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    For Mary, thank you for all of your love and support while you endured the police lifestyle, great things were accomplished.

And for the spouses of police officers everywhere, thank you!

      

    



  	
        
            
            No greater honour will ever be bestowed on officers, or a more profound duty imposed on them, then when they are entrusted with the investigation of another human being's death. 

It is their duty to find the facts without prejudice and to let no power on earth deter them from presenting these facts to the court without regard to personality.
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THE BIG BAY RACEHORSE was enjoying being brushed by his trainer. The old horse instinctively knew that he would be getting out of the stable soon and stretching his limbs. His stablemate, a younger grey mare, stood patiently waiting for her morning exercise after already been brushed and saddled.  

The horse’s trainer, John Cahill, looked at the shine on the bay’s coat and couldn’t believe his luck, living in this beautiful place and working with such magnificent animals. John Cahill grew up in the working-class neighbourhood of Blackpool in Cork City’s North Side. Unlike most young lads in that neighbourhood, he never participated in the Gaelic sports of hurling and football; instead, he got involved with horses. Starting out by helping to look after ponies owned by the rich kids, he eventually made his way into the world of horse racing. John benefited greatly from racing, including having met his wife, Jules. Jules met John when she went to her very first race meeting at the Cork Race Course in Mallow.  John rode the winner of the first horse Jules had ever bet on. She won only twenty pounds but she had to meet the man who made her twenty pounds richer. A romance blossomed and they married within the year.  

Having come to love horses for very different reasons, John and Jules Cahill set up a small horse training facility on a tidy parcel of land in Inchydoney, fifty kilometres west of Cork City, just outside the town of Clonakilty. John trained racehorses on a very small scale. In fact, he had just six stables and only four were occupied on a regular basis. He specialized in working with young inexperienced horses and a few that were well past their prime but still had the ability to surprise everyone and pull off a win.

He schooled the younger horses in the spring on the Point-to-Point circuit, often riding them himself. These three-mile steeplechases over farmers’ fields were a traditional training ground for many a champion of the regular racetrack. 

Inchydoney was the perfect place for John Cahill’s small holding. It was also home to two amazing sandy beaches. The East and West Beach were each almost a kilometre long and faced the Atlantic Ocean. In between the beaches was a long rocky cliff face, known locally as the Virgin Mary Bank. It derived its name because of an extremely fragile seashell that can be found there at low tide. This shell has an image that looks like the Virgin Mary standing in a grotto. A luxury hotel and a host of holiday apartments are also on the Virgin Mary Bank. 

The Cahills’ stables and homestead were set back from the beach and the commercial area, but they had direct access to both beaches, providing the perfect place to gallop the horses. 

John and Jules had two school- aged children. Jules worked as a teacher’s aide in the town of Clonakilty, about six kilometres from the beach. Here, she kept a close eye on their kids and their progress in school. The Cahills both knew that they were never going to get rich from horse racing, but it was a good life and they loved the outdoor experience that came with it. 

Two of the horses that John trained were owned by a local business man, Dinny Sheahan. Dinny ran a very successful abattoir business in Clonakilty and had a string of butcher shops throughout the county. Dinny was also known for his love of gambling. One of the horses in John’s care, Gleamingsilver, was an eight-year-old mare. She had run only once as a five-year-old in a Point-to-Point steeplechase race. She won by ten lengths. However, Gleamingsilver suffered a foot injury and was laid up for over a year. Dinny wouldn’t allow her trainer to run her again even though she had made a complete recovery. 

Gleamingsilver was a beautiful grey mare with dappled colouring on her shiny coat. She was not a muscular horse, but she carried herself with an air of elegance. She had the rare quality of being able to hold her pace in a two-mile race but also digging deep within herself and finding extra speed at a finish, when it was mostly needed. The one ‘secret’ about riding Gleamingsilver was that she could not be encouraged with the riding whip. If she was struck with the whip, she took offence, shook her tail, dropped the bit in her mouth and lost all interest in the race. 

Dinny’s other horse was Cottagetime. Cottagetime was an eleven-year-old seasoned campaigner who was surefooted and consistent. Cottagetime, a bay gelding, had a sensible head but not much of a personality. The older horse was all about the business. If he was put in the right race, he would surely finish in the first three. Cottagetime didn’t have much speed anymore, but he was a confident jumper and had the staying power of a diesel train. 

It was now seven-thirty in the morning and the usual soft Irish rain was falling on the beaches in Inchydoney. The wind was surprisingly calm for an October morning. John had just finished brushing Cottagetime and was tightening the girth on his saddle. The big horse was stomping his foot and was anxious to get down to the West Beach and start galloping. “Wait until you see this one, Dinny! She’s jumping out of her skin. It’s a crying shame not to put her in a race and see what she can do,” John Cahill yelled out to his benefactor as he went into Gleamingsilver’s stall to lead her out. 

“I’ll take a look at her this morning, but I think you might be right. It may be time to put her back on the track. What are you going to do with them this morning?” Dinny asked.

“I’m going to run them up and down the strand four times. We’ll keep them together until we turn into the straight for the last time. Then we’ll open them up. Gleamingsilver should pull away from the old fella but, as you well know, he can hold his own. Are you going to walk down with us?” John asked with smile.

“I am not! Why would I walk in the rain when I got the Range Rover parked over there?” Dinny shouted as he dodged the rain, jogging towards his car.

Ten minutes later, John and his helper had walked the two horses through the sand dunes and were lining up with their backs to the rocks of the Virgin Mary Bank. The tide was out and the sand was hard-packed but wet. The two riders checked their girths to ensure their saddles were secured; they pulled their goggles down from the top of their helmets and set off at a half- speed gallop. 

Cottagetime was a focused contender. He stuck his nose out, and his ears were cocked in front of him. As always, he was serious about his job. Gleamingsilver ran close to her stablemate and was matching his stride without a bother. As they turned for the straight for the fourth time, they had increased to three-quarter speed and the horses were holding the bits in their mouths. Their nostrils were flared as they sucked the air back. When they straightened out for the final run up the beach, John yelled to his helper, “Push him now, open him up!” 

Cottagetime was at full gallop, with his neck stretched out and lengthened stride. Now he was in full racing mode. John held Gleamingsilver back for a few strides, but then asked her for all she had. To say he was surprised would be an understatement. He was shocked! Gleamingsilver found an extra gear and ate up the ground, finishing fifteen lengths in front of her stablemate. 

Having left the luxury of his Range Rover, Dinny Sheahan was grinning from ear to ear when the horses walked up to his vantage point. “By Jesus, have I got a plan for her! She’s going to break the bookies once and for all.” Dinny laughed, scampering back to his four-wheeled luxury shelter. 

Back in the stable yard, while John’s helper was watering and settling the horses, Dinny and John spoke business. “We’ll take the two of them to Down Royal in December. We’ll put old Cottage in a handicap steeplechase and we’ll put her ladyship in a maiden hurdle.”

“Ah Jaysus, Dinny, Down Royal is just outside Belfast. We’re at the complete opposite end of the country. It couldn’t be farther away.” John was not looking forward to the 450-kilometre drive to Down Royal Racecourse.

“I’ll put the word out that Cottage is in rare form and going for the win. Then I’ll say that we’re only bringing the mare along to keep him company and running her for the first time in years. She has no form and nobody will remember her. I’ll go into every bookie shop between Clonakilty and Belfast and put money down on Gleamingsilver to win. She should come home at 25/1. Do you like the plan?” 

“Only if she wins,” John answered skeptically, raising his eyes to heaven. 

Later that evening, John told Jules about Dinny’s plan for the two racehorses. “Down Royal, in December? That’s right after Christmas. Off you go! But you’ll be going on your own, I’m not dragging the kids up there. Apart from anything else, Belfast at Christmastime is not a safe place to be.” John had seen this from Jules before and realized there was no room for discussion. He was going to Down Royal on his own.​

Chapter 2

––––––––
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CHRISTMAS CELEBRATIONS were over and, as John expected, Jules was firm on staying home with the kids. The two horses stayed healthy and fit in the lead- up to the race meeting at Down Royal Racecourse in Northern Ireland. John loaded the two horses in his horse trailer and set off on the long road from one end of the island of Ireland to the other. Although 450 kilometres in distance, it may as well have been a different continent. Tension between the Loyalists and the Republicans were at their peak. At no time was this more evident than on day two as they crossed the border into Northern Ireland, just north of the city of Dundalk. There, British soldiers and the police stopped the horsebox and looked inside and underneath it. Equally as intimidating were the police officers. Members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary were as heavily armed as the soldiers, carrying their carbines and semi-automatic pistols and wearing heavy body armour. John looked on in amazement at the contrast between the police in Cork City, the Garda, who were unarmed for the most part, and their counterparts just a few hundred kilometres away. He was reminded why Jules had chosen to stay home.

On arrival at the racecourse, John checked in with the stable manager and was directed to the assigned stables. The sounds and energy of the stables validated the long drive. The horses were eager to get out of the trailer and stretch their strong limbs as they pranced around, taking in the excitement of their new surroundings. The old bay gelding, Cottagetime, knew he was there to work. The inexperienced mare looked around, taking in all the different horses and smells that went with them. John and his assistant led their charges around for about an hour, watered them, fed them and bedded them down for the night. The big race day was tomorrow. 

Dinny made his own way to Northern Ireland and, true to his word, stopped at every town on the way and sought out the bookie shops. By the time he reached the racecourse, he had bet close to ten thousand pounds on Gleamingsilver to win. 

Race Day was an unseasonably pleasant day for the end of December in Northern Ireland. The sky was clear and the warm sunshine glistened on the damp grass on the track. The Maiden Hurdle was the first race on the card. The crowds were still arriving at the racecourse as the horses were in the parade ring. John Cahill sat on Gleamingsilver’s back. She pranced around the parade ring with her nostrils flared, feeding off the atmosphere and the excitement of the crowd and the other horses as she assessed her competition.

As they cantered down to the start, Gleamingsilver looked towards the stands and all the people and the excitement building in the crowd. The crowd didn’t scare her; in fact, it was the opposite. She fed off the crowd’s growing excitement. The grey mare held her head up and pricked her ears forward. For all the world, it looked like she was showing off.

Dinny went down to the Bookies Ring and bet fifty pounds on Gleamingsilver but made a grand gesture by putting one thousand pounds on Cottagetime, his other runner. For the last two months, Dinny had told anyone who would listen that he was taking Cottagetime to Down Royal in December, and the old horse was a dead cert to win. He made sure that everyone also knew that he was bringing along another mare but only to keep the old horse company on the long journey. 

The horses were now lining up at the start of the race. This was a flag start, and the starter impatiently waited for the horses to stand in a line to start running at the same time. It didn’t always work out.  But on this occasion, they all started at the same time. They kept a steady pace, heading towards the first hurdle. Gleamingsilver looked hard at the obstacle as she approached it. She watched the horses in front of her leap the obstacle, pricked her ears forward and followed at her ease. After the first mile and four hurdles, Gleamingsilver was travelling at a very comfortable pace. She took a huge leap over the fifth hurdle on the second mile and John gave her a reassuring pat on her neck with his open hand. “Now we’re racing,” he said to his grey mare. 

As they approached the eighth and final hurdle and completed almost two miles, John set his sights on the two horses in front of Gleamingsilver. John could see that one of them was struggling and knew he could pass him easily. He stole a quick glance over his shoulder and was satisfied that there were no other contenders in a threatening position. Gleamingsilver leapt over the hurdle and landed alongside the tired horse. Within two strides, she left him behind and was now half a length behind the leader. John tried to urge the grey mare on by pushing her neck and squeezing his knees and thighs into her. She appeared quite content in her position. John was tempted to lift the whip and give her a reminder across the flank. Dinny, watching through his binoculars from the stand, yelled, “Don’t hit her! For pity sakes don’t hit her!” As if he could hear the owner, John resisted the temptation and the big grey mare found her extra gear and sped past her opponent, finishing two lengths in front at the winning post. 

Dinny was beside himself. He jumped up and down and hugged the strangers around him. Gleamingsilver was returned at 20/1. Dinny had just won two hundred thousand pounds and was floating as he greeted his winning team back at the Winners Enclosure. “Good man yourself, you gave her a great ride,” he yelled up to his jockey.

John smiled down at the ecstatic owner; all he could manage was “Thanks,” as he gasped for breath. 

Dinny was celebrating in the Owners Bar while John sat out the next race as he mentally prepared himself for the Handicap Steeplechase, the third race of the day. Cottagetime, looking amazing, was led into the parade ring. His bay-coloured coat was shining. His nostrils were slightly flared as the old horse was getting in the zone to race. The jockey and owner met in the middle of the parade ring. “Wouldn’t it be great if he won too?” Dinny said. “I put a grand on him at 4/1. I guess the word is out that he has a good chance. I got some fierce dirty looks from the bookies after the first race.” 

Usually easy to control, Cottagetime pulled hard as he cantered down to the start and, as usual, he was ready for business and anxious to get on with it. Before the race started, John let Cottagetime walk up to the first fence to take a look, and the old horse stood and looked it over. It was as if he was gauging exactly what part he wanted to jump over. 

The start of this race was a little more sedate. The horses approached the first fence and all cleared the solid obstacle. Unlike the hurdles that Gleamingsilver had to face, the steeplechase fences were unforgiving; if a horse hit them, the horse was going down. After the first mile of the track, Cottagetime was travelling comfortably. The bay horse had no problems with the fences and was enjoying the competition. John kept him focused as they approached each fence by giving him a slight tap on the shoulder with the riding whip. As they approached the next fence, another horse tried to run out through the wings and avoid the obstacle. The horse swerved to the left and bumped Cottagetime just as he was about to take off. Cottagetime hit the top of the fence and almost wiped out. He went down on his knees on the other side of the fence as his rider grabbed on to his mane and the front of the saddle to stay on board. When the big horse slumped down on his knees, John’s head dipped forward. He hit himself in his right eye with the handle of his whip, and his right foot slipped out of the stirrup. Cottagetime managed to scramble to his feet and continue in the race with his jockey barely hanging on. 

John’s eye was watering and swelling as he tried to hang on with only one foot in a stirrup. He looked down to see the loose stirrup but couldn’t focus on it. He sat down in the saddle and reached with his right hand to find the evasive stirrup. No such luck; he couldn’t find it. They were quickly approaching the next fence. Cottagetime was still racing, and although shaken by the near wipeout, was gamely galloping along with the rest of the field. John took his left foot out of the other stirrup as he decided to jump the next fence, old school style. The horse was confused but kept going. Cottagetime took off too early, ploughing into the top of the fence. 

The big bay horse somersaulted head over heels, catapulting his rider through the air. The jockey crashed into the ground face- first, and a split second later the huge horse landed on top of his rider. The air squeezed out of John’s lungs as he was squashed into the ground. The horse rolled off him, and immediately another horse jumped the fence, landing straight on John’s back. As that horse galloped over the injured man, its hind legs crashed into the jockey’s helmet, cracking it like an eggshell. 

As soon as the all the other horses had passed, racetrack officials and the ambulance rushed to the fence. The big bay horse made the most awful moaning sound as he lay in the wet grass and mud. He could lift his head and neck but nothing else. His front leg was broken and his back severely injured. The racetrack vet arrived in a Land Rover; as soon as she approached the once beautiful horse, she knew nothing could be done. The vet turned and walked back to the Land Rover and fetched her bag She walked over to Cottagetime, ’knelt down by his great big head and patted his neck. “It’s OK old boy, I’ll take the pain away now.” the vet whispered softly as she prepared her penetrating captive bolt. The vet placed the bell of the long metal tube against the Cottagetime’s head and ‘POP’. The pain was gone. 

The paramedics, a few feet away and tending their patient, were startled by the sound of the discharge. “Where do we start with this guy?” one of the paramedics asked. The racecourse doctor had just arrived at the fence and was trying to assess the injured jockey. 

“Let’s get him in the bus and to the Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast as quickly as possible,” the doctor instructed the paramedics. “Backboard and neck brace, he’s in a bad way. Radio ahead, he’s in critical condition, massive trauma, head, neck and multiple fractures. I’ll travel in the back with him.” 

John Cahill was completely oblivious to his situation as the paramedics eased a brace around his neck, gently rolled him on his back and onto the solid backboard. They placed him into the back of the ambulance and drove on the gravel track that ran along the outside of the racetrack, back to the car park. Once in the car park the driver lit up the overhead lights and blared the siren. 

The forty-kilometre drive from the racecourse to the Royal Victoria Hospital (RVH) in Belfast took less than thirty minutes. The trauma team was waiting in the ambulance bay. The RVH had one of the best trauma teams in the entire world. Unfortunately, they had lots of experience as they treated on a daily basis the victims of shootings, bombings and punishment beatings. 

“What have we got!” yelled the young doctor as the paramedics and the racecourse doctor unloaded the jockey from the back of the ambulance.

“Thirty-something-year-old male, fell off a racehorse. The horse fell on top of him and he was trampled and kicked by several other horses that ran over him. Unconscious, shallow breathing, possible broken ribs, possible hemothorax, dislocated shoulder and suspected skull fracture. Blood pressure and heart rate are all over the place. I don’t know what else has happened but he took an awful hard fall,” the racecourse doctor reported. 

The trauma physician didn’t look impressed with the report that he received from his older colleague and grabbed the ambulance Runsheet to read the vitals for himself. John was wheeled into a resuscitation room where the trauma team jumped into action. The several scans and x-rays revealed that John had suffered very serious injuries. Five ribs were broken and his lung had collapsed. His left clavicle and his right wrist were broken. These were the simpler injuries and easy to treat. He had also crushed two vertebrae. John as well had suffered a fractured skull and a subdural hematoma. The membrane around his brain was bleeding and was causing his brain to swell dangerously. 

Once somewhat stabilized in the resuscitation room, John was rushed to the Intensive Care Unit. He was sedated and placed on a ventilator to help him breathe in the hope that his brain would stop swelling, and then his injury could be treated with surgery. Although the patients in the ICU were in critical condition, there was a certain calm about the place. All the patients had their own cubicles with plexiglass walls, so the medical team could monitor them at all times. Most of the patients were in a medically induced coma and all had one-on-one treatment from the dedicated nurses who were devoted to their care. 

A man in the cubicle across from John appeared to be in a complete body cast. He was also breathing with the assistance of a ventilator and had several life-saving machines hooked up to him, monitoring his condition. 

​Chapter 3

––––––––
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IN INCHYDONEY, OVER four hundred kilometres away, Jules was putting away groceries after a shopping trip to Clonakilty. She was listening to the radio, waiting for the sports results of the two races in Northern Ireland. The children were watching television, and the family were all oblivious to what had occurred two hours earlier. 

The telephone rang, and Jules walked to the hallway to answer it. Before she could even say hello, Dinny Sheahan spoke, “Jules, it’s Dinny.” 

Jules immediately felt a lump in her throat and sat down; she knew Dinny Sheahan wouldn’t be calling her with good news. All sorts of things ran through her mind. Why did she let her husband go to that war zone in Northern Ireland, was her first thought. 

“Jules, there is no easy way to tell you this. John had a very hard fall on Cottagetime. He’s in hospital in Belfast. He’s in a bad way. He’s in the Intensive Care Unit. They won’t give me any more information because I’m not family.” Dinny gave Jules the phone number for The Royal Victoria Hospital. “Drive to Cork Airport and fly up to Belfast as quick as you can. Don’t worry about the cost, I’ll take care of it. Do you have someone to take care of the children?” 

​Jules sat in a daze when she hung up the phone. Intensive Care? That doesn’t sound good, she thought. Her eyes filled with tears as she dialed the number for the Royal Victoria Hospital. She was put through to the ICU and spoke with a very kind charge nurse with a strong Northern Irish accent. After the call concluded, the tears were running down her cheeks. She looked at the notes she had made and didn’t understand half the injuries she had documented. 

Jules couldn’t sit around feeling sorry for herself; she had to get organized. She called her aunt, Nan, who owned a pub in Bandon, a small town between Inchydoney and Cork City. Nan volunteered to take the children. It wasn’t the ideal environment for them, but Nan had a heart of gold and would guarantee that no harm would come to them. Jules then called her neighbours, Maureen and Leo. They would feed and water the other young horses in the stables. Four hours later, Jules was at Cork Airport getting ready to board an Aer Lingus flight to Belfast. 

After the short one-hour flight, the plane landed in Belfast.  Dinny Sheahan met Jules at the gate and drove her directly to the Royal Victoria Hospital. He told Jules that during the race, while looking through his binoculars, he saw Cottagetime fall and said, “It looked like a very heavy fall.” As Jules got out of the car at the hospital doors, Dinny handed her an envelope with twenty-five-hundred pounds in it. Jules gave Dinny a puzzled look. “Gleamingsilver won easy, that will keep you going for a few days while you’re here.” 

Jules stood in the cubicle in the ICU, looking at her husband. His slim, strong body was  battered and bruised. However, he looked so peaceful as if he were sleeping. The tube in his mouth and the bright green digital clocks and dials on the machines around him were surreal. “Can he hear me?” Jules asked the nurse who stood with her. 

“We don’t know, maybe he can. Sure, chat away to him, what harm can it do!” The nurse smiled. Jules sat by the bedside. She held John’s hand and spoke softly to him, “You have to wake up.” Her eyes filled with tears, and a lump formed in her throat. She squeezed his hand, “Please come back to us, I love you so much.” The tears streamed down her face as she tried to comprehend what was happening.

After a couple of hours and no change by the bedside, Jules walked to the family room. She was followed by another woman who looked equally as worn out and worried. This lady had left the bedside of the man in the body cast. Both women sat in silence for about five minutes. Then Jules spoke, “Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?” 

The other woman lifted her head as if it was the first time that she realized there was someone else there. Her eyes were red from crying and she looked completely exhausted. “That would be grand, yes please,” she answered in her Belfast accent. 

Jules walked to the nursing station and was directed to a tea machine in the hallway. Minutes later she brought back two cups of steaming hot tea. “I think it’s tea, I put a drop of milk in it. Is that OK?” 

“Oh, thank you so much, that’s perfect.” 

The women introduced themselves, and the conversation immediately turned to the men they were both hoping would recover. 

“What happened to your man. Was it a car accident?” Janet Nesbit asked.

“No, it happened at his work. He’s a jockey and had a bad fall at Down Royal Racecourse. I’ve never seen him hurt so bad.” Jules began to sob. 

Janet reached over and squeezed her hand. “They’re in good hands here. They’ll get the best care in the world.” 

After a few moments of silence, Jules asked, “What happened to your husband?”

“Work as well,” Janet answered with a sigh. “He’s a policeman and was caught in an explosion, trying to clear a shopping centre before a bomb went off.” Janet took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Over the last few years, she had seen many of her friends deal with tragedy like this and worse. She never thought it would be her turn. Since 1968, over three- hundred police officers were killed in Northern Ireland during “The Troubles”, and hundreds more were severely injured. “I can’t believe this is happening,” Janet said, staring out the window towards her husband’s still body. “I shouldn’t be surprised. Every day when he went to work, I dreaded that knock on the door to tell me he had been killed.” Janet broke down and began to cry uncontrollably. The tears were contagious and Jules started to cry too.  But the women comforted each other and Jules put her arm around Janet’s shoulder and held her. 

Later on, Janet helped Jules find a hotel and, over the next few days, the women became close friends as they watched their husbands lying in vegetative states in the ICU.

Several days later, both women were drinking tea in the family room next to the ICU when there was a flurry of activity around Constable Fred Nesbit’s bed. Janet dropped her Styrofoam cup on the ground and ran into the ward when she saw the commotion. A nurse came from behind the desk and stopped her. Jules was close behind, ready to support her new friend in case there was bad news. 

The news was good. Fred Nesbit was responding to the treatment, and the doctors were hopeful. Jules was thrilled for her friend but ever so slightly envious because her husband was still unresponsive. The doctors told her that it was a good sign; his brain had stopped swelling, and they had relieved the pressure caused by the bleeding. At least he wasn’t deteriorating, and she was grateful for that. 

Jules didn’t have long to wait. The next day, John reacted to the pinprick when the doctor poked his foot. After a few more days, Fred Nesbit and John Cahill were breathing on their own and awake for brief periods of time. They were both moved to the Step-Down Unit. Patients who didn’t need to be in ICU but weren’t ready for a general ward were treated there. The two men were put in a semi-private room and, as per protocol, an armed policeman stood outside the door to protect Constable Nesbit.

John was recovering more quickly than his roommate. The doctor read his chart during morning rounds and looked at him. “Hello, glad to see you’re awake this morning. Do you know where you are?” 

John struggled to speak; his mind was sluggish, and he wasn’t sure how to answer. He managed a whispered, “Hospital.” 

“Yes, that’s right.” The doctor smiled. “Now the big test. Do you know what hospital?” 

John processed the question and thought hard. “CUH.” 

“Cork University Hospital! No, I’m afraid not.” The doctor chortled. “You’re in RVH in Belfast.” 

John couldn’t process that and drifted off to sleep. 

The next few days passed slowly but John managed to stay awake for longer periods and could speak more clearly. The doctors told him and Jules that it would likely be months and not weeks before John could be discharged. He was really very ill. In the meantime, Jules would have to return to Inchydoney and establish some form of normality. 

Fred Nesbit was also awake now and had some of the bandages removed from his face. He too was able to hold a monosyllabic conversation with his wife.  As Jules prepared to return to Cork, she said her goodbyes to Janet and promised to keep in touch. Janet said she would keep an eye on John and report to her regularly. 

After a couple of weeks of both patients recuperating in the Step-Down Unit, it was time for physiotherapy. They were moved to a semi-private room in a general ward. John’s insurance covered him for the semi-private room, and it was decided that he would be the ideal roommate for Fred Nesbit as he didn’t pose a security risk and was unlikely to have very many visitors. By this time, both men were cordial and on a first- name basis. 

“I never really asked you, but what’s with the fellow in the hall with the machine gun?” John asked in his mellow Cork accent. 

“I’m an easy target lying here. They’re afraid that the Provos or someone else will come and finish me off,” Fred answered with a somewhat harsher Northern Irish accent. He tried to explain the many different, dissident factions at war in Northern Ireland. At that time, a helpless police officer was considered a legitimate target.

As the weeks of painful physio continued, the two men encouraged each other to do more, and they became close friends who relied on each other. The one subject they tried to avoid was what the future held for either of them, until there was nothing else to discuss. “What are you going to do when you’re discharged from here?” John asked. 

After a moment’s silence, Fred let out a deep breath. “They want to give me a medical discharge. I really don’t want that. All I’ve ever wanted was to be a cop. And I was a good at it. I may never be able to go back on the street but there is so much more I have to offer. I’ll have to try and change the bosses’ minds, but this is what they always do with injured officers. They pay us off and send us away. I can’t handle that.” Fred’s eyes welled up with tears. “What about you? What does the future hold for you and Jules? You can’t ride anymore. I suppose you can still train horses.”

“I have no idea. Jules said that the owners took the horses out of my yard a couple of weeks ago. The insurance will pay the bills for another year but after that, I don’t know what the future holds. What I do know is that I can’t go back to riding, and my place isn’t big enough to sustain a profitable training facility. I start to panic when I think about it. I really don’t know what to do. Look at me. I have no actual skills.” The young Cork man sounded despondent. 

“I know what you should do,” Fred replied. “When you’re all fit and mobile again, you should join the police! You’d make a great cop! You’re good with people, you have common sense and you actually care!” 

John looked quizzically at his roommate. Then he smirked. “Do you know what? They should put you on a recruiting poster, ‘THE RUC NEEDS YOU!’ There you are, covered in bandages, body smashed to shit and shrapnel burns all over your face and arms.” The two men burst out laughing at the absurd idea. 

When they stopped laughing, there was silence in the room. John spoke, “When I was fifteen years old my dad asked me what I was going to do with my life. I told him back then I wanted to be a policeman. That didn’t go down very well. My dad said that if one of us joined the Garda he would kill himself.” John paused. “He wasn’t anti-police, in fact a few of his good friends were policemen, but he was entrenched in that old- fashioned Irish Civil War politics and couldn’t get beyond that. So that was it for me. I shut down in school after that and barely graduated. Well, here we are. Anyway, I’m too old to join the Garda now, they only take you up to age twenty-five and I’m probably not tall enough.” John smiled. 

“You could come up here. No, I’m serious,” Fred continued before John could interrupt. “You would be a perfect candidate for the Royal Ulster Constabulary. Things are changing here. There’s talk of a cease- fire and long-term peace. It will get better here. You should think about it.”

John lay back and closed his eyes. All he could think about was the future, but he couldn’t imagine what it held. As the weeks passed, it was finally time for John to be discharged. He would need to continue with his rehab in Cork, but he no longer required to be in hospital. His skull fracture had healed, and all the other broken limbs had mended nicely. All that was left was getting his injured vertebrae to cooperate. Fred Nesbit was also progressing and was hoping to be discharged soon. Fred had somehow convinced his superiors to keep him on as a sworn police officer and transfer him to the RUC training depot as a recruit instructor, but only time would tell if he could make that work.

​Chapter 4

––––––––
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AFTER SEVERAL MONTHS walking along the twin beaches and the sand dunes in Inchydoney, John was as fit as he was going to be. He could not risk falling off a horse again and reinjuring his spine but apart from that, he was close to one hundred percent. The insurance was running out and he had to find work. Jules continued as an aide in a school in Clonakilty, but her wage alone wasn’t enough to sustain the family. 

“Maybe we should think of packing up and leaving. We should emigrate,” John said one night as they walked along the shore of the West Beach. It was a clear calm night and the waves were lapping against the sand, and the moon cast a reflection along the top of the Atlantic.

“Where would we go? We got two kids to drag along. We can’t just pack up and leave!” Jules replied. 

“I don’t know. I’m starting to get really worried. Maybe Australia, or New Zealand, or the USA, or Canada. I just don’t know. I suppose we have to go somewhere that they speak English. All I know is that before we know it, we’re going to be in serious financial trouble,” John answered. 

That Saturday afternoon the phone rang, and Jules answered it, “Hi Fred, how are you? I heard you’re back at work. That’s great. Do you like your new job? How’s Janet?” It was Fred Nesbit. 

After a few more pleasantries, Jules passed the phone to her husband. The two men exchanged the usual greetings and banter, and then Fred got down to business. “Remember when we were both laid up and I told you that you should come and work with me in the RUC?”

John sniggered. “Yeah, I remember that day.”

“DO IT!” Fred ordered. “The time is right. Things are changing up here now. You would be a shoo-in. You’re from the Republic, you’re a Roman Catholic, you’re literally a minority here. They’d give you a signing bonus and housing if you moved here. I’m dead serious.” 

“Jaysus Fred, I don’t know, boy. We were just shooting the shit back then. I don’t know if I’d be any good at that or not.” John hadn’t said no and his imagination was running wild. What he didn’t know is that Jules had spoken to Janet in an earlier phone call and told her how desperate things were getting. Fred saw an opportunity to help his friend and help his community at the same time. 

“Come up for a couple of days. I’ll show you around the training depot. I’ll get some of the lads to take you on a ride-along. You can see what we do. It’s not all fighting terrorists. It’s a good job. You would be good at it, like I told you that back in the RVH. You can talk to people and that’s what most of this job is. It’s talking to people.”

“Thanks Fred. I’ll let you know.” 

“What’s up with Fred?” Jules asked when John hung up the phone.

“He wants me to go work with him in the RUC. He said we should move up there and I should join up.”

There was an awkward silence and then Jules let rip. “Are you fucking kidding me? Do you really think that I’m going to move to the North, one of the most dangerous places on earth, with our two kids, so you can play cops and robbers! No fucking way!” And she stormed off. 

John smiled to himself and thought, Hmm, I think she’ll come around. 

When the silence was finally broken in the Cahill house, Jules was still against the idea but was now asking questions. “Where would we live? Where would the kids go to school? What would we do with Inchydoney?” 

John had no answers. “If we are going to give this crazy idea even the slightest bit of consideration, maybe I should go and meet Fred and see what the options are,” he suggested.

“Do! Off you go! Do you know what? I think you were brain- damaged when you fell off that fucking horse. And Fred’s no better!  He lost his fucking mind when he was blown up! Do whatever you like. Go see the place. But you won’t change my mind. It’s a fucking war zone.” Jules only swore when she was upset; right now, not only was she upset, she was scared. 

Over the next two weeks, Jules and John talked about the opportunity that had presented itself. She knew there was no future for them in Inchydoney. The best John could hope for was to get some work in the horse- racing industry, but that would also take them away from home and probably not pay very well. The alternative was immigration to a new country and Jules didn’t know which scared her more. She found herself dropping her husband at Cork Airport. He was flying to Belfast to meet Fred Nesbit and get a tour of the Royal Ulster Constabulary training facility.

Fred met his old friend at Belfast Airport. Fred looked well despite the ordeal he had been through. He walked with a noticeable limp, had lost the hearing in his right ear and his eyesight was damaged. But apart from the blue shrapnel marks on his face, no one would never know he had been in close proximity to an explosion. Fred was dressed in his dark green uniform and forage cap. He wore a black Kevlar vest over his tunic and carried a semi-automatic pistol on his hip. 

Fred drove through the city to the Police Training College. It looked more like an army post from a Vietnam movie than a school. There was a military checkpoint near the school, and an armed police checkpoint at the gate. There were several concrete posts strategically placed to force vehicles to slow down, making it impossible to drive in a straight line to the facility. The entire campus was surrounded by a thirty-foot high chain link fence. This was in place to stop bombs and mortars being fired from the road into the college. All the buildings on the campus had only narrow windows near the ceilings, making it impossible for snipers to find a target within.

John was awestruck when he saw the level of security. It hit home that maybe, just maybe, Jules was right this time. This place was just like a war zone. “Don’t let appearances fool you.” Fred laughed when he saw his friend’s face. “This is all for show. We’ve never been attacked here. The soldiers are all over this area.”

The Royal Ulster Constabulary’s training depot was nothing like John expected. It was for all the world like a large school or university. There were over two dozen classrooms and two large gyms. There were rooms that could easily be converted to look like a barroom or a living room in somebody’s home. Fred explained that the recruits went through lifelike scenarios in these rooms and were taught how to do their jobs. 

Fred showed his friend a troop of recruits who were marching like soldiers in one of the gyms, and another group who were grappling in hand-to-hand combat in a padded room off to the side of one of the gyms. They visited the indoor shooting range where John got to fire a pistol and a carbine rifle. He also got to sit in one of the armoured Land Rovers that were used at that time for regular police patrol in Northern Ireland. 

Fred had the spare room at his home, ready for John, and that evening after supper they spoke about the possibilities. “It’s not just a job, you know,” Janet said. “It’s a way of life, especially here in Belfast. We live in our own little community here. We all watch out for each other. Most of our friends are cop families. Jules and the kids would fit in just fine here.” 

“Don’t you think it would be odd? Me coming from the other end of the island and I’m a Catholic and really, Cork doesn’t get more Republican than anywhere else.” 

“Five years ago, it would have been impossible for you to come up here and join the RUC,” Fred stated. “But things are changing quickly. Aren’t they Janet?” Janet nodded in agreement. “The people are sick and tired of ‘The Troubles’. They want peace. The everyday man and woman on the street want to go to work and go about their business and forget about all the politics. I’m not kidding you. Five years ago, the Provos would have shot you for coming up here and even thinking about joining the police. But now, even most of the high-ranking Provos want peace. It’s been nearly thirty years of this bullshit. We need people like you to make these changes. Everything has to change and I mean everything.” Fred was passionate about his job, his community and their future. 

The next day, Fred took John back to the training depot and explained the pay scale and the benefits of working for the Royal Ulster Constabulary. John was introduced to Fred’s chief superintendent and inspector. The rank structure and the entire structure of the organization were explained to him, and John could see that the possibilities were endless. 

“Every one of us,” the chief superintendent said, pointing to Fred and the inspector, “started off as a raw recruit here. We were given opportunities, and we took them. Luckily and by the grace of God things worked out for us. It’s not all a bed of roses, look at young Fred here. He paid a price. But he has a career.”

John was impressed. He could see the possibilities and the stability of a secure future for him and his young family. 

That evening, Fred handed him a Kevlar vest and a helmet. He also gave him a hand-held radio and introduced him to four uniform officers, all in their late twenties or early thirties. “These lads will take you out with them in the Land Rover for a few hours. You can see what they do. It might be really boring or, who knows, you may come under fire on Divis Street.” Fred smiled.

“Don’t worry, we haven’t been shot at for a couple of days.” One of the officers chuckled. John didn’t know if he was joking or not.

The five men got into the armour-plated Land Rover and headed out through the security barriers to conduct a routine patrol. John was surprised that most of the evening was taken up with routine police calls for service. They followed up on a report of an erratic driver by checking the area for the vehicle. They responded to a residential break and enter to take a report from an elderly woman who provided a detailed description of her treasures that had been stolen. When they got back in the Land Rover, one of the officers looked at the list. “There isn’t £150 worth of stuff stolen here but to that poor old dear, it’s priceless. She lost a ring that her deceased husband gave her over forty years ago. I hope to God we get some of it back for her,” he remarked. “What are the chances of recovering any of this?” John asked.

“Fifty-fifty or a bit less. We may get lucky. She gave us a very good description of the ring and it’s engraved. There is hope, it’s not a total loss,” the officer answered. 

They also pulled over a suspected drunk driver, and although he was fairly tipsy, they persuaded him to park his car and take the bus home. “Sometimes it’s just not worth ruining somebody’s life because they broke the law. A drunk driving conviction would have destroyed that fella and his family. Life is hard enough and he was decent about it. He knew he was in the wrong,” one of the officers offered. 

As they drove down Divis Street to the infamous Divis Flats, the driver of the Land Rover spoke, “Although most of our calls are routine police work, you always have to be cognizant of the danger that could be lurking just around the corner. Any one of these calls could be ambush. In two minutes, you’ll see what I mean.”

As he finished speaking the first thud came to the roof of the Land Rover. It was quickly followed by several more. “What’s that?” John asked.

“Rocks! That’s the welcoming committee. Most of the kids lobbing those rocks are under ten years old. It’s raining tonight, so they probably won’t throw the Molotov cocktails he sniggered as a group of children pelted rocks and bricks at the police truck as it drove by. 

“So, what do we do now?” John asked.

“Nothing, we just drive through, show them that we’re around and come back again later. If we had to get out of the car, we would have to call for backup, probably the soldiers.” 

That’s a little fucked up, John thought to himself. 

When the ride-along ended, Fred picked John up. “Well, what did you think?” 

John was excited when he described his evening. “Do you think they would hire me?” 

“You’re the future, Johnny, you and people like you. I can help you with the application and to prepare for the interviews. The rest is up to you. All you have to do is apply.” ​​

Chapter 5

––––––––
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JOHN WALKED DOWN THE steps from the plane at Cork Airport. He walked across the tarmac through a heavy mist and into the stuffy terminal. He had to approach the customs window as technically he was on an international flight. Once he cleared customs, he walked out to the foyer, and Jules and the children were waiting along the chrome railings for him. They all hugged, and Jules looked up at him and asked, “Well?”

“It was nothing like I thought it would be. In fact, it was great. It was really great!”

“So, we’re going? That’s it, you have your mind made up?”

“No, I haven’t. We’ll have to talk,” John answered, trying to be as diplomatic as possible. 

And they did talk. That evening, the tide was out and the mist had cleared. They walked through the rough grass of the sand dunes and along both beaches while they discussed the pros and cons of leaving everything they knew. They talked about starting in a line of work that neither of them knew anything about, apart from what they had seen in TV shows and on the news. They both knew that their future in Inchydoney was bleak. In fact, it was grim!

Although Jules was extremely apprehensive about moving to Northern Ireland, she decided to support her husband and sat with him when he started the application form. Fred Nesbit helped too and was on the phone for well over an hour during the process. Once the form was completed, Jules and John drove into Clonakilty and together, they mailed the application. 

Within four short months, John and Jules had set up their home at Inchydoney as a holiday let and moved the family to Belfast, and they were now living in police force housing. 

***

[image: ]


JOHN WAS SITTING IN a classroom with twenty-three other recruits at the Royal Ulster Constabulary’s training depot. At thirty-three years of age, he was the second oldest recruit in the class. The six months of in-class training went by in a flash, and although John hadn’t been much of a student in the past, he was always close to being top of the class. He excelled in the academics of his police education and did equally well in the practical side of the training. When the first phase of his education was concluded, phase two was working in a police station assigned to a senior, experienced officer. 

Again, John easily adapted to practical policing. His previous life experience and his ability to talk to people in his calm Cork accent just forced people to notice him and to listen to him. 

Jules decided to stay home and got to know some of the other families in the complex. She started an in-home daycare to help make ends meet, and soon she had a thriving little business. The Cahills’ children transitioned into school in Northern Ireland and didn’t miss a beat. 

Fred Nesbit had predicted the future when he convinced John Cahill to move to Northern Ireland and join the police. Things were changing and changing rapidly. For the first few years as a patrol officer, John found himself” holding the line” during riots while bricks, bottles and Molotov cocktails flew towards them. However, as time progressed, the riots were fewer and fewer. In 2001 the Royal Ulster Constabulary was rebranded and became the Police Service of Northern Ireland. Many of the older hardliners retired, and the management were committed to not only changing the name but the way they did business. This “new” police service was committed to serving the entire community, and not just those loyal to Great Britain. The Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) was now actively looking to hire people like John. They needed more people with a Republican background from the Catholic communities. 

John found himself excelling in his new trade and soon he was working as a detective constable in the Criminal Investigation Division. He was ambitious and enjoyed the challenge in the investigative role where he had to think for himself and decide how to move his own investigations forward, no matter how small or trivial they appeared. 

John was also happy as he didn’t have to work night shift anymore. Detectives only worked days and evenings; if they were required any later than midnight, they either stayed late on overtime or were called in early, again on overtime. Fred Nesbit once asked John how he slept by day with a house full of kids. “I never once heard the kids. Not once! They never woke me. But what woke me up every time was Jules’s yelling, ‘SHUT UP! YOUR DAD IS SLEEPING!’ I’d wake up in a cold sweat and know she was in a rare mood,” John said, laughing. 

His caseload may have looked small, but his solve rate was impressive. John took every file that was assigned to him as seriously as a homicide investigation. Not that he had ever been involved in a homicide investigation, but he hoped that one day he would. He always recalled the old lady who, during his ride-along, reported the theft of a cheap ring. That ring was priceless to her; therefore, it was important to him when he was tasked with not only finding the thieves, but also recovering the property for people like that woman.

***
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AS JULES BECAME MORE familiar with her new city, and their kids didn’t need her at home all the time, she went back to work in a local high school as a teacher’s aide. She was also the manager of the school rugby team.

One day in between classes, Gerry Campbell, a seventeen-year-old rugby star, approached her in the hall. “Hi Mrs. Cahill,” the young man said in his shy awkward manner. “I heard from some of the other lads that your husband is a copper, they said that he’s a detective.”

“OK Gerry, what of it?” Jules answered suspiciously. 

“I’d like to talk to him. I want to ask his advice. I know about something bad that happened.”

“Well now, you could go to a police station and speak with someone or I can set up a meeting with the school resource officer. Do you want to do that?” 

“I feel like I can trust your husband because I know you. I don’t want to speak to some stranger,” Gerry answered.

“OK Gerry, give me your phone number and I’ll ask him to call you after supper tonight. Is that OK?” 

Jerry Campbell produced his new Nokia flip phone, showed it to Jules, wrote the number down on a scrap of paper and handed it to Jules. Jules thought it a little suspicious for a teenager to have his own cell phone, but she didn’t ask about it.

Later that evening while watching television, Jules remembered the conversation with Gerry Campbell. “One of the kids approached me today and asked if you would call him. He wants to talk to a police officer about something. He appeared kind of concerned.” 

“Who is it?” 

“Gerry Campbell, he’s a senior in school and he’s captain of the rugby team. He’s a very talented player. He didn’t want to talk to any other policeman but you.” Jules smiled at her husband.

“I’m honoured, I’m sure,” he answered sarcastically. “Did he say why he wanted to speak with me?”

“He knows about something bad!” Jules pantomimed a scary face and laughed. 

John took down the phone number and walked into the hallway to call the kid. Campbell answered the phone on the first ring.

“Is that Gerry?” John asked. “This is Detective John Cahill. My wife said you wanted to speak to me. How can I help you, Gerry?” 

There was a brief silence and then Gerry Campbell began to speak. “Do you know the murder that happened last night?”

“Yeah,” John answered skeptically because he had no clue that there had been a murder the previous day.

“Can I meet you? I know who did it,” Gerry answered, his voice quivering.

“OK Gerry, how about I meet you at the station?”

“No! I don’t want to go to the station. I only want to tell you what I know and get some advice.” 

John thought about it for a few seconds. He didn’t like going to meet the kid alone, but he also wanted to find out if the kid had useful information. All the time, John was thinking “Ambush”. 

“I’ll meet you downtown in an hour in front of the cinema near the docks. Is that OK?” John knew that area would be fairly busy and relatively safe for a meeting. 

Gerry Campbell agreed to the meeting, and John made a call to the sergeant in the Serious Crime Unit. “Hi, this is Detective John Cahill in Tennant Street CID.”

“Who?” the sergeant replied, having never heard of Detective John Cahill.

John identified himself again and asked if Serious Crime was investigating a recent homicide. The sergeant told him that they were investigating the death of a twenty-year-old male who was beaten to death behind a bar on the Falls Road. The kid was wearing a Union Jack T- shirt, and the police were hoping this wasn’t a sectarian killing as it could easily damage the fragile peace in Northern Ireland. 

John informed the sergeant about his conversation with Gerry Campbell. The sergeant didn’t appear too interested and said, “Yeah, go ahead and meet him if you like. If you get anything useful, give us a shout.” John then called his own sergeant and told him about the cryptic phone call from the high-school kid. The sergeant told him to go to the meeting but to be careful.

John went into his bedroom, unlocked the steel lock box that was bolted to the floor in the closet, and retrieved his Glock pistol. He also picked up two magazines; each loaded with fifteen hollow point forty calibre rounds of police- issue bullets. He slid the action open on the pistol, inserted a magazine into the handle and slid the action forward, engaging a live round in the chamber, ready to be fired. He undid his belt, placed his holster on the right side and placed the loaded handgun into the holster. 

“I don’t think you’ll need that with Gerry,” Jules teased as he picked up his car keys and headed out the door. 

Outside, John walked around his car, as was his habit since the height of” The Troubles” in the late 1990’s. There was always a chance that someone had slid under the car and placed a bomb there. Satisfied that none of the pebbles on the ground had been disturbed, he started up the unmarked Nissan Pathfinder and headed into Belfast’s city centre. 

Gerry Campbell was standing on the curb, waiting for the policeman to show up. Gerry was nervous and was shifting from foot to foot as he stood looking continuously left and right. John spotted Campbell but didn’t stop right away. He drove by, taking a good look around and continuing around the block. Campbell wasn’t exactly what he was expecting. Jules had described him as an athletic kid with a bright future playing rugby. What John saw was a kid who stood around five foot seven inches, with very stocky build, short cropped hair and no neck. He stopped abruptly and yelled, “GERRY!” 

The kid looked startled and actually jumped. His eyes opened wide, and then he spoke, “Yeah, I’m Gerry.” 

Gerry Campbell opened the front passenger door and sat next to the detective. “I’m John Cahill. How are ya?” 

“I’m good, ya. I’m Gerry Campbell. How are you?” 

“I’m grand, Gerry, just grand,” the policeman answered in his strong Cork accent. 

The accent distracted Gerry Campbell, and it appeared to relax him a little. “You’re not from around here, are you?” 

“No, sure we’re from Cork, way down the other end of the island. My wife tells me you’re the rugby star in school. Do you think you’ll get a scholarship to play in university?” 

“There are two English universities scouting me. I think I have a really good chance. But I’d love to go to Australia and play there.” 

“That’s a great opportunity for you. I hope it all works out. So Gerry, what can I do for you today? I hear there’s something on your mind,” the detective asked as he drove through the traffic of the inner city. 

It was obvious that Gerry Campbell was nervous. He looked around as if he was expecting someone to drive up next to him and shoot him. His demeanour was making John nervous. and he kept checking his mirrors to make sure he wasn’t going to get whacked. John decided to get out of the heavy traffic, headed for the suburbs and sped up a little. 

Gerry didn’t seem to notice that they were out of the city centre but he was still fidgeting in his seat. He took a deep breath and began to speak, “Do you know what happened behind the Lucky Horseshoes Pub?”

“Well now, you said you know what happened, so why don’t you tell me?” John replied.

“There was a kid killed there last night.”

“Did you know him?” John asked. He silently scolded himself for interrupting. 

“No. I don’t know who he is,” Gerry replied and remained silent.

About thirty seconds passed and the detective had to probe further. “So, what do you know about it?”

“I know who killed him!” Gerry said as he almost spat. 

There was silence in the car for about another thirty seconds. John waited for him to elaborate and was now very excited. It was obvious that he would have to ask again to get more information. “Who killed him, Gerry?” 

Another deep breath and Gerry said it loudly and clearly, “Me! And a guy that I was with.” Then he blew out his breath. 
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