from Belfast.’

‘Oh.’ Bob stood there. For some reason he was very aware of the gun in his holster.

Then Corry was up and moving across the room to him. She was still in the suit from earlier, her hair hanging loose. She looked no older than the girl from the farm today. ‘Bob, you shouldn’t be here.’ Her voice was low and urgent. ‘Go now and we’ll say no more. I know you’ve nothing to do with it.’

‘With what?’ Bob didn’t bother to lower his voice. The two men were up now, moving in a way that showed they had combat training, their hands shifting to their holsters as well.

‘Look, there’s not much time, but if you go …’

‘I’m going nowhere.’

There was a noise. Footsteps in the corridor. The whistle of a tune: ‘The Sash My Father Wore’.

For a moment Helen Corry looked regretful. ‘I did try,’ she said. ‘Remember I tried to help you.’

Then the door was opening and Johnson was coming in, dressed in slacks and a shirt like he’d just come from home, papers under his arm. He stopped when he saw them all, Bob and Helen Corry and the strangers. ‘What’s going on?’

The Corry girl faced him. Her voice was clear, her chin raised. ‘DI Johnson. I’m afraid these men are here from Professional Standards. We need to have a chat with you.’

‘Don’t be silly, girl. How dare you call me in for this? I’m going home.’

‘No, you aren’t.’ Steel in her voice, for all her youth. ‘We know all about it, Alec. We know it was you.’

‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Peadar O’Keeffe, he didn’t get the addresses out of thin air, or know the parades that were going ahead before they were even announced … did he? Somebody gave him the information. We know it was you.’

‘This is ridiculous.’ Johnson made as if to brush past her, then the men were moving, and then something had changed. Bob didn’t know what for a moment. He watched Johnson’s papers fall slowly to the grey office carpet, like the flap of a bird’s wings. Then he saw what Johnson was holding in his hand.

Afterwards, when they were done with all the interviews and the paperwork and talking to more men in suits in small, hot rooms, Bob would never speak about what happened that night. But he knew in himself: he hadn’t seen the Corry girl blink once. Not even with the gun pointing between her eyes. The other men had theirs drawn too, but it was too late, they were on the wrong side of her, Johnson was too close.

‘Let’s not do this, Alec,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s over.’

‘And what would you know about it?’ He was shaking. His voice, his hand. The gun. ‘Slip of a girl like you. Coming in here saying we’re doing it all wrong. Lassie, we’ve been doing this job since you were in nappies. Men have died, good men. Blown to bits by your kind. And now you want to destroy us, drag our good name through the mud … People like you, you should be down on your knees thanking the RUC for what we did. We kept you safe in your bed all these years.’

‘But why the bombs, Alec? What good does that do?’ Still she didn’t falter. Even though the gun was so close it almost brushed the skin of her face.

‘Making us cancel our parades. Ask for permission to walk when we’ve been doing it three hundred years. Letting those – those murderers out of jail when we put them there. It isn’t right.’

‘So you thought you’d stir things up a bit.’

‘They’re scum, these people. We’re letting them walk free – bombers, killers. They’d kill you as soon as look at you, and we’re going to let them run the country? It’s treachery, is what it is.’

‘Was that the idea … show everyone the Catholics won’t stop bombing, so we shouldn’t share power with them? Go back to the bad old days?’

‘Well, they won’t! We’re going into government with murderers! You’ll see what’ll happen. There’s a wave of blood about to break over us, lassie, and we’re walking right into it.’

‘But this was you, Alec. You may have used those young kids, but it was all you. People could have been hurt. Officers, and their families. Innocent people. Weans, even. You’re as bad as the IRA.’

There was movement; she’d got to him. Johnson made an angry noise in his throat, stepped closer to her. For a moment, the girl closed her eyes. Bob didn’t know what he was doing until he’d done it. He was standing behind Johnson, so close he could see the strands of white in his old friend’s hair, the lines on his face. They’d both changed. Long, long years of bloodshed behind them. ‘It’s over, Alec,’ he said, his voice rusty. ‘For God’s sake let her go. It’s over.’

Johnson turned slowly, and as he saw the gun Bob was pointing at him, a strange look came over his face. Almost like peace. ‘You made your choice then, Bobby boy.’

‘There is no choice.’ Bob cleared his throat. ‘There’s only backwards, or this. I know that now.’

As the two men grabbed Johnson’s arms and cuffed him, Helen Corry met Bob’s eyes, and he thought he saw something new there. It might have been respect.

The music was loud. Spice Girls, ‘Stop’. Saoirse was over with some girls from school, bopping in a big protective ring. Paula saw him by the bar; went to buy a peach schnapps and lime, her favourite drink.

‘Hiya.’ He had a fag hanging out of his mouth; she breathed in the smell. She had on her Boots 17 silver Disco Queen nail varnish and a short skirt and a shiny top. She’d so much Impulse body spray on it could have knocked out a horse at twenty paces – or so Saoirse had informed her as they were getting ready.

‘Hi.’ She leaned her elbows on the bar, wrinkling her nose at the spilled-beer smell.

‘Your da OK?’

She shrugged. ‘He says he is. His leg’s not good.’

‘Ma wants you to come and stay. She’s worried, with that … with Catriona and all.’

She looked away, embarrassed. Trying not to remember it, the darts of fear in her stomach, the heat rising up from the pavement and the sheen of the gun … but wanting to remember it too, the feel of his arms and his mouth and … ‘I’m OK. I’m going to Saoirse’s for a few days, like. And you … you …’ She couldn’t say it. You saved me. If he hadn’t kissed her when he had, held her back for those few seconds, who knew what would have happened.

Aidan couldn’t meet her eyes either. She wondered if he was thinking it too. ‘Fair enough.’

The music changed, just like that. Robbie Williams, ‘Angels’. And it was dark and the lights swirled and it smelled of smoke and perfume and aftershave, and all across the room couples were moving in to each other.

She shut her eyes for a second. ‘I love this song.’

‘Ah no, you don’t.’

‘What? It’s nice!’

‘It’s shite is what it is.’ He paused, stubbing out his cigarette under his foot. ‘Wanna dance?’

She pretended for a minute she was thinking about it, like she might say no. But she couldn’t help smiling. ‘OK.’
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The next in the thrilling Paula Maguire series


Prologue

I’m dead.

I don’t mind. I want to be dead. Nothing could be worse than staying alive, not like this. But all the same I’m running away.

I can feel the blood between my toes, my feet slipping on the roots and branches. They’ve taken my clothes from me. You’re dead, they say. No one will miss you. You’re evil. The world is better off without you.

And I know they’re right, but I’m running anyway.

I know they will catch me – I’m lost, no idea where I’m going, and after what they’ve done I can hardly stand, but I’m running. In the dark the forest is full of eyes, and branches claw my face like scratching hands. Overhead, the moon is as white as a face with the flesh stripped back.

My own warm blood is splashing on my skin. My heart is bursting in my chest. You have no heart, they told me. You are dead inside. You are scum. Yes, yes, it’s all true, but, but, but. I can hear them nearby in the trees. The high voice of the wee girl. Saying my name. I know they’ll find me, panting and stumbling, but I can’t stop. I am so afraid. I’ve never been afraid like this.

The noise stops. The moon lights up the path ahead, empty, and I run, and as I run I’m thinking one thing: my baby. Oh my baby.


Chapter One

Ballyterrin, Northern Ireland, April 2011

‘We are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony.’

Paula’s lilies were wilting already. She shifted on her swollen feet. The bulk of her belly meant the only way she could comfortably stand was with one hip jutted out, leaning on it, and she didn’t think such an insolent pose would cut it before the altar. She’d already seen the priest’s eye travelling over her stomach and then pointedly not looking at it. Catholics – they were good at pretending things that did exist didn’t. And vice versa.

She stared straight ahead, her legs buckling under the cool satin of her dress, glad that its length hid her puffy ankles and enormous underwear. What am I doing here? The church smelled of incense, and cold stone, and the slightly rotting sweetness of the flowers.

Across from her, Aidan was also staring rigidly ahead. He was tricked out in a new grey suit, clasping his hands in front of his groin in that position men adopted during moments of gravitas or penalty kick-offs. She wondered if, like her, he was having to stop himself mouthing the too-familiar words of the Mass. Lord have mercy (Lord have mercy) Christ have mercy (Christ have mercy) Lord have mercy (Lord have mercy). The phrases found a treacherous echo in her bones. She heard Aidan cough, once, in the still, heavy air of the church. On that warm spring day, it was full of the ghosts of candles, and dust, and long unopened hymn books. What are we doing here? She wanted to catch his eye, but was afraid to.

‘Do you have the rings?’ Aidan stepped forward and deposited them on the Bible, two hoops of gold, one large, one tiny. Then he moved back into position, eyes downcast.

‘Repeat after me,’ said the priest. The bride and groom arranged themselves in suitable positions. ‘Patrick Joseph Maguire, will you take Patricia Ann O’Hara to be your lawful wedded wife, for richer for poorer, for better for worse, in sickness and in health, to have and to hold from this day forth, forsaking all others, as long as you both shall live?’

Paula’s father – PJ – spoke in a rusty voice. ‘I will.’ His bad leg was stiff but he stood up straight in a new black suit bought for the occasion. Paula suspected he was hating it all, but he’d have done anything for the woman standing next to him in an ivory suit from Debenhams, several nests’ worth of dyed feathers attached to her head.

Aidan’s mother, Pat O’Hara, said her vows quick and earnest: ‘I will.’

They would. They were both so sure. How could you be sure? Paula stole a glance at Aidan – what was he now, her stepbrother? – and saw his dark eyes were wreathed in shadows, his hair tinged with grey over the ears. She’d never noticed that before. He saw her watching, and both of them looked away, her belly as big and unavoidable as the lies between them. Oh Aidan, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

Then it was done, and Pat and PJ were wed, and they trooped down the aisle like a bride and groom in their twenties. Aidan grasped Paula’s arm without meeting her eyes, escorting her out, because that was what you did. His hand was cool on her hot, fat skin. Everything about her was squeezed. The ridiculous lilac bridesmaid dress, strained over newly discovered breasts, was like a cocoon she might burst from at any moment. Aidan could barely look at her. She didn’t blame him.

They were out now, and posing for photos taken by one of Pat’s friends, who couldn’t work the camera, and Pat was all smiles and tears, kissing Paula with her five layers of lipstick. She’d had her colours done for the wedding, plunging into manicures and spa days and shopping trips like a first-time bride. Paula had tried to play along, because she loved Pat, but it was hard to be excited about a wedding when its very occurrence hinged on the fact that your mother, missing for seventeen years, had been declared legally dead. And maybe she was dead – dead as Pat’s husband, who’d been shot by the IRA in 1986. But maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t.

Maybe. When you got married you did not say ‘maybe’. You said ‘I will’, you put your feet on the good, solid stone of certainty. ‘Maybe’ was like shifting sand. She wished so much there was something, anything she could be sure of. Whether her mother was alive or dead, for a start.

It was warm outside, and the sunlight played around the old church, which was painted in crumbly lemon-yellow. Paula had made her First Communion here, and they’d also chosen it for her mother’s memorial service back in the nineties – no funeral, of course; nothing to bury. Now Pat’s friends had gathered to throw confetti, twittering women in their Sunday best suits, lilacs and yellows and blues covering crêpey arms, hats pressed out of boxes and set atop tight-curled hair. Many greeted Paula – hello, pet – some kissing her cheek, though she barely recognised them. She knew they’d be looking at her vast pregnant belly and bare left hand, and speculating about her and Aidan and what might be going on there. He’d been her boyfriend when she was eighteen and he was nineteen – was he the father of the wean? Honestly, she’d have told them if she knew.

Suddenly it was too much, all of them there, and the kiss of the sun on gravestones, and the sight of a small plaque in the vestibule bearing the name Margaret Maguire. In loving memory.

‘Maguire?’ It was Aidan, speaking his first words to her all day. In months, in fact, since she’d told him about the baby. She realised she was sagging gently down to the steps, like a deflating balloon. ‘You all right?’

‘It’s just the heat – the sun …’ It wasn’t especially warm – it never was in Ireland, of course – but her body seemed to produce its own waves of heat now.

‘Sit down.’ Aidan led her inside to the incense-scented dark. She slipped off her tight lilac shoes and the stone floor was cool under her feet.

‘Thanks. I’m OK.’

Aidan sat beside her in a pew, leaning forward so his tie flopped between his knees. ‘Weird day.’

 ‘It is that.’

He looked at her, and the old ache came back. ‘Are you feeling well? I mean in general.’

She shrugged. ‘I’m like a beached whale. Still, won’t be long now.’

Aidan said, ‘We need to talk. I know that. I’ve been meaning to see you.’

‘I’ve been here.’

‘I just couldn’t … you know, after you told me it was either me or him. Christ, it was such a shock. It was like you’d done it on purpose almost. To punish me.’

‘Yeah, you’re right. I got pregnant and I’m the size of a cow just so I could make you feel bad. You’re totally right.’

He made a noise of annoyance. ‘I know, OK? It was just a lot to take in. And him – you see him every day, like, you must be close.’

She tried to explain. ‘He’s my boss. He – well, it’s complicated too. It’s not as if we’re—’ With spectacular bad timing, that was when her phone went, trilling in the depths of the (also lilac) clutch bag Pat had forced on her. ‘Oh, sorry. I better get this.’ It echoed in the silent church. She pressed the green button. ‘Hello?’

‘Paula?’

Her heart sank at his voice. She could see Aidan had recognised the name which flashed up; he was once again scowling intently ahead.

‘What’s up?’

‘I know you have the wedding today, and I wouldn’t bother you if I could help it, but—’

‘Something’s happened?’

‘There’s a body. I thought you’d be annoyed if I didn’t tell you.’

‘Is it one of them?’

‘We think so, but—’

‘Where?’

‘Creggan forest. But listen, Paula, don’t—’

‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’

‘No, Paula, that’s not what I—’

She ended the call. The menu of Poached Salmon, Roast Beef with Julienne Vegetables, and Summer Fruits Pavlova would have to wait, and after the day she’d had she was almost weepingly grateful for the certainty of human flesh, a crime scene to analyse, a case to solve.

Aidan spoke bitterly, still not looking at her. ‘You’re going then.’

‘I have to. It’s one of the Mayday Five, we think.’

She offered it as a small sop – Aidan, editor of the local paper, knew the significance of the case more than anyone. But he didn’t budge. ‘If you think that’s more important than today.’

‘I don’t. I’ll be an hour, tops – anyway, they’ll be snapping photos for ages yet.’ He wouldn’t move to let her out, so she clambered awkwardly over him. ‘Aidan.’

‘Oh, it’s OK. Go to him. Don’t mind me.’

She bit down the enraged retort that he’d ignored her for the best part of four months. ‘Where’s your car?’ she demanded.

‘You’re not really going to feck off during a wedding?’ But he sighed and slapped the keys into her hand, on a football key ring Paula knew had to have been a present from Pat. Unless someone was getting done on corruption charges, Aidan had zero interest in sport.

‘See you later. Look, I’m sorry – try to understand?’

‘You’ve made your choice,’ he muttered. She pretended not to hear. Then she ran down the aisle in her bare feet, shoes in one hand, bag and wilted flowers in the other, her lilac dress rustling around the folds of her unwieldy body.

Soon she was heading out of town, on her way to a small village in the shadow of the Mourne Mountains. Stone houses, Lego-green fields, the sea opaque with light. As she drove she felt her shoulders, crunched up all the way through the ceremony, gradually relax.

Her father was married. To Aidan’s mother. Even when he’d told her about it months back – told her he planned to have her mother finally declared dead so he could marry Pat – it somehow hadn’t sunk in until now, seeing them before the altar. Everyone else was moving on, and after seventeen years you couldn’t blame them. So why could Paula not give up? Why did she have her mother’s case file in her desk at home, full of questions and blind alleys and no answers at all, after all this time?

The car park near the forest was full of police cars and vans. Paula was beginning to realise her bridesmaid’s dress was not the most practical of garments for a crime scene. No matter. She wasn’t going to miss this.

She parked and staggered up to the police cordon on the path leading into the forest. DC Gerard Monaghan, an ambitious Catholic recruit in his twenties, was on his mobile nearby, and burst out laughing when he saw her. ‘Jesus, Maguire. Are you lost on your way to a formal?’

She was panting already, slick with sweat under the man-made fibres. ‘You found something.’

‘A walker phoned in a body in the trees. Some local uniform was first on scene.’

‘And how did we get in on it, if he’s dead?’ They were walking, so she tried to tuck up the hem of her dress.

‘Well, Corry and Brooking are on bestest terms right now.’

‘Hmm.’ Paula wasn’t sure how she felt about this rapprochement between DCI Helen Corry, head of Serious Crime at the regular PSNI in the area, and DI Guy Brooking, their boss at the missing persons unit, seconded in from London. At first the two had thoroughly trampled on each other’s toes, but lately Corry had been nice as pie about sharing jurisdiction. Paula wasn’t sure why.

But none of that mattered right now. ‘Is it definitely one of the Five? Which one?’

‘I doubt they can tell.’ He was leading her to the cordon and nodding to the uniformed officer at the tape. ‘Here’s Cinderella, late for the ball.’ She glared at him and he laughed. ‘She’s with us, pal. Dr Maguire, forensic psychologist.’

The officer eyed her sweaty face and bulging belly, but let them pass.

‘Why can’t they tell?’ Paula asked, as they trotted up the forest path. Dappled sunlight fell on them, and a warm pine scent filled the air. She knew that Gerard, six foot four in his socks, was shortening his stride for her, but even so she felt dizzy with the effort. Around them was the silence of the forest, small clicks of insects and leaves rustling.

‘You’ll see,’ said Gerard. ‘It’s a grim one. You don’t have to be here, you know.’

‘I do. I can’t get a sense of it otherwise.’

‘All right.’ Gerard gave an on-your-head-be-it eye roll and directed her down a small side path. She lifted her skirt to step over roots, her flimsy shoes already in flitters. This was stupid. This was, in a competitive field, one of the more stupid things she’d ever done.

Trees parted to reveal a small gap in the woods, and a cluster of CSIs and detectives surrounding something she couldn’t quite see. Corry and Brooking had their heads together, looking at a piece of paper.

‘Look who turned up,’ said Gerard cheerfully.

Helen Corry was the type of woman who, whatever they had on, you looked at it and realised – that’s exactly what I should have worn. Her short-sleeved white shirt and grey trousers were cool and fresh. She wore gloves, and a stern expression. ‘So I see. Being seven months’ pregnant can’t detain you from crime scenes, Dr Maguire?’

‘Or being at your father’s wedding?’ added Guy.

Paula sighed. They were awful united, much worse than any of their disagreements. It was like being looked after by an extra set of cool, young parents. ‘Who is it?’

Corry peeled off her gloves. ‘We think it’s Mickey Doyle. Hard to tell from the face, but we’ll know soon enough.’

‘So they didn’t leave the country then, the five of them? Do we think they were kidnapped?’

‘Should you really be here, Paula?’ Ignoring her question, Guy moved towards her. He too looked cool in a blue shirt and red tie, his fair hair brushed back from a stiffly controlled face. ‘I mean, the baby—’

‘The baby’s fine.’ She pushed forward, irritated. ‘Let me see him.’

Then she did.

Hanging victims all had a look in common. Eyes popping, tongue protruding, face red and livid. That would be why they couldn’t identify him yet. Also common was the loosening of the bowels, which Paula could now smell on the fresh pine breeze. She’d seen it lots of times, so it was strange and very bad timing that this particular victim should cause her to black out suddenly, the forest floor swimming up to meet her.

‘I told you.’ Guy had caught her before she fell. ‘Look, you’re not up to this. Sit down.’ He marched her to a tree stump. ‘I’ll get you some water.’

Paula acquiesced, breathing and blinking hard. His expression, she realised, was exactly the same one Aidan had adopted towards her, stoical and distant, with just a touch of resentment. Perfectly timed to remind her that, while the pregnancy had granted her a temporary reprieve, as soon as this baby was out, all three of them were going to have to find out which of the two men was the father.

Kira

When she woke up, she was covered in blood again. In that second when you’re still mostly asleep, when you’re sure everything you’ve dreamed is true – like when you look in a mirror and can’t recognise your own face – she could only see the blood all over her arms and feel it warm on her skin, going into her mouth even, metallic and hot.

Rose’s blood.

She put on the little light beside her bed. She’d tried to sleep with it on after what happened, but Mammy said she was too big for it, and always came in to turn it off. Mammy and her slept at different times now, as if they couldn’t both be awake at once. She imagined that even now, as she staggered up, heart hammering, Mammy’s eyes would be closing in front of the TV. She’d find her there when she got up for school, the bottle of vodka slumped so low it would be spilling on the carpet.

In the light she could see herself in the mirror. No blood. She’d just been crying in her sleep again, big, spurty tears that drenched her pyjamas. And her arms, it wasn’t blood on them, of course, it was the scars. She was glad about the scars, even though people made comments behind her back – oh, poor wean, she was the one, you know the sister, blah blah. She was glad of the scars because it showed she survived.

On her dresser was the photo of Rose and her. Rose was hugging her tight in it, the two of them on a sea wall down on the coast. After that they’d had salty chips and ice creams with flakes in, two each, because Rose said sure why not?

Today was the day. Today it was finally going to happen. She knew she wouldn’t sleep again, so instead she sat cross-legged on the carpet in the dark and wondered when it would start.
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