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‘When I decide I shall assemble you’

‘Identity’ by Elizabeth Jennings




Prologue

26 June 2020

I have seen too much of death, have known it too closely.

I have stood in rooms where it lingers still, have smelt its peculiar odour clinging to me, a stench that carries on for days, contaminating food, perfume, life. I have seen its face among the Rorschach of blood spatter, glimpsed it in the fleeting movement at the corner of my eye as I stand at the centre of the minor industry that develops at each crime scene. I have felt its coldness in those flats we’ve broken into when neighbours haven’t been seen for days, seen the effects of its gorging on those we’ve pulled from rivers, turned away from its devastation at car-accident sites.

And more recently, I had seen it intimately, watching as it took the breath from my father, took the warmth from his hands, robbed him of his voice, his laugh, his being. Despite years of propinquity with its effects through my work, I was still unprepared for such a personal incursion in my life and the lives of those I love. That its kiss was gentle in my father’s final moments did little to assuage the grief it left in its wake.

Yes, I have seen too much of death and wish to know it no further. And yet, I find myself constantly drawn back to it, find myself looking at it daily, in any one of its multitude of manifestations.




Day One

9 March 2020




Chapter One

In the early spring of 2020, the manifestation of death I faced was one of violence and passion, seemingly fuelled by hatred. We’d been called to a house on the road out of Lifford by a postman who’d noticed the curtains undrawn in a house. The first officer on the scene found a broken pane in the back door and, on entering, discovered the occupant, murdered.

The dead man lay on his side, hanging half off the bed. His upper body, exposed over the tangle of bedclothes that acted as a loincloth of sorts, carried a number of puncture wounds, a thin trail of blood arching up the wall and across the ceiling above him, drawn in the wake of whatever had been used to stab him to death during one of the more violent swings, as surely as the moon pulls the tide. The blood was unnaturally bright, lit by the fluorescence of the floodlights that the Scene of Crime Officers had set up at each corner of the room to reduce the shadow fall from those moving around this memento mori. The air was sharp and ferric with the taste of blood.

I stepped from one metal footpad to the next, angling my head to better see the dead man. Fifteen years ago, I might instantly have known him for a stranger. Back then, Lifford was still small enough that everyone knew everyone else, the population static, save for the occasional passing or birth. But that had all changed.

Lifford straddles the border between the north and south of Ireland. Once a frontier point and customs post during the darkest days of the country’s recent history, the end of violence and the demilitarisation of the border made the crossing point almost invisible, a slight change in the tarmac quality on the roads, and the change in signage from kilometres to miles the only indication of the place where one jurisdiction merged into the other.

The housing bubble in those years of the early 2000s had brought with it an explosion in developments, while the relative weakness of the Euro, compared to the pound at the time had brought in an influx of buyers from the north. The recession, and austerity measures in the south, drove those same buyers back across the border again ten years later and left the area peppered with houses either lying empty or, more often, being rented out on short-term leases. Added to that, the Brexit vote had caused nothing but concern about the likely direction the area would take as one of the few places where the UK abutted the EU with a land border – a fact given scant consideration throughout the debate by those braying for a return to the days of splendid isolationism.

The combination of all these factors led to further movement as people shifted sides in preparation for the possible fallout of the vote. As a result, the population of the town was ever changing, and strangers no longer stood out.

‘Does anyone recognise him?’ I asked. ‘There’s something about him that’s familiar.’ The room, though alive with movement, was surprisingly quiet, each person going about their own work, passing one another with balletic agility at times, in the cramped space. A few shook their heads; the others, non-locals, said nothing.

I stepped closer, examined him more carefully. I knew his face, somehow, his profile eliciting in me a form of déjà vu that always left me feeling unsettled, as if grasping at the scraps of a dream, ephemeral as mist.

He wore black boxer shorts, his legs thin and wiry. His arms, one of which seemed entangled in the bedsheet, were decorated with a number of tattoos, several of which, I could tell, were home-made. One, of a spider’s web, traversed the skin between his forefinger and thumb. His trunk, in addition to the wounds which I’d already seen, was marked with small, perfectly round scars, perhaps half a dozen, no bigger than a 10c coin. His body, though almost lupine, was toned and hard, even in death.

On the floor rested the nest of his trousers and a T-shirt pulled inside out. They had clearly been discarded that way before he’d got into bed. His boots lay not far beyond, a black sock balled up inside the leg of each, a gesture of neatness and control that seemed antithetical to the manner in which he had discarded the rest of his clothing, as if it was something done through muscle memory or habit.

I glanced around the room, noting the décor: magnolia paint with cheaply framed art prints on the wall; a scented candle, unused, sitting on the bedside cabinet atop a lace doily. A small non-brand TV set sat on an occasional table in the corner, the remote control hanging in a plastic holster stuck to its side.

There was something about the dead man which did not seem to match the room, nor indeed the house itself. The hallway leading to this room had been similarly sparingly decorated, the magnolia walls bearing the occasional print of vases of flowers. The windowsills housed potpourri bowls sitting in front of damp traps. There was nothing personal, nothing that seemed to reflect him in the house.

While there was a small closet in the bedroom, I guessed it was empty by the rattle and clatter of unused coat hangers as I gripped the door handle. Sure enough, it was bare inside. In the far corner of the room, an overnight bag spilled clothes onto the floor. Carefully, I took a quick scan through the contents: a change of underwear, socks and a spare T-shirt. Whoever he was, he was most likely a visitor and one who’d not been planning on staying long – a night or two at most. Unzipping the front pocket, I found a set of headphones, a packet of antacid tablets and a box of condoms.

The small bathroom next door seemingly confirmed the transient nature of his visit – a toothbrush, single disposable razor and a small bar of soap lay on the sink.

Perhaps he was unlucky, a visitor to the area who’d been caught up in a burglary gone wrong, I thought. But I dismissed the thought; the level of wounding on his body, the intensity of the stabbing he’d suffered, suggested this killing had been personal and targeted. Someone had passionately wanted to hurt this man. They’d succeeded.

I checked the final rooms of the bungalow. In the living area, the TV and Sky box were present and correct; there were no signs of disturbance, of someone having searched the house, of anything taken.

I stepped back out into the narrow hallway. A SOCO was kneeling on the floor, setting up a small marker card with a number on it.

‘Watch your step, sir,’ she said. ‘A few blood drops out along here.’

I edged along the corridor, noting the spacing of the drops, every metre or so along the laminated wood of the floor.

‘Is it the victim’s?’ The dead man was lying as though killed in his bed. Nothing suggested he’d made it out to the hallway.

‘Hard to say. It’s isolated from the rest of the scene,’ she said. ‘Maybe the killer’s on their way in or out.’

The killer or killers had, undoubtedly, come in through the back door. One small pane in the door out to the yard had been broken and the door then unlocked, the key having seemingly been left in the locked door. The garden beyond was surrounded by tall hedging which provided it with such a degree of privacy from the neighbouring properties, all bungalows as well, that they could have broken in safe in the knowledge that they would not be spotted. I stood at the door, scanning the property boundaries in vain for any glimpse of the surrounding housing. I would need to assign uniforms to do house to house but I could already tell that the houses were so secluded in their own grounds that there was a high probability we’d get little actionable information.

‘Sir!’ someone called from the bedroom. I moved back up and was met at the doorway by a SOCO holding a phone. ‘It’d fallen down the back of the bedside cabinet,’ she explained. ‘It must have been on the charger but the cable had pulled free of the plug.’

I took the phone, which I recognised as an older model of my own, and clicked on the home button. It was locked, unsurprisingly, the battery indicator at 2 per cent. Moving quickly, I brought it across to where the victim lay and, using his thumb, unlocked the device. I clicked on the phone app, hoping that a home number might be immediately visible, but he had no contacts listed on his phone.

I looked at recent calls. One had been dialled repeatedly, though none had been assigned Caller IDs, so they meant nothing to me. Moving into the messages as the battery indicator dropped, I found an array of messages. Many were from an 0115 number. Clicking on them, I found they were messages from Airbnb. Coming back out, I scrolled up to the most recent message, which had come from a southern mobile. I only managed to read, ‘Hi George. Sorry – my dad—’ when the phone went dead. I had, at least, a first name for the dead man now. ‘George.’

‘The pathologist is on his way, sir,’ the SOCO offered.

‘Perfect,’ I said, handing her the phone. ‘I want all communications copied off this. I’ll leave you to get on with it. I have enough to get started.’

To be honest, I was relieved to be out of there, away from the hushed business, the smell, the damp chill: Death’s calling card.




Chapter Two

It didn’t take long to get the names of the house owners for they were still on the electoral register: Andrew and Sinead McDonald. A quick check in the phone directory for the north revealed that they were now living just over the border, in our neighbouring town of Strabane.

As a courtesy, I contacted my counterpart in the north, Jim Hendry, to explain that I intended to call with the McDonald’s. Hendry agreed to meet me at the border and head across with me, just to smooth over any jurisdictional issues. Truth be told, we frequently crossed the border to speak to people without need of chaperones from the other side and, for a while, most people accepted it without comment. Once again, Brexit, and the accompanying reinforcement of the psychological border that most people had forgotten about, brought with it an increase in those who would challenge your right to come across to speak to them. Whatever else about it, the whole issue had already begun to impact on the minor practicalities of policing a frontier.

‘You bored?’ I asked, climbing into Hendry’s car at the petrol station on the border. ‘Or just looking to get out of the station for an hour?’

‘I’ve not seen you in a bit,’ Hendry said. ‘Thought I’d catch up before they build the wall and we never meet again.’

‘That’s America you’re thinking of,’ I joked.

‘Is it now?’ Hendry arched an eyebrow as he started the engine. He’d aged since last I saw him, his hair more grey now than sandy, his moustache thinning and similarly more sabled. ‘So you’ve a murder?’

‘Indeed. Stabbed while he was sleeping, by the looks of it.’

‘Just like Macbeth.’

‘Except he was the one doing the stabbing,’ I said. Debbie, my wife, was an English teacher and had forced me to sit through an admittedly good performance of the play the previous year by Chris Eccleston. I’d gone primarily because he was Doctor Who; I’d watched it with my kids when they were younger. I explained this to Hendry.

‘Was he any good?’

‘He was,’ I said. He had been too and, despite my better efforts, I’d got caught up in the story, even if almost everyone did die at the end. This, Debs had explained, was necessary; everyone touched by the initial corrupt act had to die for justice to be done and order restored. That part had appealed to me. I didn’t tell Hendry that though. ‘I enjoyed it, at any rate,’ I said instead.

‘Fat lot of use that’ll be in finding out who killed your dead man. Unless it was Shakespeare. What have you got so far?’

‘I think the victim is called George,’ I said. ‘He looks like he wasn’t planning on staying long so …’

‘Either he was followed here or he was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

I nodded. ‘I want to get his details off the McDonalds,’ I said. ‘He’d a lot of contacts from Airbnb, so I’m guessing they rented out the house to him. And, seeing as it was their house, I want to see if there’s any chance they were the intended targets.’

They lived in a house off Bradley Way, just past the bus station. It was a new development of white town houses, squeezed together like slices of wedding cake on a narrow plate. Inside their home, the décor was almost identical to that in the house in Lifford; more magnolia and scented candles proliferated. The key difference was that, in this house, the pictures had a more personal quality than the generic prints in the Lifford house.

The McDonalds were a young couple, with two children, a boy and a girl, whose photogenic qualities had been exploited at every opportunity in their development, based on the range of family portraits that graced the walls.

‘Is there a problem with the house over there?’ Mr McDonald asked as we all sat in their living room. He glanced nervously at his wife.

‘You rent it out on Airbnb, is that right?’ I asked.

The man glanced at his wife again, then nodded. ‘We moved out a year or two ago and the place was getting run down, lying empty. The market had collapsed and we couldn’t afford to sell it – we’d have been in negative equity. So we only rent it out to keep someone in it every so often; stop the floors from swelling with the damp, you know? We’re making almost nothing from it. In fact, most of it goes back into redecorating, upkeep of the garden and that.’

Hendry looked at me and lightly raised an eyebrow. It was an unnecessarily detailed response to a simple question.

‘I’m not here about tax, if that’s what you think,’ I offered. The barely perceptible slump of both husband and wife indicated that this indeed had been their fear.

‘Well, what’s wrong, then?’ Mrs McDonald now asked. Despite both of them being almost twenty years younger than either Hendry or myself, neither had indicated that we should call them anything other than Mr or Mrs McDonald. ‘Has the current tenant done something wrong?’

‘He’s died,’ I said.

‘My God,’ Mrs McDonald said, turning to her husband. ‘I told you there was something odd about him,’ she added, as if eccentricity was an indicator of impending mortality.

Her husband was more interested in the details, though. ‘Was it a heart attack or something? It wasn’t suicide, was it?’

‘It’s too early to say,’ I replied. ‘We do suspect another party to have been involved.’

‘Was he murdered?’

‘As I said, it’s too early to speculate.’

I could tell the man wasn’t satisfied with the response.

‘We’d best check the house,’ he said, motioning to stand. ‘Is it bad?’

‘The house will be out of bounds for a while,’ I said. ‘It’s a crime scene. What can you tell me about the tenant there?’

McDonald shrugged. ‘Not much. He booked last week for one night then contacted us the night before last and booked another night. I was planning on calling across this evening to check the place over once he’d gone.’

‘What was his name?’ I asked.

‘Geoff Dallas.’

‘Geoff? Not George?’

‘That’s the name on his Airbnb profile.’

‘Do you have any contact details for him?’

‘We contacted him through Airbnb,’ Mrs McDonald explained.

‘You had suspicions about him, though,’ Hendry said. ‘Why?’

‘He didn’t answer any messages,’ she said, though without conviction.

‘Is that all?’

She shrugged. ‘He didn’t have a social-media profile anywhere. No Facebook, Twitter, nothing.’

‘We always check,’ her husband offered by way of explanation. ‘We’re not stalkers or anything.’

‘You get a sense of someone very quickly,’ his wife continued, taking control of the conversation. ‘If someone’s posting pictures of themselves out drinking all the time or partying or whatever, we’re less inclined to agree to the booking. We don’t want the house trashed. There’s nothing wrong in it – everyone does it who rents out places.’

‘It’s our college fund for the kids, you see,’ Mr McDonald explained, nodding towards where a portrait of the aforementioned children dominated the room from over the fireplace.

‘My eldest has just gone to uni,’ I said, somewhat unnecessarily. ‘You’ll need every cent you can get.’

‘Was Mr Dallas here for business or pleasure?’ Hendry asked.

‘Pleasure, I think,’ Mrs McDonald answered. ‘I’m not sure.’

I’d deliberately left the only other question I had until last so as not to spook the couple too much. ‘Can you think of anyone who might wish to cause either of you harm?’

‘Us? Harm?’ the man asked, his arm automatically snaking around his wife’s back where she sat next to him.

‘Has anyone ever threatened you? Threatened to harm either of you?’

‘Lord, no,’ he replied. ‘We’re not that sort of people. Why?’

‘Just something I have to ask,’ I said.

I stopped myself from asking which sort of people ended up being victims of threats, and instead thanked them for their help. In truth, all we’d learned was that the victim’s name was Geoff, not George, and I began to suspect that perhaps I’d misread the text in the fleeting view I’d had of it before the phone had died.

‘So Penny’s at university now?’ Hendry commented when we’d stepped out into the freshening afternoon.

‘In Dublin,’ I said.

‘How’s that going?’

‘Fine, I think. She started last autumn. English Literature, like her mother.’

‘I meant for you.’

‘Fine,’ I repeated. I considered the number of nights I’d not been able to get to sleep, wondering if she was in her digs okay, wondering if she was homesick, wondering. And the mornings when I’d woken at 5 a.m. and watched the dawn’s light creep across the walls from where it seeped around our bedroom curtain, and realised the immensity of the silence in the house, a silence that seemed to be growing slowly around me. I’d spent so long thinking of myself primarily as a ‘father’, I wasn’t sure I knew what to be once the kids moved on. Was ‘fine’ an adequate summation of all that? Possibly.

‘And how’s things since? You know, with … your dad and that?’

I shrugged. ‘You know …’ I offered, as if this was in itself a response.

My father had been sick on and off for some time, but his eventual diagnosis of chronic heart failure simultaneously confirmed a long-held fear and blindsided me in equal measure. We’d lost my mother a few years back; my father was the person who tied my family, my brother Tom and I, together, our childhood home the hub through which we met and kept abreast of each other’s news.

‘He’s moving in with us for a while,’ I said. ‘This coronavirus thing. The lockdowns in Europe panicked me a bit in case it happens here and we can’t get down to see him. He needs a bit of help getting himself sorted in the mornings and that.’

‘You should take compassionate leave,’ Hendry suggested. ‘If it gets too much.’

‘It’ll be fine,’ I said. That word again.

Hendry nodded. ‘It’s not easy.’

‘It’s not,’ I agreed. ‘How’s all with you?’

‘Fine,’ he said, an echo of my earlier response. ‘Fine.’

‘What’s up?’

He shook his head and looked past me, as if avoiding my gaze would allow him to avoid the conversation. ‘I’m thinking of getting out early.’

‘Of the police?’

He nodded. ‘I’ve a few years on you. I feel like I’ve done my bit. We’ve a new head honcho in D district. Might be time to get out before everything changes.’

‘What would you do?’

‘Always work for a retired cop,’ he said. ‘Take up painting, maybe. Bit of rugby coaching.’

‘I never took you for a rugby player,’ I laughed. His physique, whippet thin, did not square with my impression of the sport.

‘Space for all shapes and sizes on the rugby pitch,’ he said, trotting out what sounded like a rote response.

‘You don’t think you’d be bored?’

‘I’m not fully decided. Just thinking about it,’ he said, snuffling his hand against his nose and clearing his throat. ‘Let me know if you need anything more on this, all right?’

As I drove back across the border, I could not help but feel a rising sense that everything was changing at a pace with which I could not keep up.




Chapter Three

The station in Letterkenny was buzzing with activity when I went in, the usual business of An Garda supplemented by Brexit planning, which had seen a marked increase in meetings and briefings that I’d done my best to avoid attending. I’d spent most of my career working out of the small station in Lifford, a frontier post of sorts, sitting only a few hundred yards from the bridge through which the border ran. The same austerity measures that had sent families like the McDonalds back over to the north had seen the closure of such satellite stations and all teams being centralised in the larger stations like Letterkenny.

I missed Lifford station, its quirks and peculiarities, the rattling of its water pipes when someone flushed the toilet, the uneven heat distribution that left those in the main office wearing coats on days those in the upper offices were in short sleeves. The building was still there, the Garda sign still outside the door, but in reality, it was rarely used.

I made my way up to the incident room. Sergeant Joe McCready, with whom I’d worked for a few years now, had just arrived back from an earlier call-out regarding a burglary just outside Letterkenny. He was hunched over at his computer, inputting the list of all that was stolen, primarily to generate an incident number that the victims could use to claim insurance, for there was little chance of most burglaries being solved these days, resources being stretched as they were.

‘Anything interesting?’ I asked him as I passed.

‘A digger,’ he said. ‘A few other pieces of machinery too, but the digger is the big one. I’m sending an email out to all the local banks to keep an eye on ATMs.’

There’d been a spate of late-night robberies in the north where diggers had been used to literally rip ATM machines from the walls of convenience stores that had housed them for their customers.

‘I heard you got a call-out to a death. How was it?’

‘Violent,’ I said. ‘I’ll fill you in in a bit.’

I googled Airbnb’s main office and put together a request for information on Geoff Dallas, based on the evidence I’d been provided by the McDonalds, which I entered into Airbnb’s Law Enforcement Portal and faxed through to them as well, to speed things up. While I waited for a reply, I got McCready caught up to speed on what I’d learned. It was, admittedly, a brief conversation.

I did a cursory search on social media for Dallas, though was unsurprised to find nothing in light of the McDonalds’ warning; I guessed Mrs McDonald would have been forensic in her own searches and she’d come up empty handed.

Just then, a reply came through from Airbnb. Geoff Dallas had paid with a debit card registered to Gerard Dawson who lived in Limavady.

Jim Hendry had called ahead to the station in Limavady to smooth things over for me. As I made my way up to the set of houses at the edge of the estate where I’d parked, I realised that what had looked to be semi-detached homes were, in fact, sets of apartments. Beside each door was an intercom with three flats marked. When I found the correct house number, I’d need then to know Dawson’s apartment letter too. In the end, the intercom outside Dawson’s carried two buttons with names filled in – neither of them his – and one with no name attached. I hedged my bets and tried that one first, but there was no response.

As I rang a second time, a young man came shuffling up the pathway, eyeing me with some suspicion.

‘Excuse me,’ he said, moving past me and fitting a key into the door.

‘You’re not Gerard Dawson by any chance, are you?’ I asked.

He looked askance at me, then shook his head. ‘Gerard’s in flat B.’

It was the bell not marked with a name. ‘Is he about?’

The youth shrugged, his head lowered. ‘Marty up on the third floor will know.’ He opened the door and stepped in, holding it open for me.

I reached the second floor and knocked on the door of flat B, but to no avail, so made my way up to the top flat to speak to ‘Marty’. The man who answered was older than I was expecting, possibly in his late fifties. He was barrel-chested and tall enough that, as he stepped through the doorway, he had to dip a little to avoid hitting his head on the jamb. ‘Yes?’ he asked, without introduction.

‘I’m looking for Gerard Dawson,’ I said. ‘The fella on the bottom floor said you might be able to help.’

‘I’m assuming you’ve knocked at his door. Who’s asking?’

‘I’m a Garda inspector, Ben Devlin.’

‘You’re off your patch,’ he said, straightening as he hitched his jeans up a little by the belt loops on either side. ‘What’s he done?’

‘I need to speak to him in connection with a death in Donegal.’

‘Deliberate?’

‘Too early to say, sir,’ I said.

‘I’m ex-probation service,’ Marty said, as if this information would allow me to share more with him. It didn’t.

‘The person whose death we’re investigating was a younger man. Late twenties, early thirties maybe. Wiry, black hair cut in a longer style. Tattoos on his arms, including a home-made spiderweb on his hand. We don’t have an ID for him yet, but Dawson’s name has come up in our enquiries.’

Marty nodded. ‘That sounds a bit like Gerard himself, to be honest.’

‘Have you any way of contacting him? Any way of checking if he’s—’

‘Not your victim?’

I nodded.

‘Give me a sec.’

He ducked as he turned and slouched into the rear of his flat, appearing a moment or two later with a bunch of keys and his phone. He opened the phone first and scrolled through something before presenting it to me. It was a picture taken at a party. Several men stood together, bottles of beer in hand, staring at the camera. Towering above them was Marty, his arms draped across the shoulders of men to either side of him. None of the others embraced or touched in any way, all standing slightly apart from each other.

‘We’d a bonfire out on the green last Eleventh night. Someone took a picture of me and some of the lads from the flats around here; I look after this and three other blocks.’

I scanned the faces of the men standing either side of Marty. One of them bore enough of a resemblance to the dead man I’d looked at earlier to suggest to me that he was the same person. He stood to the outer edge of the group, a bottle of beer in one hand, the other stuffed in his pocket. He wore black jeans and a T-shirt. He seemed ill at ease, even among such a rag-tag assembly. Again, something insubstantial, at the edges of my memory, stirred in recognition of the man’s face. I’d seen him before, I knew. But he’d been younger, less weathered, then. I still couldn’t pinpoint whence I’d known him and the name Gerard Dawson meant nothing to me.

‘That looks like him,’ I said, pointing him out.

‘That’s Gerard all right,’ Marty said, grimly.

‘Can we check his flat?’

‘Have you a warrant?’

‘I’ve a suspicion that the victim of the crime lives downstairs, if that’s of any use to you?’

Marty shrugged and stomped down the stairs ahead of me, though not before pulling his door shut and shaking the handle to check it was closed. He saw me catching him in the movement and smirked. ‘Old habits,’ he said. ‘Can’t be too careful.’




Chapter Four

Marty explained, as we made our way downstairs, that the housing block was all sheltered accommodation for younger people who had struggled to find permanent housing. He’d been hired in after retirement as a caretaker of sorts, his previous employment seemingly well placing him for such a role. I thought of Hendry and his own plans for retirement. I tried, in vain, to see him as a doorman for the dispossessed.

He went into Dawson’s flat first to check whether the young man was there before agreeing to allow me in simply to see if I could find contact details for next of kin.

While the house in Lifford had clearly seemed anomalous to the man we found there, this flat was no better a reflection of his personality. It was sparsely furnished, the hallway opening out into a living area and kitchenette. There were no paintings on the wall, nothing but a poster for Inglourious Basterds that peeled at one corner, hanging over a small electric fire. Off from the main living area was a cramped toilet and shower room and, next to that, a bedroom. The whole place was painted in gunmetal grey, the floor covered with charcoal carpet squares. The walls in the bedroom were similarly bare, save for a series of photographs that had been tacked to the wall next to the bed. I had no doubt now that Gerard Dawson was indeed the man we’d found in Lifford. He featured in several of the photographs alongside two other youths. There were no pictures of family that I could see, nor girlfriends or partners. No children.

There was, however, a sketch I recognised to be the dead man, drawn in a cartoon style I knew to be anime: large, rounded eyes, a thin line for a mouth, the hair and ears exaggeratedly pointed. My own kids had watched reruns of Pokémon for a while.

‘Do you know any of the people in those photos?’ I asked Marty. He glanced at the pictures and shook his head.

‘Was he not allowed to decorate?’ I asked, glancing around the space.

‘Yeah,’ Marty said. ‘Within reason. I just don’t think he was the home-décor type.’

‘Clearly not,’ I said. ‘How long had he been here for?’

‘Just shy of a year. Start of last summer he came here.’

‘Is he a local?’

Marty shrugged again. ‘He’s from the north, for sure, from his accent,’ he said. ‘I don’t know if he’s Limavady originally, though. I don’t think so. I never saw any family or that. Then again, most of the kids living here are the same. If they’d family that cared, they’d not be living here, most of them.’

The bedroom was as sparely furnished as the rest of the flat: a bed with a cabinet next to it and a built-in wardrobe against the far wall. While Marty opened the wardrobe, I checked the drawer of the bedside cabinet, but it was locked. There was undoubtedly something heavy inside, for I could hear it rattling.

‘Have you a key?’ I asked.

Marty was initially reluctant.

‘Dawson’s not being investigated,’ I said. ‘He’s the victim here. I need to find something that leads me to his family.’

Marty nodded. ‘I’ve no key, but these things are useless; there’s one in each of the flats. If you tip it up, you can pull the mechanism down and unlock it that way.’

‘That’s a neat life hack,’ I said as I lowered the cabinet onto its back and pulled down the metallic bar which ran up one side of its inners.

Marty shrugged. ‘Trick of the trade.’

I felt the fitting click into place and, righting the unit, opened the larger bottom drawer. Inside was a laptop and an assortment of tablet boxes and medicine bottles, which rolled around the base. I lifted out the laptop and laid it to one side, then lifted some of the tablets. The first box contained Risperdal and carried a pharmacy label with Dawson’s name on it.

Marty had been leaning over my shoulder. ‘That’s an antipsychotic,’ he said. He clearly caught my look for he added, ‘Not my first rodeo.’

I lifted another bottle. This one contained Pregabalin and had been dispensed by a pharmacy in Omagh a year earlier. The name on the label, however, was a woman’s – Mavis Holmes. I knew it as an anti-anxiety medication; for a while its nickname had been Bud because it gave the same buzz as having had a few beers for a fraction of the cost. A second bottle rattled with tablets as I lifted it. Even through the brown plastic I could tell what they were; large, blue and diamond-shaped.

‘Viagra?’ I said. ‘I’d have thought Dawson was a bit young to need it. Maybe he’s selling them.’

‘You can buy them over the counter,’ Marty offered. ‘Apparently. Wouldn’t have thought there would be much trade for them illegally.’

I closed the lower drawer and opened the top one, the movement again marked with a heavy clunk of something inside hitting the rear of the unit. The front of the drawer held a few loose condoms and socks and underwear. I pulled it out and emptied it onto the floor, lest he’d needles secreted in there among the clothes. The last thing I needed was to get stabbed with a user’s needle.

A squat handgun clattered to the floor.

‘Looks like Dawson was expecting trouble after all,’ I said.




Chapter Five

I made my way back to Letterkenny, Dawson’s gun, tablets and laptop all safely stored in evidence bags. Before leaving, I’d taken pictures of the various photographs pinned to the wall to help identify some of Dawson’s friends.

I contacted Hendry and asked him to check for me whether Dawson had had a licence to own a gun. He had also agreed to run Dawson’s prints through the Northern system to officially confirm his identity and to check if he had a record quickly, bypassing the wait involved in going through Europol. He’d already come back to me about the former; I was not wholly surprised to learn that Dawson hadn’t applied for a licence. The gun was Eastern European, I guessed, though the date and serial number had both been filed off, suggesting it was bought illegally. Jim told me that our SOCO team had just sent him through Dawson’s prints, as I’d requested. He’d come back to me if he found anything.

When I went back into the station, Joe McCready was still sitting at his desk, the phone wedged between his cheek and shoulder. I assumed he’d been calling round the various local convenience stores, warning them about the digger theft.

I’d just set down the items I’d brought from Dawson’s when Chief Superintendent Patterson’s door opened and he beckoned me across. I followed him back into his office.

‘Shut the door. Sit down,’ he instructed gruffly as he dropped into his own chair behind his desk. Patterson had been a contemporary of mine and indeed, at one stage, we’d both gone for the same promotion. For some time afterwards, our relationship had been strained, but since moving up to Letterkenny, he was so stretched himself, I suspected he had little time for personal gripes and, seeing the issues he’d had to deal with in his post, I’d long ago contented myself to going no further in the force. As a result, we’d reached an informal entente cordiale of sorts.

‘What’s the story with the killing?’

I filled him in on the details, including the finds in the flat in Limavady.

‘Someone followed him here?’

I shrugged. ‘Possibly. Though his plan to stay an extra night seems to have been a spur-of-the-moment thing.’

‘What are your thoughts?’

I shrugged. ‘None at the moment. If I had to say, I’d peg him for an ex-con. The home-made tattoos, the accommodation block where he was living, the prescription drugs belonging to other people, the handgun. All of it. Perhaps he was selling, though if he was, it’s hard to know where his money went because his flat was bare. He had scars on him, but not injection trails that I noticed. The PM will tell us for sure.’

‘So what made him our problem? Why was he in Lifford?’

‘Again, I’m not sure. I’ve handed his











































ops/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Praise for Brian McGilloway



		Also by Brian McGilloway



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Day One



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight









		Day Two



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen









		Day Three



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five









		Day Four



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two









		Day Five



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One









		Day Six



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven









		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements













		Cover



		Table of Contents











ops/images/9781472133243.jpg
THE NEW BEN DEVLIN THRILLER

BRIAN
CGILLOWAY






ops/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





