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For Lisa




ONE

At the end of the summer a man takes his sick father to hospital.

The French have voted in de Gaulle again. Robert Kennedy has been shot. The Americans, stuck deep in Vietnam, are swinging behind the Republican, Richard Nixon, instead. The Soviets have just sent the tanks into Prague. It is autumn 1968. And London is always London and the rain that has been falling on it all summer is still falling.

The nurse behind the desk is plump and has a distracting moustache. She holds a gnawed biro in one hand and asks questions like, ‘Any allergies?’

It is late night, or maybe early morning. The man is tired. It feels as if he has not slept for days. ‘No.’

And, ‘Next of kin?’

‘Just me.’ Because he’s thinly built the man looks taller than he is. He is in his early thirties, from a generation that still dresses conventionally. A pale mackintosh. Cherry Blossom Light Tan shoes. A grey suit.

‘Any other relations?’ she asks him.

‘No.’

‘No one at all?’

The man shakes his head. The weariness shows in the dark skin beneath his eyes.

She takes her pencil and writes ‘NONE’ on the form.

It has been a long night. One of too many.

‘Where can you be contacted in an emergency?’

‘I’m a policeman,’ says the man, as if that’s an answer. And he gives the number of his local station in Marylebone.

‘There’s a waiting room at the end of the ward, if you like,’ she says, pointing with her biro. Somewhere a radio plays an idiotic song by Alma Cogan.

‘No. I’d better go now,’ he says. ‘I’ll be back later to see how he is.’

The policeman is usually good with details but will remember little of this. Days of looking after his father between shifts has left him exhausted. Long disturbed nights after work. The dribbles of luke-warm soup around the old man’s mouth. The bed baths and bedpans. Always the startled look in his father’s pale eyes. Bringing his father to hospital today is a relief. He has had enough.

But he will regret that he did not stay longer. Really, there was no need to go straight back to work. He could have stayed just a few more hours. This is the cold black stone that will sit in his chest.

It has been a bad year. Right now he just wants to keep moving. To pause for too long would be to give in to the sadness of it.

As he goes to the stairwell to leave the building he is surprised to find that the world outside is still dark and quiet. He checks his watch. Ticka-ticka Timex. It is still only twenty minutes past five. The days have been so disorientating, so fractured. He had been inside the hospital so long he had imagined it would be daytime now, but it is still three hours before he needs to be at work. It would make sense to stay.

He pauses on the cold staircase. Not enough time to go back to the flat he shares with his father and sleep. And if he catches the bus to Marylebone, he will be much too early.

So he sets off walking. Out of the hospital, into the silent street.

*

He walks down through to Islington, down Caledonian Road, past torn posters advertising Judy Garland at the Talk of the Town, all the time cold wind at his back. The pavements are still empty, save for the occasional man returning from a night shift, or nurse waiting for the first bus.

It is six by the time the man reaches King’s Cross and the sky is the colour of cigarette ash. The postmen are delivering letters. The milkmen are delivering milk. Men in pinstripes are starting to arrive from their suburban homes, leather briefcases swinging as they walk.

*

‘They say it might be days yet,’ he tells the office typist, who arrives at work forty minutes after him. She is young, wears a lot of hairspray and bright cardigans. She has smudged her mascara, he notices, but he doesn’t tell her.

‘You poor love,’ she says.

‘Don’t worry about me,’ he says, ‘I’m fine.’ He keeps his head down, hoping she’ll get the message that he doesn’t want to talk about it.

‘I can get you something from the canteen, if you like?’

For an hour or so he sits at his desk, sharpening pencils, pretending to type reports.

And when the call comes in about some firemen discovering a body in a burned-out house in Carlton Vale he volunteers to be the officer at the scene without even thinking about his father. It will give him something to do.

He is down the stairs and out of the office and into the CID Wolesley in less than two minutes. An unexplained death is something to occupy the mind.

*

‘Paddy. Message for you.’

He doesn’t hear the voice, first time.

‘Are you up there, Paddy?’

Or the second. The man is squatting, examining the remains of a room, concentrating on what he sees.

‘Paddy!’

A room. A fireplace. A dull ooze on the floorboards.

‘Paddy Breen!’

They have taken the body away earlier that morning. All that remains is this dark stickiness that had escaped from the roasting skin.

The detective sergeant is absorbing it all. An empty can of lighter fuel. Floorboards seared black. An old armchair burned back to the springs. He is taking it all in. He has seen worse. It would have been a quick death.

‘Sergeant Breen!’

He hears this time: ‘What?’

‘Someone on the radio asking for you, sir.’

The house had been long derelict. One of a row bombed out during the war and still not pulled down. The walls bare, the plaster falling from the ceiling. Everything is uniformly black after the fire. He takes a last look around the room because so much depends on what you find in these first few hours. This is what he is good at.

‘Coming,’ he says quietly, picking up the empty can of fuel.

And he starts to make his way carefully down the charred stairs holding the empty can between finger and thumb. The black grease that coats walls after a house fire is everywhere. He already has it on his shoes but he’s trying hard not to get it on his jacket.

At the bottom of the stairs, a man in a fireman’s uniform says, ‘Went up bloody quick, by the look of it,’ and then hacks and gobs onto the bare floor.

‘Right,’ says Breen. He holds up the can. ‘This what started it?’

‘Got to be,’ says the fireman. ‘Too quick not to be petrol or something like it, poor stupid bugger.’

‘Did it himself? By accident?’

‘See it every now and then, yep.’

‘Could this have caused such a big fire?’

The fireman stuck out his lower lip. ‘Maybe,’ he said.

Breen nods and steps outside.

‘On the radio now, sir.’

Breen gets into the passenger seat and lays the can on the dashboard, then pulls out a handkerchief and wipes the smut off his hands.

‘Delta Mike Five,’ he says into the receiver. ‘Breen here.’

*

And he should have called up the hospital then when the first message came through. Though it was probably already too late. The doctor will say it was a urinary infection that finally killed him, but his father had been dying for years, burning away slowly from the inside.

His father had almost killed himself in a fire six years ago, leaving the gas on under a pan. He had escaped with a bandaged arm. It was the first sign that he was unravelling. After the fire he had moved in to Breen’s care.

So, Tomas Breen, builder, of Knocancuig, Tralee, dies alone that September afternoon. At the same moment as the nurse places the sheet over him, his son is staring hard at a different body, one as black as the room it was found in, in a white-tiled room in another hospital, half a dozen miles away. He stares at the dead man in the hope that something will start to make sense. An unidentified dead man in a cold room.


TWO

Breen kept the photos of the burnt body in his in-tray. Three black-and-whites. One of the man’s disfigured face, teeth showing through burnt lips. One of the whole corpse, taken from the side. One of the whole room, showing the position of the body. Every now and again, as the weeks went past, they rose to the top. Sometimes the other officers in Marylebone CID caught him looking at them, peering closely.

Skin cracked like a spit-roast pig. Pale flesh and fat showing from below. Knees bent slightly.

Autumn turned to winter and the identity of the body remained a mystery. Other cases came and went. Nixon won.

Detective Sergeant Cathal Breen started to clear his father’s belongings out from his flat, but never quite finished the job. He bought his first Beatles record, but only played it a few times. Music like that was for a younger generation. He thought about combing his hair differently and maybe growing his sideboards longer, but didn’t. He was thirty-two. It would look ridiculous.

Precisely why the fire had started remained unexplained, officially at least, though Wellington, the police surgeon, said that a bottle had been found melted into the skin of the corpse. That and the empty can of lighter fuel meant it was probably an accident, and though Breen still questioned whether a single can could have created such an intense blaze, nobody else seemed that bothered by the fact. It was some drunken vagrant attempting to light a fire to keep himself warm in the wet weather, most likely. That was enough for Wellington.

Breen kept at the case longer than he knew he should. He returned to the white hospital room several more times to look at the charred corpse. Most of the skin on the man’s face had been burned away, so it was hard to know what he would have looked like. There were no obvious signs of trauma on the flesh that was left. The longer he remained unidentified, the longer it seemed likely that he had been a dosser. Breen began to assume he had been one of the thousands of Irish labourers who were flooding into London now, desperate for work. Wellington confirmed this when he told Breen there were traces of concrete dust in the material on his trousers.

Breen wrote notes. He knocked on doors of boarding houses and asked if any of their tenants had done a bunk. He drew maps, marking out the locations of all the building sites in the area. He visited the Garryowen and the Palais on the weekend, where they danced to showbands playing ‘Boolavogue’ and ‘Liverpool Lou’ and other teary waltzes. In the Irish dance halls there were two or three men to every woman. Anyone know of a man who’s gone missing? One less would give the rest of us a bloody chance.

At first other officers ignored his obsession. The man’s father had died recently. He was not himself. Good man, Paddy Breen. Not one of the boys, exactly, but, you know, a good man.

But as time passed, Breen knew they were becoming irritated by him. This was not a real case for a CID man. Bloody Paddy Breen. Still wasting time on that no-hoper. Not pulling his weight.

There was other work to be done. Real people who had died in fights and robberies. Not alky immigrants whom nobody would miss anyway. Bloody Irish. Paddy excepted, of course. It was clearly just an accident so why was he so bothered about it?

‘Don’t waste your effort on jobs nobody’s going to thank you for,’ Sergeant Prosser had said, more than once. Breen noticed how it infuriated Sergeant Prosser that a fellow officer could waste so much time on a lost cause.

The inspector was kinder, letting Breen have his way at first. Once, in late November he caught Breen with the photos laid out on his desk. They were a little dog-eared now, yellowing already.

‘For God’s sake, Breen’ he said. Very quietly. One man to another.

Inspector Bailey was an old-school policeman. Decent enough, but a stickler. He didn’t like to see officers stepping out of line like this. Where would you be if coppers went around just investigating the cases that got under their skin? ‘Still think he’s a labourer of some sort, do you?’ Inspector Bailey asked.

‘Yes, sir.’

A pause. ‘Your father was Irish, wasn’t he, Sergeant?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Bailey had nodded. Had given Breen an uncomfortable look. Other people in the room stopped their typing and listened. ‘And he was a builder, I believe?’ said Bailey. ‘Your late father.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘It’s understandable that a man is upset when his father dies,’ he said.

Breen didn’t answer.

‘Buck up, Paddy,’ the inspector said, briefly laying his hand on Breen’s shoulder before walking away, shutting himself in the small room that was his office.

And there was an embarrassed pause in the CID office. At the next desk Constable Jones, the youngest officer in CID, was staring, mouth open. Breen glared back at him until Jones looked down at his typewriter and pretended to be searching for a letter among the keys. The gentle hum and clatter of the office returned.

Breen knew what was going on in their heads. Paddy was not thinking straight. His obsession was nothing to do with the burnt man. This was about his father. It was like a penance.

Sometimes there was no answer. Sometimes things didn’t work out. There was not a solution to every crime. People died alone and unloved. He had never really bothered to find out who his father was when he was alive. He had not been curious enough.

Even if he did find out all about who the burnt man was, it wouldn’t change a thing. Breen knew that.


THREE

So, the night of Sergeant Michael Prosser’s leaving drinks at the Princess Louise, Breen decided to let it go.

That was it. The case would not be solved. Some things were never mended.

He had to get on with life. He was picking himself up. The world were changing. After six years of looking after his sick father, going home straight after work, he had started to come alive. Last week he had taken a woman back to his flat and made love to her.

A mistake, probably.

She had been a little drunk. A WPC.

But it was the first time he had been with a woman in years. He had felt the blood pulse in his body again.

He would tidy up his flat. Finally sort out his father’s belongings. It was almost December. Next year would be different. 1969. The future was here. He should start living in it.

So he got up early the next morning. Last night at the Louise, everyone else had been drunk. Breen was not like the other officers. He rarely drank much; he was out of practice.

The others had stayed, singing, buying rounds and punching each other on the arm. Sloshing pints onto the sodden pub carpet. Breen had slipped out without saying goodbye to anyone. They would not be in till later. He could have some time to himself. He had plans.

*

On the Circle Line on the way in, a jester walked into Breen’s dirty old carriage. He was dressed in green and blue and was shaking a stick covered in bells.

‘Morning, comrades,’ he cried out.

The train was stationary at King’s Cross. Men lifted their newspapers a little higher or stared harder at the adverts on the other side of the carriage: ‘Give Capstan This Christmas’. Or at the wooden floor, ridges packed with old fag ends.

The people Breen travelled with relied on the morning journey to work to be soothingly dull. A nothingness before the grind of work.

‘Good cheer to you all, good folk of London town!’ A shake of bells.

The man’s hair was long. He wore a string of wooden beads around his neck. There was a new word the British had started using: ‘hippie’.

‘Be merry! Free yourselves from the chains of oppression.’

A man in a pinstripe suit sitting opposite Breen rolled his eyes. ‘Merciful God.’

In his gaudy costume, the jester began trying to hand out what looked like paper scrolls. Breen noticed he was wearing open sandals. And his feet were engrained with black dirt. A traveller sitting next to Breen took one of the pieces of paper, but when Breen held out his hand the jester ignored him.

‘Don’t I get one?’ Breen asked. The new Cathal Breen. Ready to engage with the world again.

‘Don’t encourage him,’ hissed pinstripe man.

The jester looked Breen up and down. ‘Methinks you probably wouldn’t like it,’ he said, moving on.

Further up the carriage, he held out another roll of paper to two office girls sitting side by side. They were too shy and pretended he wasn’t there, folding their arms tightly, looking down at their shoes and giggling.

‘Have you got a licence to do that?’ the pinstripe man called down the carriage.

The jester stopped and looked back. ‘Have you got a licence to wear that suit?’

The office girls burst out laughing, open-mouthed, shocked. They were still trying to stifle their laughter when the train jerked into motion. The man in the suit said, ‘I’ll report you to the police.’

Breen wondered, Did you actually need a licence to hand out material on the Underground?

After the jester had passed on through the connecting door into the next carriage, the man next to Breen unfurled his small scroll, looked at it for a second then scrunched it up and dropped it on the floor.

Breen leaned down and picked up the paper. It was an advertisement of some kind. An old woodcut print of a head with the top of the skull removed, showing the undulations of the brain underneath. Below were the words: ‘Alchemical Wedding, Royal Albert Hall, 18 December 1968’.

No other explanation. Breen chucked it into a litter bin on the way into work.

*

Inspector Bailey arrived just after half past eight; mackintosh, tweed hat and a rolled umbrella. He looked disappointedly around the almost empty office and at the three photographs laid out on Breen’s desk and grunted, then closed his office door behind him, as he always did.

Sergeant Prosser’s leaving party had been a big night. Longest serving officer in D Division, CID. Reputation for banging up hard ones. Liked to do things the old-fashioned way, avoiding paperwork.

Good riddance to bad rubbish, as far as Breen was concerned.

A voice said, ‘Oh my God. I feel like crap. Does my mouth still smell of brandy?’

Marilyn, the office secretary, hair teased up with spray, was standing by her desk, hands cupped over her nose, trying to smell her own mouth. She reached in a drawer and pulled out a packet of Disprin. ‘Want some, Paddy?’

‘I’m OK.’

‘There’s going to be some heads, today,’ she said.

Breen liked Marilyn. It wasn’t easy to be a woman in this office, but she had arrived a couple of years ago and set about firmly organising the men, turning their unmethodical piles of paper into neat, alphabetically organised files. ‘Should have seen the state of some of them, going home.’

She disappeared down the corridor into the kitchen and returned with a glass of water.

Prosser’s resignation had been a surprise to most people in CID. A big crowd had turned out and stayed until the small hours drinking pints and brandies. Men huddled in corners. But why’s he really going? He’s a copper’s copper. One of the best. Plus, Prosser’s got a crippled kiddie to support. Loved the job. Makes no sense at all.

‘How many tickets do you want for the Ball?’ Marilyn said.

Breen groaned. ‘God. Is it that time already?’ D Div Christmas Ball. Dress suits, rum punch and Kenny Ball and his Jazzmen at the Cumberland Hotel. Breen said, ‘I better take one, then.’ All proceeds to the Orphan’s Fund.

‘Just one? Aww,’ Marilyn said. ‘No one you want to invite?’ She was standing over him clutching a wad of pale tickets.

‘One, please.’

Marilyn came closer again. Voice lowered. ‘Not asking that WPC Tozer?’ The woman he had slept with. One night only.

Breen looked at her. Did she know? It didn’t take much for a rumour to do the rounds. ‘Do you think I should?’

Marilyn said, ‘God, no, sir. She’s not your type.’

‘Really?’

‘Bit of a handful. Goes with a lot of men.’

Breen blinked. ‘You shouldn’t spread rumours.’

‘Who says it’s a rumour? There must be some girl, Paddy. Someone suitable. Nobody comes to the Christmas Ball on their own. Come with me if you like.’

‘Thought you had a boyfriend already, Marilyn.’ Danny Carr. A short, Brylcreem-haired boy who sat around all day doing sweet Fanny Adams.

‘Just pulling your leg, Paddy,’ she said. ‘Useless prannock was so drunk last night he chucked up in my handbag.’

Marilyn was always threatening to drop Danny, but never did. He’d been out of work since early summer.

‘Marilyn, where do you keep the 728s?’

She lifted her handbag and sniffed at it. ‘I cleaned it out with Vim twice when we got in and it still stinks. What do you want a 728 for?’

‘Annual leave.’

Marilyn blinked. ‘You’re going on holiday?’

‘Why not?’

‘What? Proper holiday?’

‘Yes.’

‘You never go on holiday. Well-known fact.’

‘That was before my dad died,’ said Breen. ‘Now I can. I decided last night. It would do me good, I think. Help me get on top of things again.’

Marilyn was still peering into her bag. ‘Good for you, Paddy.’

Caring for his father had meant he had rarely gone out with other coppers in the evening and never left London for long.

‘I was going to ask for the week starting December the ninth.’

She looked up from the handbag. ‘Blimey, Paddy. You’ll be lucky.’

‘I’m due at least two weeks.’

‘This time of year? What do you want to take a holiday in December for?’

Breen said, ‘My dad left me some money. I thought I might use some of it to go and see where he grew up. Never been. I want to try something new.’

‘No harm in asking, I suppose,’ she said. ‘Paddy. What’s that smell? Is that your socks?’

‘What smell?’

Marilyn sniffed the air. ‘Can’t you smell it?’

‘It’s your handbag, I expect.’

She tried her bag again. ‘You hear the news this morning?’ she said. ‘Ruddy great gas explosion up in NW8. Blew a house to bits.’

She was right, though, thought Breen. Something did smell.

‘Happening all the time now, isn’t it? Gas leaks. Bloody Gas Board, you ask me. Bunch of useless …’ Back in May the side of one of London’s huge new tower blocks collapsed after a gas explosion on the eighteenth floor. In all the papers. Four people crushed to death. Marilyn dropped a piece of paper on his desk. ‘Holiday form,’ she said, with a wink. ‘Might as well give it a try.’

He looked at it. A Roneo’d sheet of yellow paper. Length of leave requested. Special circumstances. He placed it into his in-tray.

The photographs of the dead man still lay on his desk. These people who come to London, build its homes and power its factories, and leave so little trace of themselves. His father had been one of them.

It had felt good to try, at least. But he knew he would get no further with this, so it was time to let it go.

He opened the bottom drawer to put the photographs away there once and for all. That’s when the stench filled his nostrils.

‘Jesus.’

Somebody had defecated in the draw of his desk. Not a cat or a dog. It was human excrement. The shit lay, a pale, moist curl, staining the pale-blue police manual it sat on. Someone must have squatted down, trousers around their ankles, drawer open.

Breen blinked a couple of times and slammed the door shut.

‘What’s up?’ said Marilyn.

‘Nothing,’ said Breen. And instead of putting them away in the stink-filled drawer, he returned the photographs of the burnt man to his in-tray.
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