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Even Policewoman Kelly has begun to look at me strangely and she was one of my stalwart admirers. This morning when I wandered out to Front Desk for a bottle of Tippex, I couldn’t mistake the furtiveness of her glance, as if she was looking at me anew. And yesterday afternoon when I suggested that we go together to the coffee shop across the road – just for the hell of it – she became so flustered and her excuse was so poor that even I had to wonder.
‘But I must finish the report on dog licences,’ she said.
‘In the name of God, dog licenses? Come on,’ I insisted. But she wouldn’t.
Might all be a trifling, might even be evidence of paranoia on my part but for another matter that is difficult to ignore: our two little visitors who have been with us since Monday. I say ‘little visitors’ not because either of them are physically small – they’re not – but because no one can tell me what exactly it is they’re doing here in this backwater of a station in the middle of Balbriggan, Co Dublin. When I inquired, I was told that they were examining some old files salvaged from the days of the big Foot and Mouth outbreak in ’67.
‘’67!’ I said to one of them. ‘Who’re you kidding?’
‘It’s connected to smuggling along the border. The Provos.’
‘The Provos didn’t even exist then,’ I said, but was immediately pulled up by something in this man’s manner, a swagger, a thing I’m not accustomed to anymore in people whom I know to be my juniors in rank.
I had my suspicions about those two alright and who it was they were interested in, because let me tell you every time I left my office to dawdle near the photocopier, those two smartened up like their food was arriving at the table. At first I wondered if they were from Internal Audit. That lot have been chasing around after the taxpayers’ pound notes for so long now it’s begun to drive us serious detectives up the wall. If I see one more internal memo about the ‘increasing misuse’ of Garda stationery supplies then I’ll be tempted to do something about it myself.
Our two little visitors, the fools that they are, didn’t leave me in the dark for long - their eagerness gave them away. It wasn’t the photocopier or the stationery supplies that they were interested in, but the shredder (of all things) and by the look of it too my use of the shredder. On Tuesday I had to dispense with some notes I had taken (and had held on to) from my early days with Vice in County Clare - sadly a prominent family was mentioned in the notes. Well, what a commotion! The two lads got into a complete state and of all things offered to shred the material themselves - what a suggestion! After I told them where to go, they withdrew only to return later (a little birdie told me) for the refuse bag that contained the shreds. Extraordinary!
That incident should have set me thinking, I know that now. But whatever it is, perhaps it is my years of cloistered seniority, I never thought of the obvious, even though by then it was staring me in the face. In fact it took a further, equally bizarre clash the following day, again over the shredder, to make the matter plain. With the intention of destroying some old, unimportant notes, I went over to the shredder only to find it covered by a black refuse bag and the following notice attached: ‘Out Of Order - Please Use Bin.’
Let me tell you one thing. I’ve been in the business long enough to know that there isn’t a lot to shredders. I got out my screwdriver, set to work (much to their annoyance) and what do I find after a thorough examination, a whole hour later? There was nothing wrong with the shredder. All that had happened was that the plug had been opened and the neutral disconnected. As simple as that. Now, wouldn’t that make you suspicious?
I did get annoyed then, not least because I had to contend yet again with the two bozos who, displeased by my DIY coup, began to circulate around me like I was succulent carrion.
‘What’s that you’re shredding there Jim?’ one asked.
‘Needn’t concern you,’ I replied. And it crossed my mind then that maybe I should sort them out properly, once and for all, with a bit of the old heave-ho… But I didn’t. Instead, my shredding complete, I retreated to my office and for the first time began to seriously wonder about what was going on. Of course no sooner had I done this, did it hit me; felled me would be more accurate.
My shock was so complete that I didn’t move for some minutes. Then I opened the top, right-hand drawer in my desk and took out the letter I had received that morning from the Assistant Garda Commissioner. I read it thoroughly once more. But shocked by the obvious – it was now so obvious! – I returned to the main office and roared, ‘I know why you’re here.’ The smaller (and cuter) of the two said, ‘But of course you do. We told you, the Foot and Mouth records.’
‘Foot and Mouth my arse,’ I said and went back into the office and closed the door. I pushed a chair under the doorknob (just to be sure).
You see in my innocence, in my great innocence, I assumed that the letter I had received from the Assistant Garda Commissioner was confidential and private. It should’ve been. Whereas in fact everyone was aware of it and of what was going to happen, even dear sweet Policewoman Kelly.
I should tell you of course – you’ll hear about it anyway – that this letter from the Assistant Commissioner is a scandalous slight to my career and service. It contains an order directing me to attend at the Curragh Military Camp on the following day (that is today) Thursday at 4.40 pm where, I quote exactly, “both you and your interrogation methods are to be the subject of a full and thorough examination”. This (very upsetting) letter then goes on to state baldly that my performance as a senior officer “appears increasingly irregular” and “is quite likely to bring the Force into disrepute if it becomes widely known”. The letter concludes with another order, directing me “to desist forthwith from any further visits to any shopping centres in the Greater Dublin area in the company of my wife during work hours”. (The letter actually names my wife as if I don’t know who my wife is!) Unbelievable indeed.
So you will not be surprised by what I am now going to tell you: it is Thursday afternoon and I am at the station. But I’m not just anywhere at the station. I’m in my office and I have the door barricaded. Not only is the chair against the doorknob, but so also is the desk, the filing cabinet and the hat-stand. I’m not prepared to go quietly, they’ll have to realise that. Nor am I prepared to credit them with one single opportunity to deprive me of my livelihood and prestige. My interrogation method only involved my wife, Ann, because of the blinkered approach of my superiors. If it’s the case now that they find me unpalatable – they were very happy to use me once – let them be assured that I will not go down without a fight. No way.
I hit upon my interrogation method quite by chance – when I cracked the Big Case. The case is well known in this country and has made a lot of us famous, though we didn’t want to be famous, that should be said. Most of us have found fame a little tiresome. In this country when you’re famous, you get interviewed about almost everything after a while – from the state of the national football team to the latest box office films. It’s just a chore as I found out.
Unlike most crimes I’ve worked on over the years, the Big Case was open and shut. It was a very large robbery you see, nearly a million pounds, so that narrowed the field of suspects quite a bit. There are only a few gangs in this little country capable of pulling off that sort of operation, that would have the guts to do it. So right away, once news of the heist broke, I had my mind made up about who was behind the job, between one or two addresses. As always my only concern was getting the proof.
At the outset I was clear in my mind about what to do. But my own mind had little enough to do with the direction of the Big Case. The rage and outcry over the robbery had been so loud that I quickly lost control of operations. It was said later by some that we were ‘hampered in our inquiries’ and that this may have caused our indecision and may have led to delays. But this is not correct. Our indecision had nothing to do with our inquiries or any inquiries for that matter. The word ‘inquiry’ makes no sense to me at all. Since when have inquiries been part of our operations? (I’d like an answer to that.)
During the Big Case there was prolonged detention for the guilty parties. This was to be expected. Detention is an important tool and depending on the personality type and pre-morbid disposition, can have a decisive effect. But in the Big Case this was not to be. In the Big Case we were dealing with politicals and they’re a breed unto themselves. They have a very skewed attitude to detention, believe me.
Occasionally, quite by accident, I have found a weak one. But generally I’m of the opinion, no. Generally with politicals I have found that they are prepared for the worst - some even expect the worst. That can cause a lot of trouble because when the worst doesn’t materialise they can become quite positive about their situation. Occasionally they even feel that they’ve outwitted you or the system. They tend to see detention in those terms: them on one side and the system – whatever that is – on the other. And vice versa.
This is a problem. What I mean to say is that it can de-personalise the process of detention and assault. In general I’m opposed to that.
When I first set eyes on the detainees I was very much aware of this dynamic and, of course, what I needed to do. But I was also worried. Shortly after their arrest the detainees had been all brought together in one large convoy to the central holding pens, not far from the centre of our capital city. This in itself was a problem. I don’t like the central holding pens, I never have; I prefer local stations, always. I prefer to have the detainees at different locations in our little country, and me travelling around between them doing the business. That suits me best and gives me less worry. In the Big Case I’d’ve preferred that too but I was over-ruled. The superiors were coming under pressure. ‘Results are everything,’ I was told. ‘Get moving.’
The central holding pens are where the real story about the Big Case begins. But I have to tell you now, it just wasn’t my style. The pens were built by a man who played a large part in erecting a legal framework for this country. A foreigner, I might add. To be honest I don’t like that either. Not so much that he’s a foreigner but rather the type of foreigner that he is. He’s from a country quite near our own small country – just across the water in fact. Like a lot of people from there, he left us with plenty of problems when he finally got it into his head to move off and leave us alone. I’m one of the people who’s had to spend most of a life time cleaning up these problems. I’m quite tired of that really and of him.
But there was an another aspect to the central holding pens that bothered me. This was the tunnels. In fact I’m going to tell you now that the tunnels became central to the paralysis that affected us during those days. You may as well know – since few do – that if it hadn’t been for Ann I’m not sure if we’d ever have escaped the condition. Ann saved us and saved everyone - that’s worth bearing in mind.
The tunnels are underneath the central holding pens. Ostensibly these tunnels are for taking people back and forth to the nearby courts. But let’s be very clear about this: these are tunnels. They’re dark and cold, and they have low, arched ceilings. Of course straight way, the main business was conducted down there. Orders from above. Less noise and so forth. The detainees were exercised day and night down the tunnels. I must say now that I found it all dispiriting. I found the tunnels bleak. Taking persons into tunnels and making them scream and so on – it’s very dreary. I don’t think our superiors ever took cognisance of the effects of that. Now-a-days people don’t want to work down in tunnels - they just don’t. I mean I told the superiors as much. I made it very clear to them: if you want to get results in this case get us out of the tunnels. ‘The tunnels are medieval,’ I reported. But they wouldn’t budge.
As a result there was no early breakthrough - as had been expected. In fact there was more confusion than anything. Especially surrounding the detainees themselves. Seemed for a time as if we’d profiled them wrong. I was expecting some hard nuts, and I’d got some special gear ready. But they turned out to be quite different. Two of them were very nervous, especially given that they were politicals: shaking hands and so forth. I don’t like nervous detainees. Nervous detainees make me nervous and I’m nervous enough as it is.
When there was no early breakthrough, there was the opposite: doubts. Doubts about the detainees’ involvement, doubts about our methods, doubts even about our commitment. I ask you? Doubts in this business are a killer. They simply eat into the edifice from above and below, causing calamitous outcomes. I don’t entertain doubts, I never have really. Though on this occasion I will admit being stuck. I was very stuck for a while.
I might as well tell you also that the detainees didn’t help matters: they were a complete set of miscreants. We had been very lucky to find them all together in the one house just a couple of hours after the robbery. Plotting their next job, I suppose. But apart from this achievement, they seemed quite incapable of agreeing on anything else. How they had managed to organise the job they did was a wonder to me. (And I’m fairly inured to crime and criminals.) But they surely had. Knowing that made me not underestimate them. It made me persevere, especially after the first stage when one or two of them did – sort of – crack, and the superiors began issuing premature assessments to their superiors about an early breakthrough.
Let me explain something else, something about this line of business: breaking a person in custody is not as easy as it sounds. I often liken it to cutting down a tree. Getting people to break in the right direction is everything, you see. People can break, sure, but more often than not it will be in any direction. You have to be careful of that, especially with groups and especially when the superiors are on your back. You have to get everyone, first, to lean generally in the right direction. Then at least when they do break, they’ll all fall towards where you want them to. That’s a knack, I can tell you. And I’m good at it most of the time. But not when I’m worried. I was very worried during those early days.
In one way, even now, I’m not sure what it was – why did worry get me right then? Maybe it was the number of confessions I was expected to deliver, maybe that was it. Maybe, because let me tell you this it gets to be very tedious at times. There is a tedious side to history (and I must tell you, in my more private moments, I’m ambivalent). The human spirit can be a real bore. Some break like eggs but others develop this sense of self-importance, this outer hardness. It’s a curse.
I’m the one who’s left to work through it all, from beginning to bloody end. I’m at the coal-face. No one realises how difficult it is down at my level apart from Ann. By the way Ann and I met at a football match. Did I mention that? Her brother was playing for Kilmacudd Crokes. Great man in the square. Great man to fist a ball when it came in his direction. We could learn a thing or two there. I’ve told the superiors as much. Get a few more footballers in here and we’d get places. Centre-forwards are the best.
Anyway, I was down the tunnels, nine corroborating confessions still outstanding and the detainees were getting more confident, not less. Group dynamics. That’s bad. Going the wrong way, it was. Even the superiors could tell that. The detainees had passed through that lull – I’m quite familiar with it now – from initial pessimism to a stage where one or two of them were getting cock-sure. I’m in the middle of it all, down in these cold damp tunnels listening to the screams and shouts, water drip-dripping on my head, feeling damp, feeling under pressure, getting nowhere other than a bit sneezey. For the first time in my career I was close to panic. Open and shut cases can do that.
You see, you can lose focus. Clarity can evaporate. You’re there, you’re on the job, you’re making the moves but you’re not really – you’re only going through the motions. Your damn heart isn’t in it. It happens but even now I still ask myself, why then? Why at that crucial juncture during the Big Case when all eyes were on me? You need to keep your nerve – I kept saying that to myself. It became my mantra. But in the end when that didn’t work, I demanded a meeting with the superiors.
I painted a very clear picture. (Perhaps I was a trifle patronising - I don’t know.) Anyway I gave the superiors a brief history of the Force, from the past through to the present. In other words I tried to span the generations for their benefit. I told them that the era of the tunnels was over. It was okay during the Emergency and so on, when there was a siege mentality in our little country. But these are modern times now, I said. This is an open prosperous little place, I emphasised. I told them very plainly that I had men and women under me that went home to families in Stillorgan and Templeogue in the evenings. These people had modern lives: they worried about their children’s welfare, they attended mass, they did gardening and took holidays in France. It isn’t good for them to be working down in tunnels.
I said it straight out eventually, they made me, they were so impassive sitting there, the superiors. Tunnels are passé, I said. They’re causing a psychosis in the troops. They’re affecting the way we act towards one another. One minute people are down the tunnels doing the business, kicking a carcass back and forth, the next minute they’re up there in Bewley’s on Westmoreland Street asking for a pot of tea for two, or perhaps going into Roches Stores to buy pop socks for their daughter. It isn’t on, I said. Move the whole lot of us out to a proper modern station and let’s get the job done. That was my solution: suburbia minimum, a nice country town would be the best.
I was told to shut my mouth. ‘Get on with it or get out,’ I was told. The very words. After all my years, those exact words. “Get on with it or get out.” Fine words indeed. (I’ll tell you this, the Force is no place to be if you want to air your opinions – you might as well forget that.)
You can lose the focus, you see. (I said that didn’t I?) Well you can and I very nearly did. A lot of things went through my mind after that meeting with my superiors. About my duty. About my integrity. About the nature of my pride. My self-esteem took a bashing, I must say. I questioned my future in the Force, and for a number of hours at least I did have a sense that all was at an end, and that my days were finishing in ignominy and defeat.
That’s when Ann came in. She saved me. It was Ann who rescued us all.
There are a few things about Ann that you should know. Now that she is going to become a figure in the history of this small country, it’s best you hear them from me first and not from the vultures who will, in time, descend on these important events. They can say what they want, and I’m sure they will, but I want it on the record because it’s germane to the process that subsequently occurred: Ann is a very simple minded person.
I don’t want anyone jumping up and down or getting hot and bothered, now that I’ve said that. Getting touchy and so forth about my terminology. It’s a simple fact about Ann and I’m not saying it to undermine her or anything like that. It’s Ann’s way and I love her for it. And I should know. A lot of people haven’t lived the long life I have, without love. I met Ann when I was fifty-one; she was only twenty-seven at the time. I didn’t ever think I’d receive love at that age. I didn’t expect it but I was wrong. Ann fell in love with me, I fell in love with Ann. Ann says I’m very kind. I think she’s very kind too.
Ann lived in a very different world from me. That’s also important. She spent most of her day at home with Eoghan and Olga – we wanted it that way. They were three and four respectively. As you can imagine, her day could be very mundane. At times it appeared vacuous and empty, though of course it wasn’t. It was full with the important things in life – home things, family time, sharing. It was a very happy world, I should emphasise, just very predictable too, I suppose.
Well, shortly after my run in with the superiors, I began arriving home to Ann in the middle of the day. I needed that. I’d go down the tunnels first to see what direction the detainees were leaning and to see if there was any portent. If there wasn’t, as was invariably the case, then I’d just up and leave and visit Ann. I’d get home and sit at the kitchen table, and I’d ask her about anything that came to my mind, though mostly about her day and so forth. What the neighbours were at? Had Brenda, the woman two doors up, sorted out her sewage yet? What colour were Eoghan’s bowel movements? We talked about anything, just to get my mind off the tunnels.
Ann understood. She was wonderful really. And I found it very therapeutic.
One day as we were talking like this I discovered something about Ann that I hadn’t known – see we’d been together a relatively short time. I discovered that Ann loved going to shopping centres. She dreamed about shopping centres, she confessed, and especially about the newer ones that were going up all around our capital city at that time. It sort of burst out of her. Something to do with her day and breaking it up, and just getting out and about: the colour, the people, such varieties of life and buying all under the one roof. It was something for her, she emphasised, not for the kids. She dreamed about this, can you believe?
You see in the Big Case, I realised, I had lost my focus. Not just in the superficial sense, over the issue of the tunnels and the detainees being brought to the central holding pens. All that was a bother, sure, but it was peripheral to the central reason I was in the business I was in. I realised as I was talking to Ann that I’d forgotten why I was doing the job I was doing. It was for Ann and people like Ann. It was so obvious all along.
When I dropped Ann off at the Ilac Centre later that same day, there was something very special about it all. Eoghan was in the buggy, and Olga had on that little pinafore her aunt had sent with the pink dolphins doing somersaults. It was a picture. Such bliss. And I thought, as I left them there, this is what it is all about. This is what we have. These simple pleasures.
The detainees fell like nine pins that afternoon. When I returned I was so clear and focused about what I needed to do. It was like the early days all over again. I had such energy and resolve. To me that was everything. I hardly noticed that I was in the tunnels. In fact I found it quite invigorating - for a while anyway.
In the two years since the Big Case, I have solved six separate crimes using this method. I became habitual, I suppose. I would always go home to Ann at about eleven in the morning during the second or third day of the detention; never the first. You always need to leave it awhile to familiarise yourself with the individual nuances and foibles of the detainees. (By the way we have especially long detentions in this country, so there’s never a rush in that respect.)
For a time my superiors only gave grudging approval to this behaviour. I could understand that in a way. They found it unconventional, and were never quite comfortable. But results are everything. In this line of business results are what counts. After the Big Case it was hard not to feel vindicated. There was even interest in my method from our old neighbour across the water. Amazing. Showing them a thing or two – I enjoyed that!
I’d always spend a good bit of time with Ann - that’s how I would begin the run-in. I wouldn’t rush. I wouldn’t want to anyway. I’d ask Ann about her life, and her worries, and we’d discuss the children (for the umpteenth time). Around two or even two-thirty, I’d ask her, very casually, if I could drop her to the shopping centre. It became quite a game really. Ann would know why I was there and she’d know by my demeanour how important it was to me. But she wouldn’t let on either. She’d express great surprise when I’d ask or offer. She’d often say, ‘Oh that would be just wonderful’ or ‘What a lovely surprise.’
It worked every time.
I am putting this account of my method in a place for safe keeping. I’ve left instructions that in the event that I don’t survive the Curragh investigation, it is to be published so that the people of this country will finally know how the Big Case was solved. There has been a tendency in recent months to play down the importance of the Big Case. I’m against that. Perhaps I’m being paranoid but I feel that there has been a decided cooling among the superiors in recent months. I’m against that too. The Courts are not my side of the business. I’m in Interrogations. I’ve held up my end, let the judges hold up theirs. It’s not my fault if they can’t secure convictions. (Jesus, they spent long enough setting up the Special Courts to be having problems now.) In my book, I did my job and that’s all that matters to me. Modern methods won out, that’s what I want people to take from this. And Ann, an ordinary decent Irish woman, played her part. I want that recognised too.
I have no more to say.
The Branch is as thick as two ditches, that’s what you think when you come home an’ see what they did, you see her there an’ what they said, cryin’ an’ everythin’ an’ frightened an’ afraid, two of them, pullin’ the place apart an’ shoutin’, awful things, just to frighten her – your son’s a terrorist, a fucking dangerous bastard that’s trying to destroy everything there is, an’ it’s there, it’s in her eyes, you don’t know what to say, what can you say, you just look around at what they’ve done, at the mess an’ the damage, out of the blue, the stupid thick bastards, what did they have to do that for, why did they have to take it out on her?
Down the hill, down to the Garda station, an’ you ask the first cop in there where the Branch is, can I speak to the Branch, please? You don’t want to but it gets out – they’ve been up there at the house, where the mother lives, frightenin’ the life out of her, wantin’ to speak to me, it’s me they want to speak to, but they couldn’t wait, they had to start on her, abusin’ her an’ pullin’ the place apart, so can you get them for me, the Branch, you can get them now, I’m here, they want to speak to me. And the cop, he’s standin’ there, he’s got a grey moustache an’ a big red face, an’ he’s pissed off by your story, at havin’ to listen to it. He tells ye, calmly like that the Branch is over in the main station, across the river, that’s where you gotta go if you want to speak to them.
You go there an’ you wait, you’re waitin’ a while ’cause the Branch is busy, a long bloody while so you kick up. Can you see the Branch, you say, can you see them, you asked to see them an’ you’ve been sittin’ here for ages an’ no one has come near ye or said anythin’ to ye other than wait - you want to see them, can you see them now? And the cop, the one you’ve asked, the one they have at the desk fillin’ in forms, he looks up quickly an’ says the Branch is busy, just sit there and wait, can’t you? You say no, you can’t, you can’t do that, you came here to see ’em an’ you want to see ’em, is it so much to ask, when they were up there at the house just a few hours ago, tearin’ the place apart, supposedly lookin’ for ye, like it was a life an’ death matter? And this cop says, not to you, but to this other cop that’s across the way, that’s also lookin’ at ye - know now why the Branch is having problems with him, what with his attitude. And this second cop, he nods as if it’s true, very obviously true, couldn’t be truer in fact. Well that starts ye, it starts ye all over again, the agro builds, from everythin’, from the bullshit, but also from earlier, from when you were protestin’ outside the hotel, about bein’ unemployed, how they broke your banners an’ placards, the smack across the face ye got, an’ the fella from the Kinsale Good Food Circle sayin’ fuck-you and your unemployed protest, fuck the unemployed, think I give a shit about them when I’ve a gourmet food festival to be attending and looking after, just fuck you, you lazy unemployed bastard; havin’ to put up with all that an’ then gettin’ home, finally gettin’ home to some respite an’ peace, you think, an’ seein’ all that had happened there an’ what had been done, by the Branch, well it gets to ye, all of it, right then. You nearly climb across the counter. You shout at the two cops, is that right, is it? And neither says anythin’, they just look at ye, a bit sorry now that they’ve drawn ye on them. Tell me then, you say, if I’m such a problem, why has the Branch got to go an’ frighten the life out of the ma, well, what’s it got to do with her, or abusin’ her an’ callin’ her names an’ threatenin’ her, just an old woman, a fuckin’ sixty year-old, what’s it got to do with her, well? And ye add, quiet like, but so the two cops can hear - fuckin’ lackey bastards that’s all ye are, IN THIS STATION. Well that sets them off goodo. The younger cop comes over, right up to ye. He’s in your face an’ you’re in his, an’ he says want to be arrested, do you, right now, do you because if you do just carry on, carry right on, it would be my pleasure!
You wait an’ you wait, that’s what you do, that’s what happens. Until finally he comes, square in the face, you see that, one of those faces they have on Crimeline or that, saintly, saintly my arse an’ ye know it. What’s the problem, asks the Branchman, an’ you say – well I could ask the same question, couldn’t I? And he looks at ye. You know from earlier that he knows about ye an’ what you think, but he’s never seen you this close before, not face to face, an’ he’s interested. You go at him, you tell him you know what they’re at, you couldn’t care less about them an’ what they do, you wouldn’t expect anythin’ else in this country, but your mother, your fuckin’ mother, that’s different, that’s the line, shovin’ her an’ pushin’ her around, pullin’ her clothes out an’ throwin’ them on the floor, an’ threatenin’ her, that’s a disgrace, ye say, it’s not acceptable. And he laughs, he starts to laugh, saint fuckin’ Branchman starts to laugh. You look at him, ye just stand there and look at him, ye can’t believe it, ye’re amazed. You wouldn’t want to carry on, says the Branchman, that’s what we’re telling you, that’s what we’re saying. You won’t stop me, you say. We’ll stop you, says the Branchman: she’ll fall flat on her face going down that hill one day, when you’re not around, when no one is - understand now, do you? No, you say, you don’t understand, you don’t understand at all, even though you do, you understand very well, it’s perfectly clear.
Out, out of the station, out onto the quays an’ ye don’t know what to, what can ye do, you walk around for awhile not sure of what you’re doin’ or where you’re goin’. There’s people here an’ there goin’ to the pub an’ away from it, but you feel a million miles from that, an’ them. You’re tryin’ to make sense of it all, that because of what you think, because of the ideas in your head, they’re tryin’ to get to ye an’ hurt people close to ye, because of the ideas in your head. You walk around, along the dreary quays, an’ up the river, an’ then around again, an’ ye don’t know what to do, what can ye do, you go home. In the door an’ the place is cleaned up since earlier, the mess is gone, an’ the chairs are back where they should be. She’s sittin’ there by the table, havin’ her tea, but she doesn’t say anythin’, she just sits there an’ for a while you don’t say anythin’ either, you just sit there too until you notice the cup in her hand is shakin’, an’ that she’s been cryin’, very recently too, maybe just before you came in, or just after.
It is difficult for me to accept that Ricardo is dead. Physically, of course, he is. I buried him myself just one month ago in a plot near Rye on Port Philip Bay. His casket was small and light to carry. His funeral was large and reasonably well attended. It marked me even, the occasion - and I felt his passing - this ending of my closest friend. I shovelled the clay with others, and I saw it break and spread on wood. Myself, I threw pages of a diary into his burial earth. A couple of days later I even returned to sit quietly with him, and his grave was as permanent as any. Yet I feel him alive. He is here with me today as I stand on this finger of land, thousands of miles from Australia and from the place where we met. I am looking uphill at a small white-washed bungalow, at Coughlan’s house, and I am thinking what a long journey home this has been. But I am back.
Strangely, until Ricardo’s death, this journey back here was never going to be made by me - I had decided that and I had turned my back on the past and the idea of retribution. I can claim no insight on this, I was simply afraid and I didn’t know if I was ready; I didn’t know if I would ever be ready. Australia is a place where you can forget and maybe that in my innocence is why I went there. It was certainly far enough away. But I still remember the fear - and the sense of being hunted with no place to run - that drove me from this country. That I can never forget.
Death has brought me back and death is probably what I will leave behind. You see - and I had actually forgotten this - but I have always been the person that listens to the graveside orations, the person in the crowd that sullenly and resolutely decides to act on what is being said. Ricardo’s funeral was no different in that respect - how could it be? A different continent maybe, a different lineage of rebellion maybe, but the same in every other way.
Ricardo took cyanide. A spoonful. When he died he was alone in a small apartment in Fitzroy in North Melbourne. He planned everything meticulously and he left a note, an explanation of sorts: Forgive me, it said, I am ashamed of what I am doing and I am sorry. The note was signed, Ricardo Mann and it was dated wrongly June 7, 1979, instead of the actual date of his death, July 7, 1990.
What really took me back here to Ireland? Ricardo’s death and a broken bond? Some sense of retribution? Some cataclysmic end that I could bring upon myself and my nemesis here? I have looked up no one since my return, not one single person in this place and country that I once called home. Not even my ageing father whom I have not seen in all these years.
I realise that I have no interest. It’s as if there is only one thing on my mind. Just this one idea: to see Coughlan and consider. I could do it, I have thought that already. I have had him in my sights. Yesterday, as he walked alone along the lane by his home, I drove right by him. I could have killed him there and then. And it would have been very easy. But I have a presence of mind now - I drove on quietly.
Ricardo’s sister, Consuela, is also dead. Killed by a bomb explosion in 1986 in Viña del Mar, Chile. An assassination attempt on a General Tomás Klesse. Her remains were never returned.
Ricardo’s father, Javier? Missing too, presumed dead. A trade unionist until late ’73 in Valdivia, Chile. Last seen in early January 1974, days before his forty-fifth birthday. He was facially disfigured and he appeared unable to co-ordinate his movements.
Ricardo now, dead too. Suicide. July, 1990. Torture sequelae unresolved. Survived by his mother, Maria (Valdivia, Chile). Rest in peace.
Almost ten years ago, on a warm, May afternoon in the town that I come from: that is where all this began for me. The year is 1981 and it is the height of the hunger-strikes. I am walking alone, along a terraced street not far from my home. It is late afternoon, nearer to five o clock than four, and I am thinking about moving out of home, of getting away from my father. But he’ll take it badly. Why? he’ll ask. What is wrong with here? You don’t have a job yet, he’ll say, and you don’t have any money. Stay a while longer, he’ll plead, until you have work at least. This is what I’m thinking when a voice says, ‘Hey!’
I look. A car pulls along the kerb, goes ahead of me a bit. A heavy-engined car, purring warmly. Black. Well built.
‘Is your name Michael McCarty?’
At a bar in Union Hall on my second day back in Ireland I put a book on the counter and I say to the barman, ‘The man who was just in here drinking his pint, do you know him?’
The barman nods.
‘He left this book behind,’ I say, pushing it towards him. The book is hard-cover. It has gold inset lettering: Property of the Special Air Services (Rhodesia). The barman doesn’t look. He picks up the book and puts it behind the Murphy’s tap. ‘I’ll give it to him,’ he says.
I take my drink. ‘Take a look inside,’ I say, ‘at the photographs.’
The barman is surprised. ‘Why?’
‘Just do. Open it,’ I say, coaxing him
He does. His face is expressionless. He stares. When he looks back up at me, he says, ‘Are you sure Mr Coughlan left this book?’
I point to where Coughlan was sitting. ‘That’s where I found it,’ I say, lying.
I walk over to the car. The man who called out to me is in his late forties, I guess. He has a well-receded hairline with tight ginger curls on the sides and on the back; his locks are silver-white. He hands me an open black wallet: Detective-Sergeant J.P. Coughlan it says. There is a picture of a much younger man and a badge: ‘An Garda Síochána: Special Detective Unit.’ Underneath the badge is a harp crest.
I see another man beside him, in the driver’s seat: much younger, in his thirties maybe. He smiles. Coughlan speaks.
‘Would you mind if I asked you some questions, Mr McCarty?’
The backdoor of the car on my side opens. A man gets out: more middle-aged. He is wearing a grey black suit and a shirt and tie. He has wavy, black hair. He’s stocky but short.
‘About what?’ I ask.
‘That depends,’ Coughlan replies.
Melbourne, 1982. Five months after my arrival in Australia. The Yarra River. Two canoes glide along the water coming down stream. At first I can barely see the figures. As they come closer, they wave. I don’t wave back. The canoes go under the bridge.
A minute goes by, maybe more. I prepare to jump. One of the canoes backs out from under the bridge against the current. It deftly turns to hold at right angles to the flow. The nose of the second canoe also re-appears. Again I see them wave.
‘Are you okay?’ I hear. The voices are distant. My pants are wet. At the MCG grounds, a football match is in progress. There’s a score and a roar. Everything seems distant. Again the shout comes. A woman’s voice. ‘Are you okay?’ Suddenly I get off the bridge wall. For a moment I stand on the side of the busy roadway, then I begin walking towards town, up Footscray Road.
Coughlan gets out of the car. The door swings shut behind him. He’s reasonably tall, about my height, five-eleven maybe six foot. He’s casually dressed, in a bomber jacket with cords. It looks wrong, not quite the thing for a man of his age. The two men close around me. Across the road a woman stops to look. She moves on again.
Coughlan points at the badge on my lapel. It’s green in colour. The writing, in black, says, H-Block: H for Hunger and H for Hell. He fingers it. I step back.
‘Been busy?’ he asks.
‘Not really,’ I say.
The shorter man lifts my knapsack from my shoulder. I hold onto it with one hand. He yanks it from me, roughly. Coughlan smiles. ‘What were you doing at the Exchange?’ he says.
‘Giving out leaflets,’ I reply. I look at the stocky man. He has my knapsack open. He removes a bunch of leaflets. He hands some to Coughlan. Coughlan sifts them. He stops at the leaflet about the hunger-striker, Bobby Sands. He holds the leaflet out for me to see. ‘A bit late in the day for Sands isn’t it?’ He smirks; Sands had died two days earlier. I don’t say anything.
‘And you’re on your way home now, is it?’ the other man asks. He feels the side pockets on the knapsack and reaches inside; he doesn’t take his eyes off me.
‘What’s it to you?’ I say.
‘Answer the fuckin’ question,’ Coughlan says.
I nod. The car engine revs.
Coughlan holds up another leaflet. It says, Political Status Now! ‘Give out many?’ he asks.
‘A few hundred,’ I say.
The stocky man hands me back my bag. He indicates towards the car door. ‘Get in,’ he says. I back away more but Coughlan grabs me by the arm. ‘In,’ he says. The other man grips me as well. I’m pulled towards the car. Coughlan shoves my arm backwards and up. The sullen man whispers: ‘Your bones are bending son.’
I get into the car.
One day Ricardo and I are alone at the Centre. I’m helping him with a mail shot. He’s inserting the letters into the envelopes, I’m doing the address labels and stamps. After a while he asks me when I plan to go home. To Ireland you mean, I ask. Of course, he says, to Ireland, where else? I’m not going back, I say.
I am put into a large room on the third floor of the Garda station. My clothes are taken, everything except my underpants. I am told to wait. The room is empty apart from a small formica table and a chair in the centre; there is a long wooden stool like a church pew, against one wall. At the far end, diagonal with the door, there is a fireplace that has been closed off.
I wait for a very long time or so it seems. Maybe it is an hour or two or three. I begin to feel cold.
When Coughlan returns he is alone. He has a briefcase and the leaflets that were in my bag. He tells me to get off his chair and stand. He points to a place in front of the formica table. ‘Stand there,’ he orders.
His appearance has changed. His hair has been re-combed, and there is a smell of after shave. He is now wearing regulation police pants and an ordinary blue shirt. The shirt is unbuttoned at the neck. His whole manner is more brusque, more businesslike; he is deliberate.
He arranges the leaflets on the table and sits. He stares at me. He doesn’t say anything. A long while goes by. He continues to stare at me. Then he takes a typed document from his briefcase. He puts it in front of me and without any preamble places a pen beside it. He asks me to sign the document. I shake my head. He takes the manuscript back and pages through it. He appears to read it. He asks me if I understand why my clothes have been taken. I say no. He tells me that they’re being checked for explosive residue. He pushes the document along the table, towards me again; he holds the pen for me to take.
‘Sign,’ he says. ‘You might as well.’
I shake my head again.
Another day, perhaps a week or so later, Ricardo and I are together again. Ricardo asks me if I am going with the people from the Centre to Wilson’s Promontory - a camping trip is being planned. I say I am, that I’ve heard it’s beautiful there. He agrees but then says, Australia is only a place in-between, Michael. One day you’ll go back and what will you do? What would you do? I ask. It isn’t as clear cut for me, he says. Why? I inquire. You don’t know? he asks. I know of Chile, of what happened there. No… about me, he says. What is there to know? I gave names, Michael, names and faces that were never seen again.
Coughlan talks about the H-Block Campaign. He reads from the leaflet about Bobby Sands. He asks me to tell him what the ‘Five Demands’ are. What does ‘Political Status’ mean? Why should murderers be given political status? Answer me, he demands. I still won’t say anything.
He asks me if I know a Jimmy Murnane? He describes him: red hair, glasses, a married man. I don’t answer. Patricia Glavin, do I know her? I don’t answer again. He wants to know why I won’t talk. I say, why should I. He laughs.
He takes a beige-green folder from his briefcase. He opens it and looks through it. There are copies of letters inside: photocopies. They look familiar. He turns the folder around so that I can see better. The letters are letters that I’ve sent, some that I’ve received. One of the letters is from a Mr Jim Murnane letting me know about a bus trip that is being organised to Dublin for a march in support of the hunger strikes. Another is from the local section of the National H-Block and Armagh Committee. Patricia Glavin’s name is at the bottom of this letter. There are others too, some are personal. He lifts the photocopies page-by-page. I stop looking. I hear him laugh.
‘Michael,’ he says, ‘look at me.’ I don’t.
Before the funeral, Ricardo’s body is taken to the Centre where there’s a short non-religious ceremony. After the mourners leave, I ask to be left alone with him. In a room at the Centre, in a room I’ve heard him speak in, discuss in, debate in and laugh in, I cry. I go to him and unbutton his shirt. I slide my fingers underneath the cloth onto his skin. He is cold, colder than I expect. I move my fingers along his chest, over the stitches of his post-mortem cuts, on over his ribs to where he is marked. I feel those marks: the welts and tautened skin, the burn marks, and I rub them back and forth, I caress them and say, ‘I’m sorry, Ricardo. If no one has ever said that to you, then I say it and I say it for them too: sorry.’
The sullen, smaller detective comes into the room. His name is Mallin. He stands beside me but he doesn’t say anything; Coughlan continues with the questions. He lists off an array of organisations, and then more names. He asks me about my father. Why have I no brothers and sisters?
I don’t answer these questions either. I look at Mallin. He sticks his tongue out at me. I look away. I’m shivering.
Coughlan asks, ‘What’s wrong?’
I tell him that I’m cold. Mallin walks to the pew-seat. There is silence in the room. Coughlan stares at me and then down the length of my body. An orange rolls across the floor, from Mallin. I watch as Coughlan picks it up. A second orange is also rolled along the floor. Coughlan picks this up as well. He holds the oranges in both hands. He smiles at me. Have I ever been asked to join any political organisations? I ask him again if I can have something to keep myself warm.
‘You can fuckin’ freeze for all we care,’ he replies.
There is a nice Bed and Breakfast near Lough Inne, on the hill overlooking the lake. It is about two kilometres west of Coughlan’s new home as the crow flies. This is where I base myself. It is a picturesque place, quite beautiful, and I tell the proprietors that I am here for the bird watching. I have the paraphernalia to prove it - a Pentax SLR, a four hundred millimetre telephoto lens, tripod and micro-binoculars; khaki pants, hat and trousers. I’m decked out as they say in these parts.
The proprietors of the Bed and Breakfast like my enthusiasm. They are a young couple, formerly economic emigrants to the United States. They returned to Ireland just a year ago. They have put all their savings into the Bed and Breakfast. They hope that I like it, but they worry about the tourism numbers and whether as many people are coming to Ireland anymore because of all the bombs up in the north of the country. After a time they ask me why I emigrated to Australia. I tell them that I had to go, that I feared for my life. They aren’t prepared for this. Unfortunately it’s a conversation stopper. After a long while they ask me a little bit more. They ask could the police not’ve helped?
Coughlan places the oranges on the table. He doesn’t resume the questioning. He leaves the folder of letters open but he takes a notepad from his case. He begins to write in this.
A good length of time goes by again. No one says anything. I wonder at first what he’s writing down but I have trouble concentrating. I feel very cold. I have my arms wrapped around me. During this, as he writes, I think I hear him ask ‘Do you like oranges?’ I am not sure. His voice is barely audible and, in any case, the question seems odd. I don’t say anything. After a few minutes he literally jumps from behind the table, at me, knocking it over completely. I move out of his way but this makes him worse. He shouts at me to stand. He points at the original spot, at where I had been. I go there.
I look instinctively to see where his hands are. He shouts, ‘Do you like oranges?’
I reply ‘Yes’ and look over at Mallin.
Coughlan’s voice booms again; his face is red and flustered. ‘Did I tell you to look at him?’
‘No,’ I say and look away. This seems to calm him.
I walk into a small supermarket on the Baltimore side of Skibbereen. I know Coughlan is inside - I’ve followed him. I don’t buy anything but I walk along the busy aisles until I see him, at the meat counter. He is tanned and though older, this seems to suit him; it matches his remaining ginger hair. He is wearing a shirt with rolled up sleeves - it is a fine day outside. The shirt is scuffed with dirt on one side as if he’s coming from work. He banters with the woman who serves.
I stare at him and he notices this. He looks at me as one does in the normal course of events when one notices a stranger. He looks away immediately but then looks back again, sensing my stare. I don’t smile but I look at him like I know him. He’s confused - I see this. It dawns on him that he might know me - that there is a past, maybe. He turns back to the counter. The woman smiles, handing him a flat packet. I leave the shop immediately and stand into a nearby pub. Have I made a mistake in letting him see me? I don’t know. But I’m sure now that he knows. And I want that, I realise. I want him to know - I’m here.
Coughlan goes to the formica table and sets it back on its feet. He is breathing heavily. He picks up his pen, the pad and the folder. One of the oranges has rolled into a corner. He gets this. Then he arranges everything as it was, meticulously, not paying any attention to me. He sits again and begins to write.
A long time goes by. I am very cold. I keep rubbing my arms with my hands to keep warm; neither of them pay any attention. Mallin stares from the side seat. Coughlan reads and makes notes. Eventually Coughlan stops. He gets up and walks over to the far side of the room opposite Mallin. Then he walks out of my field of vision, to the back. There is quiet again for a long time. The room is very still. No noise. I hear nothing until I feel him right behind me, against my buttocks. I stand as steady as I can, motionless.
‘I’m sorry,’ he says. His tone is soft, even apologetic; his breath is in my ear. ‘About the oranges.’
I nod.
‘It’s nothing personal.’
I say I realise that. He laughs quietly behind me. I am very unsure. I think about what he might do. There is two of them and I am alone. The room also: I have heard no outside noises in the whole time that I’ve been in here. Who knows that I am here?
‘You see, I won’t be giving Detective Mallin one either,’ he continues. I say nothing. I just feel him move against me, behind - the poke of his crotch. He asks me, do I understand. I say yes. I feel his hand move around my waist. It is near my belly button. He is beginning to enclose me, and press. His breathing is close.
‘I don’t think you do,’ he says.
There is silence. Suddenly he turns me. An orange is put under my nose. Its skin is coarse and cracked and I can smell the essence when he squeezes it. It is fresh in the room.
‘See now?’
I shake my head. I’m confused and cold and I don’t understand why he is asking me about the orange.
He pushes it into my face, jerking my head backwards.
‘It isn’t an eating variety,’ he says and laughs.
I drive into Cork on a busy Friday afternoon. I go immediately to the street on the north side of the town, to where the Garda Station is where I was held. The Station is at the end of the street on the corner and I see it immediately. The door and window frames have been painted but otherwise it seems exactly the same.
I park and walk up the steps to the door. The officer on duty is a Bangharda - a policewoman. She smiles and I say I want to report a lost wallet. She gets a form and asks me for my name. The address I give prompts her to ask me if I’m a visitor. I say yes, from Australia. A lovely place I suppose, she says. Yes, I say, in a sense.
I look around as I reel off my lies about the content of the wallet. On the back wall is the same type duty-roster planner that was there all those years ago; there is the same cartoon about a blind motorist knocking down a dog; and there is that picture of the Sacred Heart above the door that leads to the back stairs. In the corner I see the same grey filing cabinet, the one that I had my head shoved into and banged closed on me.
It is all the same, I think, and I must answer: what am I going to do?
Coughlan walks over to where Mallin is sitting and indicates to me to follow. ‘Come,’ he says. He sits down and points to a spot in front of them both, ‘Here.’
I walk over and stand in front of the two sitting men. I ask them again for something to keep me warm. Coughlan crosses his legs. ‘You’re very skinny,’ he says. He turns to Mallin. ‘Do you think that that’s why he’s involved in the hunger-strike campaign?’
Mallin looks at me. He considers this. He says that he had been under the impression that I was the martyr type, that I would die for Ireland. He looks me up and down. ‘It has merit’, he says, ‘this skinniness theory.’ He stares at me again. I stare back at him. Quite suddenly, Mallin breaks into laughter. Coughlan interrupts, ‘Would you?’ he asks. I don’t understand, I say.
‘Would you die for Ireland?’
Oifig an Ard-Cheannfoirt (Chief Superintendent’s Office). Statement in relation to the case of Mr Michael McCarty, September 7, 1981:
‘Mr McCarty was arrested at 5.05 p.m. on Wednesday, May 13 under Section 30 of the Offences Against The State Act. He was taken to _____ St. Garda Station. After questioning, he was released later the same night, at approximately 11.35 p.m.. At no time was Mr McCarty held at any place outside of _____ St. Garda Station, other than at the time of his arrest.
There is a knock on the door. The young detective-driver comes in. He hands Coughlan a sheet of paper and stands beside me, waiting. Coughlan glances at the page. ‘These results can be relied on?’
The young detective nods.
‘And they’ve been double-checked?’
The detective nods again. Coughlan stands up. We are almost face to face. I back away a step.
‘We weren’t wrong, Michael,’ he says.
He walks around me, over to the centre of the room. He pulls a long stocking from his trouser pocket - not as long as a woman’s but long for a man’s. He points to a spot about a metre away from the formica table. ‘Kneel there,’ he says.
Mallin pushes me. I walk but I am reluctant. Coughlan points again. I watch him stuff one of the oranges into the stocking. For the first time I think I know what is going to happen. I look around. Mallin is now standing as well, about to come in my direction; the younger detective is taking off his jacket. Coughlan has difficulty getting the second orange into the stocking, because of its size. He comes towards me, jostling it. The orange begins to drop along its length. He stops; he’s about a metre away. He wraps the neck of the stocking around his palm. About fifty centimetres hang below his hand, the two large oranges bulge in the foot.
I say that they are wrong. I say that I have never been near explosives in my life. Coughlan tells me to kneel again. I don’t for only a second. It goes through my mind that I will be vulnerable kneeling; I hesitate.
The first blow comes across my stomach. He shouts something like ‘Kneel down’ or ‘Didn’t I tell you to kneel down.’ I feel my insides explode. I collapse. He keeps shouting at me to kneel. I’m not able to move. I feel a sharpness right across my centre as if all my insides are about to rise.
A letter arrives from Ireland in late December ’89. Inside is an article about Coughlan clipped from an Irish newspaper. The article is by a Peadar Rinn, a security correspondent and it runs as follows:
Last night in an unexpected development Chief Superintendent John P. Coughlan announced his decision to retire from the Gardaí. Citing personal reasons the controversial police chief refused to be drawn on the timing of his announcement. Last month John Coughlan was at the centre of a row with the newly appointed Garda Commissioner Jerry Brown. It is widely believed that Coughlan opposed the appointment.
Within Garda ranks there was surprise at last night’s development. Though it was confirmed that John Coughlan’s decision might well be unconnected with the recent controversy. There has been speculation for some time that Mr Coughlan was re-considering his position following his wife’s death late last year after a long and unsuccessful fight against cancer. Colleagues in the force described Coughlan as being ‘devastated’ by his wife’s death.
The former chief spoke briefly last night about aspects of his own controversial career, including the allegations that were made against him in 1981, and again in 1983, that he was involved in ‘maverick’ police-work, alleged to be part of a covert anti-terrorist operation in the South.
At the time it was alleged by a number of individuals that the then Detective-Sergeant had engaged in ‘brutal and degrading’ behaviour to persons held in his custody. The internationally respected organisation, Amnesty International, concluded in a general assessment that ‘behaviour and actions consistent with the practice of torture’ had taken place over a three year period at least, at a number of locations in the Republic beginning in early 1981. In a subsequent development, in early 1984, the then Superintendent Coughlan won a substantial libel case against a national newspaper after he was named as one of five main offending officers. However he has always maintained, despite subsequent promotion that his reputation and motives were irreversibly damaged by the allegations and innuendo that arose during this period.
In a statement the Minister for Justice, __ _____, paid tribute to the former Chief Superintendent. It commended the ‘very high standard of his work’. In 1986, John Coughlan was awarded a medal of honour for his effort in developing a ‘Major Accident and Emergency Plan’ for the harbour region. In 1988, he led a high profile team of senior detectives to Zimbabwe to help with the development of a modern police force there. He intends to retire to his native west Cork.
‘Provo bastard,’ I hear. I curl up. I shout at them to stop. One goes to either end of me. I am held out-stretched, on my side. The blows begin again. The oranges are swung into my belly. They shorten the length: Coughlan holds the stocking at two points and aims the blows more. He beats me on my ribs and lower back. I feel sick and I smell orange juice. My legs are held apart and I’m hit repeatedly in the testicles. I feel very hot. I know I will pass out. I am pulled along the ground by the hair. My head feels light as they drag me. I feel an awful pain. Someone is holding me by my testicles and twisting. They take turns. All the time: admit it, admit it, admit that you’re a ‘Provo’.
I show Ricardo the newspaper clipping from Ireland - the report about Coughlan. He reads it and says what will you do when you go back? I shrug my shoulders and say I don’t think I can go back. You will I think, he says. What would you do? I ask. It’s easier for me, he says. It’s abstract - because I can’t go back.
After a while, after we have eaten and have had some wine, Ricardo continues, I’ve often thought about the idea of going back, of what it would be like. What would I do? Would I want revenge? But even now I don’t know. In Chile the rout was so deep - there are so many to seek revenge for. Is it a place to begin?
I am thinking about those words since I came home, since I came back here to Ireland. Is revenge a place to begin? What am I doing by doing anything to this older Coughlan - this retired, seemingly heart-broken man? Who is he or what is he now? Is he a dupe? Is he spent? Is anything to be gained by killing him? As the days pass in my Bed and Breakfast abode, I remain equivocal about what to do. I observe him but I’m unable to make up my mind.
We leave the station some hours later. It is late. I am put into the back seat of the car; the young detective gets in beside me. Coughlan is in the front passenger seat, away from me, something that I am glad of. Mallin drives.
We proceed from McCurtain Street, through St. Luke’s and then out of the city by Dillon’s Cross. From that point on I’m not sure of where we are. We travel on a busy road for a good length of time and then we leave it for a narrow, secondary road. It is dark but I am able to see the ditches on either side by the light of the head-lamps. We meet no traffic apart from a small hatchback car, very early on.
I don’t feel well. I slump in the back to one side. After about thirty minutes, we turn off the secondary road onto what is probably a farm track, continuing along it for another while. The road gets progressively worse, though the car absorbs this: I can feel its solidity and power as we move quickly along.
St Patrick’s Catholic Church in Skibbereen is a fine large building, cavernous inside, with a long central aisle leading up to a white marble altar. It is situated on a small hill off North Street on the Cork side of the town. On a Sunday morning I mingle with the throng that drifts sullenly into this place of worship. I know Coughlan is about because I’ve followed him.
It is darker inside than I expect and quite cold, but I find a seat on the left edge of the aisle, a few rows behind Coughlan, directly down from the altar railing. He is already sitting when I take my place: he is dressed smartly in a brown suit. He holds a small black prayer-book in his left hand.
When the priest enters I watch Coughlan stand. I stand as well. A hymn begins and I watch him sing, his eyes closing at one point, piously - former Chief Superintendent John P. Coughlan.
We pull in close to a verge. The doors of the car swing open. The young detective gets out. He drags me behind him. We mount an embankment. I find it difficult to see where I am going. I feel very tired, like I have no energy but I am ushered along.
We move steadily all the time. Mallin leads. Some distance along, the ground begins to level out. I see a railway track and we join this. I find it more difficult from then on; I have to jump from sleeper to sleeper to keep up. I slip and fall; I’m pulled up. I half fall again. I feel sick. I ask them to slow down but I am told to shut up. After a time I can make out a limestone bridge ahead. We walk out on to it.
*
That Sunday morning in St Patrick’s Church, I watch Coughlan take his place in the queue for Communion. There is a steady bustle all around as others gather to receive the sacrament. Coughlan is fifth in line, behind another man, two women and a boy: he stands rigidly, concentrating in prayer. I watch. When his turn comes he approaches the priest and leans forward over the railing to take the Host.
He turns from the altar and comes down the aisle between the queues that have formed. His face is stiff. He holds the Host in his mouth and directs his eyes at the floor. He walks evenly with his hands clasped at the front. This is when he looks. He stops and our eyes meet. There is no expression on his face or to be more exact, none that I recognise. But I realise then that he knows who I am. Or has remembered. ‘You’re Michael McCarty,’ I almost hear him say.
He takes his seat. I watch him kneel in prayer again, giving thanks. I sit there. I’m behind him. But I’ve begun to sweat. For the first time since I’ve come back I feel afraid. I stand up and as calmly as possible, I leave.
Halfway across the bridge, Mallin calls to the others to stop. He grabs me by the hair and pulls me over to the wall. It is low lying, only about crotch height and he shoves my head out over the parapet edge. There is a drop of some fifty metres.
From the time that they have beaten me I have only been addressed as ‘Provo Bastard’. Mallin says now, as he holds me over the wall, ‘This is your last chance, Provo Bastard.’ The others join in: ‘Are you going to talk, Provo Bastard?’ ‘You’re a dead man, Provo Bastard.’
My head is held over the ledge. It is shoved there. I feel the sharp edge of the wall on my sore stomach. My head is forced down again and again. I can see a stream below, in between the bushes going underneath the bridge, and a clot of rocks at one side. Mallin pulls me back. He turns me around and sits me on the wall; he holds me. Coughlan comes closer. His face is almost against mine. I won’t look at him but he catches me by the jaw and makes me. ‘You’re a fuckin’ prick, McCarty,’ he says. His spittle rolls into my eye. I cannot wipe it away.
‘Throw him over,’ I hear Coughlan say. No one moves. I sense their hesitation. I hear his order again, this time more definitely, ‘Throw him over.’
Uphill from Coughlan’s house by about fifty metres is a small clump of trees and bush. Ivy is everywhere and it is the perfect cover especially when you are wearing khaki. This is where I am and I’m sure. Everything is right. From the very moment I took up position, I have felt that this day will go well, that this will be my - our - day.
I begin reviewing everything again so as to be sure. Have I done things as I should have, as I planned? I believe my tracks are covered. I believe I can make good my escape. I believe in everything that I am doing - do I not? I do - though the surreptitiousness of it all is a special enjoyment that I hadn’t planned for. I think about this and about my method, about the control that I am exerting over this, the final play - it is good. Here, under the canopy of ivy, I feel powerful about the past in a way that I have not felt before, as if Coughlan is already in my clutches. I think is this what justice is about?
Mallin puts his two hands around my left ankle; the younger detective does the same to my right. I am crying and struggling with them, but it isn’t any use; they are strong. I feel my body weaken as I go over the side of the bridge. My toilet runs down my back and stomach, some of it onto my face.
They hold me steady at first. I remain perfectly still. My head lies against the cold limestone block, and my back rests against the arch wall. Only then do I notice the brightness of the night and light of the moon on the fields. In the far off distance there is a house light, I think. It is faint and flickery. There is an ordinary stillness about and they too make no sounds. Minutes - it seems a lifetime - goes by. Then the shaking begins.
‘Provo Bastard, Provo Bastard,’ they shout.
They swing me from side to side at first, then up and down. Coughlan says something, but I cannot make it out. They begin to count to ten, in unison.
I re-arrange the crate of oranges for the last time - I want them to look presentable. I point all the oval stickers saying ‘Valencia’ upwards, in the same direction. They are uniformly large oranges but the Styrofoam packing is damaged on one side. I hide this by placing some confetti paper around the edges.
I examine my place of hiding again. I account for my accoutrements one by one. I brush the mulch back into place and lift the ivy to one side. Carefully, I step out into the bright sunshine.
I make my way along the ditch at the side of Coughlan’s house. The area remains quiet. I stop and stoop. There is no traffic on the boreen outside his house, right along its length, but I check with the binoculars back and forth to make sure. Further on, below, is Toe Head and more fields sweeping downwards like an inverted crescent towards the sea. The water is flatly calm, and the weather on this, his last day is fine. My view holds. I look out into the distance at the still sea water and think of death, the moment of death to be precise. It is like being out on the ocean on your own on a very calm day. The total silence. The aloneness. Nothing to excite the senses, nothing anywhere to avail of by way of a diversion. Floating. Everywhere, just the calm flat sea: knowing that you will die. It is nearly ten years since it happened.
From time to time I still feel myself swinging from that bridge, being held by my two ankles at first and then by just one. Hearing their laughter, their abuse and their hatred of me. Now I do not panic. I measure and reason with what they did. I try to place my life apart from the actual episode and to see it in some context - I have time to thank for that, and the Centre and Ricardo too of course. I am struck again by his death, by his desperate lonely end. It has brought me on this long road home.
I take out a small newspaper clipping that I have carried with me since I left Australia. It is a short account of the opening in 1986 of the Torture Victims Rehabilitation Centre in Melbourne. There is a picture accompanying the article. In the picture Ricardo is standing outside the Centre on the day that it was opened. At one side is a banner made of white cloth. The writing in black says Prisoner Without A Name - We Hear You. My contribution, Ricardo described the Centre to me once: ‘what I will leave behind’.
Before climbing the ditch, and making my way out onto the boreen in front of Coughlan’s house, I change. The brown, delivery man coat barely fits but it will do. It says, ‘Donovan’s Fruit and Veg’. On the back is the happy reminder, ‘We deliver’.
I lift the crate of Valencia oranges and place it under my arm. I walk up the gravel path to his lovely home. Coughlan’s bike is by the door. I knock. Everything is as it should be. I feel completely confident. I have no feelings of unease, just a pre-sentiment that what has long been wrong will now be put right - at least in part, in a small way. Mentally, I am clear about what I must do: that is what’s important. I hear the door latch move inside; the door begins to open. My free hand holds the steel cosh while my foot slips towards the gap made by the opening door: this door will not re-close.
‘Yes?’ I hear him say, firmly. The first words that we have spoken in all these years.
‘Special fruit delivery, Mr Coughlan. Oranges.’
###
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