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      They say worse things happen at sea. But if you’ve never been taken from behind by a hairy-arsed sailor, then you’re not really in a position to comment. Morgan had never even been on a boat, but he knew one thing. A worse thing had never happened to him.

      Going north was his first mistake. The shops in Newry offered cheap toilet rolls and electrical goods, as well as the opportunity to buy condoms without a prescription and a note from your mother. But the cost of getting there in terms of time and petrol meant that only a significant purchase made it worthwhile. Morgan was only looking for one reasonably priced item, which he could have picked up in Dublin for a fractionally higher cost and within a ten-minute stroll from his front door.

      But curiosity and a vague sense of adventure led him to point his car northwards on that Saturday morning in February 1986 and head towards the border. A late winter frost brought a glistening sheen to the fields and daffodils were peeking their optimistic heads above the hedgerows. He sang along to the New Romantic songs on RTE Radio 2 on his car radio until it faded out north of Dundalk. A Flock of Seagulls’ ‘I Ran’ was the last song he heard on RTE before the Northern stations kicked in and the music was replaced by urgent security alerts and statistics on the previous night’s road accident deaths.

      Slieve Gullion appeared before him, dark and brooding and staring endlessly south, like a humourless security guard at an Orange Order cake sale. Army watchtowers dotted the mountain’s slopes and Morgan immediately had the sensation of being watched and tracked.

      As he crossed the border, he instinctively fiddled with the temperature control and moved the lever a few notches to the right. He passed the burned-out shell of the border custom’s post, its ‘HM Customs and Excise’ sign dangling in the breeze as a memory of distant times when normal commerce took place here, and he snaked his way towards Newry.

      The concrete monolith that served as the British Army’s first checkpoint in Northern Ireland stalled his progress temporarily, but the bored soldiers on duty seemed more interested in the long queue of cars trying to escape to the South than the shoppers heading north. He edged through the chicane created by the concrete bollards and came out the other side as though he had passed through a vortex. The skies seemed darker, the people more huddled and their step more urgent. He turned the heating up a notch again and soon he was driving through the dirty streets of Newry.

      Morgan parked his battered and rusting Toyota Corolla on an almost deserted street. As he turned off the ignition, a gloomy shadow appeared at his window and tapped aggressively on the glass. Morgan wound down the window and tried to identify the stranger beneath the dark hood of his anorak. He noticed three-day-old stubble and gapped and blackened teeth.

      “Is there a problem?” Morgan asked.

      “You’re not leaving that yoke there, are you?”

      “Why not? There are no yellow lines.”

      “It’s a control zone, ya eegit. If you park a car with no one in it, the Brits will have the boot blown off it before you get back. An empty car round here usually has a bomb in it. See all these cars here with a little old lady in the passenger seat? That’s what we’re reduced to these days in the wee North. If you want to come shopping in Newry these days, you have to bring your granny with you to mind the car.”

      “My granny is in Tipperary,” Morgan replied. “I don’t suppose you rent out spares?”

      The stranger laughed in the low guttural way of a lifelong smoker.

      “You could park up in the northern part of town, but there would be a brave few Union Jacks on the poles up there and they mightn’t like the look of that southern reg of yours. I can’t supply a granny, but do ya see that laneway up there on the right? A buddy of mine owns the place up the back of that lane. If you give me a couple of bob, I can let you park up there.”

      Morgan looked at him suspiciously. He had only been in Northern Ireland for ten minutes and he felt like he was being ripped off already.

      He fiddled in the cup holder beside the gear stick.

      “I only have punts,” he muttered, as he thrust a few lonely coins in that stranger’s direction.

      “All the same to me, horse. I do most of my drinking in the South these days anyway, as there’s fuck all craic in Newry.”

      He gestured towards the alleyway and Morgan followed, parking his car beside what looked like an abandoned stable. He fixed the steering lock tightly before he locked up and, with no particular destination in mind, headed towards the town centre.

      The rain had eased but the sky was still battleship grey, so Morgan pulled the hood of his parka up and fished around the inside pocket for his Walkman. He pulled out the headphones and with wind-scarred fingers started to unknit the cord. He was humming the tune to a Kajagoogoo song that had been playing as he parked the car and was trying to remember the lyrics as he danced around the oil-stained puddles that littered the pockmarked footpath.

      “Watch where your goin, ya fuckin twat.”

      Morgan looked up to find he was toe to toe with a British soldier who didn’t look in the mood for getting out of the way. The soldier’s face was smeared with green and brown camouflage paint that made his eyes sparkle like cat’s eyes caught in headlights. Morgan had stumbled into an army patrol and, being a Southerner, this was a strange and unusual occurrence.

      He reached inside his parka jacket and felt a frisson of tension stir within the soldiers. Their rifles were raised to firing position, their bodies tensed, while the outliers formed a circle, monitoring the street for secondary threats. Old ladies ducked into shop doorways and those with no option of cover froze. Morgan took the Walkman out of his pocket and attached the headphones. ‘Too Shy’ was the Kajagoogoo song he was trying to remember. The lyrics suddenly came to him as he weaved his way through the soldiers and headed towards Market Street.

      There wasn’t much sign of a market today, however. He passed a lonely and ragged plastic Christmas tree, its branches torn bare by the artic winds. It was beside a burned-out and buckled metal bin. A faded plastic police tape tried to guard their indignity and Morgan wondered if the excitement that caused the bin’s demise had happened the previous Christmas or was it so old that it didn’t register with the locals any more. A helicopter passed overhead, on its way to harass the mourners at a Catholic funeral, but Morgan didn’t notice. He had slipped a Christy Moore tape into his Walkman and was singing along to ‘Ordinary Man’.

      The streets were packed with dark overcoated Southern shoppers, battling the sideways rain and bone-shuddering wind to spend their savings in shops advertising ‘Your Irish punt is as good as sterling here’ and selling exotic items not available in the Republic of Ireland, such as Curly Wurlys and Spangles.

      Morgan found a small electrical shop on Hill Street and studied the window display. It was mainly portable television sets and top-loader VHS players festooned in tacky tinsel, but a sign for ‘Specialists in Word Processing and other office requirements’ made him think that he had found the right place.

      He opened the door and entered the brightly lit shop. Wham!’s ‘Careless Whisper’ was playing on a multi-deck stereo system and twelve colour TV sets with the sound turned down were showing the same snooker game. Surprisingly, given the busyness of the street outside, the shop was empty apart from one assistant who was studying the Racing Post while leaning on the counter.

      Morgan waited for some acknowledgement of his presence, but when none was forthcoming, he coughed and whispered, “Excuse me.” The assistant lifted his head slowly and grunted.

      “What can I do for you, horse? Is it a telly you’re after?”

      Morgan shuffled his feet. He was only ninety kilometres from his home, but he could have been at the other side of the world. The accents were different, the street lights a darker shade of orange and the air heavy with unresolved history. He felt his palms sweating and he fiddled nervously with his collar.

      “No, it’s something a bit more specialised than that,” he blurted.

      The assistant’s eyebrows rose conspiratorially. “If it’s them dirty videos you want, you’ll have to come back in March. I had a fierce run on them these past few months. You couldn’t keep up with you Southerners trying to get your sticky fingers on them. But I’ll be getting a brave few in soon. I’ve ordered a fresh load from over in Germany. Me brother’s taking a load of cattle over and said he’ll bring a few back. There are some wild dirty bitches over there.”

      Morgan looked around. The shop was still empty. He could sense humiliation coming and as a stranger in a strange land he didn’t want witnesses.

      “I’m not after that sort of stuff. I’m doing family history research. Walking around old graveyards and that kind of thing. I was thinking of getting up to date with the new technology. I spotted a couple of Yanks in the National Library and they had these fancy gadgets for recording their thoughts and whatever. The sort of thing you can slip in your pocket.”

      As he said this, the memory of previous conversations came flooding back. All those times when he had felt embarrassed about using a book token or a record voucher and found himself explaining that it wasn’t for him; he was picking up a book or cassette for a cousin. All those times he’d been served Guinness when he wanted lager but found it impossible to say anything else apart from “Thank you, that’s lovely.” He had spent his life apologising to shop assistants and waitresses and he didn’t know why. He was a working-class boy who had climbed the ladder to a low-level suit-wearing job in an insurance office, but he retained some of his class cringe when he bumped into people from his own background. Here he was again, explaining his personal business to an ignorant shop worker.

      The assistant looked at him blankly. “You’ll have to give me more information than that, boss. Are you looking for a tape recorder or a typewriter?”

      “I want a Dictaphone.”

      “Can’t you use your finger to phone like everybody else?” The assistant coughed up a low, rasping chuckle as he turned and waddled into the back room.

      While he was gone, Morgan noticed that the snooker had finished and the twelve televisions were now showing a newsreader with a worried expression, mutely explaining some tragic event for which Northern Ireland was becoming sadly familiar. The war, which the locals liked to downplay by giving it the childlike name of ‘the Troubles’, had been raging for seventeen years and had settled into a dreary and desperate muddle of tit-for-tat killings interspersed with the occasional major atrocity. Morgan had watched these same TV pictures from the safety of his flat in Dublin, but here in Newry they seemed more visceral, more tangible, as though he was in the midst of its suffocating embrace. The TV switched to a reporter in a sheepskin coat who was standing in front of a badly damaged army post. Sirens and the flashing lights of a Sea King helicopter illuminated the scene behind him.

      “Your boys have been at it again, I see.” The assistant had returned with several boxes.

      Morgan turned with a look of confusion written across his face.

      “I’m sorry, what boys?”

      “You’re not from the border counties then, boss?”

      “No, I’m from Tipperary, but I’ve been living in Dublin for the past few years.”

      “Ah, a soft Southerner. Don’t they have electrical shops in Dublin? Not much point if you don’t have electricity, I suppose.”

      Morgan’s face reddened. He knew that this was only piss taking and that he was expected to retort with a witty reply. But thinking on his feet was never his strength.

      “I’m the customer,” was all he could manage. “Haven’t we got the dynamic wrong here? I don’t want to question your sales technique, but you’d think you were trying to keep your products secret.”

      “I couldn’t give two shits about selling ya somethin, horse. I only work here. I don’t earn commission. But look, here’s the dog’s bollix of a machine if that’s what you’re after.”

      The assistant placed a small cardboard box on the counter.

      “It’s an Olympus Pearlcorder. Never mind your Dictaphone shite. This is the real deal. Olympus are the boys who invented these yokes.”

      He took out the recording machine and pressed a button and a miniature tape popped out.

      “Smallest tape ever,” he said. “About the size of your dick but, unlike your dick, this one is popular with the ladies. They can slip this into their handbag and record all the gossip they hear at the hairdressers. Or they can hide it in the hubby’s coat and find out what he was saying in the pub. Very discreet little machine, if you know what I mean. We’ve only just got them in, but I could let you have one for a hundred quid. I’d throw in a few free tapes and the batteries.”

      He pushed the machine towards Morgan and lowered his voice. “You could record all your dirty little secrets in here.”

      Morgan coughed and looked at his shoes. He did plan to use the recording device for family history research, but he also thought it would be useful to capture his random musings. Lines of poetry that came to him when he was lying on his sofa thinking about Orla, doggerel that popped up while he was strolling alongside the Grand Canal, or jokes that he thought of when there was nobody around to tell.

      “Look, that’s a wee bit above my budget. Do you have anything cheaper?”

      The assistant muttered something under his breath. Morgan couldn’t make it all out but thought it contained the regular anti-Catholic barb “tight-arsed taig”.

      A small box with Asian writing was pushed across the counter.

      “This is one of those Dictaphone things you were looking for,” the assistant muttered. “It’s more in your price range. I could do that one for forty quid.”

      Morgan picked it up and searched for some writing in English. He eventually found something on the side panel. He showed it to the assistant.

      “It says ‘Dicktafone’ here,” he said, pointing at the box. “It’s not a rip-off, is it?”

      The assistant shook his head. “It’s forty quid, mate. Costs more if you want correct spellin’. Look, it comes with a cable that you can copy onto a normal tape deck.”

      “Okay, what will it cost me in punts?” Morgan asked, conscious that it was getting dark and he had a long trip back to Dublin.

      The assistant brought out a small calculator. He tapped a few buttons and said, “Rounded down I could let you have that piece of Taiwanese electronic wizardry for fifty punts.”

      “But everyone else in Newry is doing punt for pound parity,” Morgan said pleadingly.

      “Fair enough,” said the assistant. “If you want parity, I can do fifty pounds or fifty punts.” The word “punts” was filled with contempt for the weak Southern currency and its pathetic bearer.

      “I’ve heard that you Free Staters are so tight that you peel oranges in your pockets. But I’d say you’d be too mean to buy oranges in the first place. You probably save it up for the collection plate at chapel.”

      Morgan handed over the cash and grabbed the box before turning for the door. As he got there, he turned one last time towards his nemesis, who had returned to studying the racing form. “The less I have to do with anything orange the better,” he said and exited sharply before he could be barbed with a response.

      Morgan smiled as got back to his car. It wasn’t often that he had the last word in sparky conversations. He was a master at conjuring up a witty response ten minutes after the event. He opened the box and noted that the instructions were in twenty-six  languages, none of which was English. But there were only three buttons to press, so he figured it couldn’t be that difficult.

      He hit the large red button that looked most like ‘record’, held the device close to his lips and said quietly, “Testicles, testicles, one, two.” He giggled to himself like a guilty teenager and pressed the other buttons until his flat Southern voice was replayed.

      Flushed with success, he placed the machine in the space underneath the car radio and decided to narrate his journey home, so that he could replay it in the comfort of his flat later that evening and perhaps preserve it as a social narrative that he could leave to future generations who searched for him in their family tree.

      “Just pointing my trustee steed towards the South,” he said in the manner of a TV narrator. “Away from this godforsaken land of terrorists and religious bigots.” It would take him nearly two hours to get back to his ground-floor bedsit in Ranelagh and he could fill that time recording his musings on the Troubles, the depreciation of the punt and the never-ending recession in the South. Morgan had an opinion on most things but lacked the confidence to express them publicly. But a recording device couldn’t sneer or roll its eyes, so he welcomed the opportunity to get things off his chest. And if he ran out of things to say on those subjects, he could start on a critique of 80s music and why the 90s would be so much better.

      Just south of Newry the army checkpoint at Dromad rose from the mist like an ugly pimple on the landscape. It was camouflaged against the dull grey sky and Morgan joined the queue of cars waiting to snake through the chicane. He had come through here before with little problem. A smile was usually enough to appease the waiting British squaddie, who was equal parts cold, bored and terrified. But as he approached the checkpoint, he noticed that something was up. A helicopter sat in a nearby field, its blades rotating angrily. Sirens screeched and flashlights danced around the early-evening darkness.

      A soldier raised his hand, ordering Morgan to stop, just as the helicopter took off and flew overhead, sending the February puddles into widening circles across the oily tarmac. As it did, a flash of red caught Morgan’s eye in the downward beam of the helicopter’s searchlight. It was blood, fresh blood, and a knot of anxiety began twisting inside his stomach.

      “Gimme your fuckin’ driver’s licence,” the soldier shouted into Morgan’s ear in a broad Glaswegian accent. The tension was knife-cuttingly clear. The helicopter, the sirens, the blood. It all suggested something nasty had happened here. Probably a bomb and probably a dead soldier. The image on the TV screens earlier jumped into Morgan’s head. This was the blown-up army base and he had stumbled right into it.

      Morgan decided that witty repartee was probably not his best option. He fumbled in his glove compartment and produced his Irish licence, wrapped in a dirty plastic cover. He struggled to extract the small pink form from its cover, and he felt the soldier edging closer. Finally, he managed to pull it clear and passed it through the open window. The soldier shone his torch on the paper and pointed a gloved hand at the name. “What the fuck is that?” he screamed.

      “Seamus Ó Muireagáin,” Morgan explained. “It’s my name. In Irish.”

      The soldier stuck his head inside the car and brought his automatic weapon up to Morgan’s ear. “Are you a Provo then?” he growled.

      Morgan moved backwards, but the soldier’s gun followed him to the point where he was almost sitting in the passenger seat. “You’re not automatically a terrorist just because you have an Irish name,” Morgan muttered. “That’s like assuming you are a child molester just because you have a British name.”

      Morgan struggled when under stress and tended to blurt out the first thing that came into head. As soon as he said this, he regretted it. The soldier flung open the door and dragged Morgan onto the tarmac. Morgan slipped on the oily surface and fell backwards. His elbow hit the ground and a sharp electric pain shot up his arm. He pulled himself into a tight foetal position and could feel the fear-induced adrenalin racing through his body.

      “One of my mates got killed today by you bastards and now you have the nerve to call me a fuckin paedophile.” As the squaddie said this, he dug his -boots deep into Morgan’s rib cage.

      “I want to see your superior officer,” Morgan moaned while he lay huddled on the wet ground.

      “Oh, do you?” the soldier said. “Well, here he is,” as he drove the butt of his rifle into Morgan’s stomach. “And this is his footman,” he screamed as more kicks rained down on Morgan’s motionless carcass.

      In the distance, the lights of another car were approaching, so the soldier dragged Morgan into a nearby hut where two policemen were engrossed in conversation. They stopped as the soldier flung Morgan to the floor. Morgan lay there shaking, his arm throbbing with pain and his face devoid of colour. One fearful eye watched the soldier in anticipation of further blows.

      “I think this one is a terrorist,” the soldier explained.

      “And what makes you say that?” the older of the two policemen answered.

      “He’s got an Irish name on his driver’s licence and he called me a child molester when I challenged him.”

      The policemen exchanged a weary glance. “How long have you been here, son, and is this your first tour?” one of them asked.

      “Two months,” the soldier replied. “And, yes, it’s my first.”

      “Well, let me explain something, sonny,” the policeman said as he placed a comforting arm across the soldier’s shoulder. “The terrorists here are usually smart enough not to use Irish names on their licence and they don’t pick fights with squaddies at heavily armed checkpoints. Particularly after they’ve set off a bomb that killed four of his mates. Now if I was you, I’d get a couple of chums to write up a report saying that this guy attacked you and you had to smack him a few times to protect yourself. And get an ambulance to take him to hospital. The press will be here soon and the last thing we need is a bloodied Fenian lying around the place.”

      The soldier looked crestfallen but recognised authority when he saw it, even if it was the dreaded Royal Ulster Constabulary, which his senior officer had warned were almost as dangerous as the IRA.

      “I’ll sort that out, sir,” he said. “But what about his car?”

      “We’ll take that back to the station. We came on the helicopter and it left with the last of the injured. So, if he wakes up, tell him he can pick it from there when he gets out of hospital.”

      The soldier summoned two of his mates and the three of them manhandled Morgan’s unconscious body onto a chair before one of them went off to call the ambulance. Then they huddled in a corner and quickly coordinated their stories.

      The two policemen watched them from the other side of the room.

      “Following the best traditions of the British Army, I see,” the taller of the two said. “As soon as things go to shit, get out a statement saying the other side started it.”
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      Morgan woke up two hours later on the starched white sheets of Daisy Hill Hospital. He coughed and a nurse came over.

      “Where am I?” he asked.

      “You’re in hospital in Newry. An ambulance brought you and said you’d been fighting with soldiers.” She leaned closer and whispered. “Next time you do that I’d suggest you have an Armalite with you.”

      “When can I get out?” he asked.

      “As soon as the doctor’s been round and had a look at you. They said your car was up at the police station but if I was you, I’d leave it there for a day or two. Those bruises will just arouse suspicion.”

      “I wasn’t in a fight. I was dragged out of a car by a British soldier and beaten up,” he said meekly.

      “Well, good luck getting that story past the RUC. They don’t have much sympathy for Catholics complaining about the security forces.”

      Morgan tried to focus on her through his puffy eyes. “How do you know I’m a Catholic and why does it matter?”

      She held up his chart which was dangling off the end of his bed. “You weren’t in any state to answer questions when you came in, so they got your name from your driver’s licence. There aren’t many ‘Seamus Ó Muireagains’ who aren’t Catholic. It mightn’t matter where you come from but up here it’s important.”

      She leaned in to puff up his pillows and her breasts, encased in a starched white uniform, almost pressed into his face. The thought struck him that this was the closest he’d got to a woman’s breasts in a long time.

      She noticed his eyes widening and smiled. “My name is Sinead by the way. That’s a good Catholic name too. All the nurses here are Catholic and all the doctors are Protestant. That pretty much sums up Northern Ireland. You might notice up here that when people ask you your name, they are a doing a wee mental check. If it’s not obvious what religion you are from your name, then they’ll ask you where you live and that will usually be a giveaway. Every village or housing estate up here is segregated. As a last resort, they’ll ask what school you went to.

      “The funny thing is, we don’t put patients’ religion on their chart but everyone can tell from their name and address.”

      Morgan didn’t understand any of this and to be honest he wasn’t really listening. His attention was focussed on her breasts and the intoxicating allure of perfume and hospital detergent.

      “Hi Sinead, my name is James Morgan, actually. The Irish name in my licence was just a joke to be honest. It took me four goes to pass my driving test and when I finally did the lady at the licence office took the piss out of me. She said she wouldn’t trust me with a toy truck. So, I wrote down the Irish version of my name on the form and then watched her take four goes to type it properly on my licence. I live for little victories like that. The truth is that I’ve only ever heard my Irish name before when the roll was called at school. And I had to ask the guy beside me to give me a nudge when my name was read out. That happened every day for thirteen years. I never remembered it.”

      Sinead placed the clipboard at the end of the bed and tucked in the blankets.

      “And there was me thinking all you Southern boys were fluent in Irish. The nuns beat it in to us up here.”

      Morgan pushed himself up in bed. Sinead’s attention had made him momentarily forget about his injuries and he winced in pain as he raised himself up on his elbows. “My school just prepared you for emigration. Learning Irish wasn’t going to get you a job in Birmingham. We were treated like cattle that were being fattened up before being put on the boat to England.”

      She sat at the end of the bed. “Jeez, we’re fighting away for a United Ireland up here. You’re not exactly selling it as a land of milk and honey.”

      “Do you go down south much?” he asked.

      “Ach, we’re probably down most weekends at one of the discos. Every Northern girl is looking for a Southern fella. Didn’t you know that?”

      Morgan noticed a twinkle in her eye and he had to adjust the bedclothes to disguise a growing embarrassment that was expanding in his groin department.

      “So, what’s wrong with the fellas up here?” he asked.

      “The lads here are all into cars and heavy metal music. It’s a macho culture.”

      “Bit different to me then,” he said. “The first two years I was driving, I thought the gear stick was for stirring the oil. And I’m more of a female country kind of guy. You know the sort of songs where all the men are bastards except one guy. And he’s dead by the end of the song.”

      Sinead leaned closer and whispered. “It sounds like you’ve got in touch with your feminine side.”

      Morgan had to adjust the bed clothes again and coughed. “I’m not sure. If I had a feminine side, I think I’d stay at home all day playing with it.”

      She threw her head back and laughed outrageously, causing the heads of all the other patients to turn and the ward matron to stare disapprovingly. It had been a long time since a girl had laughed at his jokes and he turned himself in the bed to get closer to her. Unfortunately, he had also forgotten about his bruised ribs and he had to force a smile to show her he was interested in her response.

      “That’s good to hear,” she said. “I was worried you might be gay.”

      Morgan leaned closer. “I’m not gay; I just help them out when they’re stuck.”

      Sinead looked at him quizzingly and furrowed her brow.

      “I don’t get it.”

      Morgan blushed. Yet again, he had tried too hard and ruined a perfectly good conversation with an inappropriate comment. “I’m sorry. I think whatever drugs you gave me are starting to wear off. My head and elbow are a bit sore. I’m not thinking straight.”

      Sinead stood and wrote some notes on Morgan’s charts. “I’ll get you a wee painkiller,” she said. “And when the doctor discharges you, I’ll give you a lift down to the police station and I’ll go in and ask for your car back. They won’t give a nurse a hard time.”

      With that she was off, and Morgan watched her walk away. Her leather-soled shoes sang as they danced across the polished floor.

      Morgan lay back and pondered his predicament. A simple shopping trip had ended in a beating and a trip to the hospital. And worse than that, he might have to spend more time in this Northern hellhole. If only he had his recording device now, he thought, he could record a few choice anecdotes. How he had single-handedly taken on the might of the British Army. How he had won the battle of repartee with both the soldiers and the surly shop assistants of Newry.

      But he didn’t have his recording device. It was still in the space below the radio in his car, which was now sitting in the car park of Newry RUC station. The two-hour tape had run its course and the machine had turned itself off. If anyone had cared to play it back, they would have heard fifteen minutes of Morgan’s self-aggrandising dialogue as he drove out of Newry. Ten minutes of shouting and beating at the checkpoint and one hour of distant and meaningless car park noises until the tape ran out. And, in between, thirty-five minutes of conversation between two senior police officers as they drove back to the station. The contents of that conversation would make the tape extremely sought after and Morgan’s life a lot more complicated than he could ever imagine.
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      The letter arrived by registered post three days later. Seamus Ó Muireagáin had been badly and probably deliberately misspelled, but it was clear that the name and address had come from his driver’s licence nonetheless. The crown in the top right corner gave an ominous clue to the letter’s contents. Morgan’s first thoughts were that it was a speeding offence. But his battered car could only test the speed limit if it was going down a steep incline while towing a ten-tonne trailer.

      So, it was with some trepidation that he tore the envelope apart and spilled its contents onto the kitchen table. Morgan’s hands trembled as he read the officious and grandiose words. He was summoned to Belfast Magistrates Court on 28 February to face charges of assault against an unnamed British soldier. He sank back into the only comfortable chair in his sparsely furnished living room. He had taken the day off to catch up on personal admin. To get through the list of bills gathering dust on a clipboard attached to the fridge. To empty out six months’ worth of half-eaten takeaways that he had optimistically stored in his freezer and to rearrange his record collection into alphabetical order. But it was lunchtime and he had only made it as far as his kitchen.

      He had tried hard to forget about that chilly February day and his ill-fated trip. Clearly the British hadn’t. They were a nation of form fillers and bureaucrats, and the soldier had followed orders and got a few of his mates to lie on the official report. A form had been lodged, so they needed to follow protocol and press charges.

      Morgan checked the calendar in the kitchen. It was still on the page for January and after a moment’s confusion when he thought that the 28th fell on a Sunday, he flicked the page over and noticed that 28 February was just four days in the future.

      “Shit” was the first thought in his head. It normally took him a week to organise buying a postage stamp. In four days, he would have to arrange time off work, find a solicitor in Northern Ireland, get his one and only suit dry cleaned and figure out where exactly the court was.

      His head ached as he catastrophised each scenario. To begin with, he didn’t even know where to start in asking for time off work. His boss had the emotional sympathies of a great white shark and treated all leave requests as an act of treachery to the company. One of Morgan’s colleagues had asked for time off to go to his mother’s funeral and the boss had asked what time the service was at and whether he would be able to make it back to the office in the afternoon.

      Trials were open ended and the last thing Morgan wanted to do was make his Northern adventure public. He would have to come up with a plausible alternative story for why he would be out of the office for an indeterminate amount of time. And he would need several more cups of tea before he could manage that.

      In the meantime, he gathered all the coins he could find and headed up to the phone box at the end of the street, clutching the letter from the Belfast court.

      He eventually got through to a lady with an accent that would not have been out of place on BBC radio in the 1950s. He mumbled through his dilemma and how four days was unreasonable for him to organise himself.

      He heard an audible sigh on the other end.

      “Sir, justice delayed is justice denied. We look on each case on its merits and this looks like a pretty straightforward affair. The Crown Prosecutor is happy that all the evidence is at hand and the case will be heard before a judge with no need to procure a jury, so we feel that the notice is quite adequate.”

      “That sounds like you’ve already decided I’m guilty.”

      “Sir, I would remind you that this case will be heard under the high principles of Her Majesties Crown services. Things may be different down there in Eire, but I can assure you that everyone is innocent until proven guilty up here.”

      Morgan was agitated. He shuffled nervously inside the phone box and gripped the hand set tighter.

      “I read an article about the Crown services in ‘Magill’,” he blurted.

      “Apparently you guys arrange these trials quickly so that the defendants don’t have time to organise their case and sort out witnesses. It’s all part of your anti-Irish bias.”

      As he said this his face reddened. He wasn’t good on confrontation and was already regretting his outburst. The odds were already stacked against him and accusing the judge of prejudice wasn’t going to help his cause.

      “Goodbye, Mr O’Whatever your name is. We’ll see you on the 28th and don’t be late.”

      She hung up and Morgan looked out onto the busy streets of Ranelagh. Life was carrying on in the rest of the world, while he was trapped in a small box wondering how his existence had just become so complicated.

      He decided to call in to see his boss rather than ring him. The office was only a ten-minute walk away and he hoped he could win more sympathy with a face-to-face meeting than a phone call.

      “Afternoon, boss.”

      The boss lifted his eyes slowly from the paperwork he was studying and eyed Morgan suspiciously.

      “Why are you dressed like a tramp, Mr Morgan?”

      “I’m on a day off, but I wanted to have a quick chat if you have time.”

      “A day off? What idiot signed that off?’

      “Eh, you did, boss. Last week. Remember I caught you just as you were heading out to play golf?”

      “Hmm. You have a knack at picking your moment to ask for things, don’t you, Mr Morgan? Anyway, unless this is about work can you get on with it. I don’t have all day.”

      “Well, it’s just that I’m going to need some more time off. Something has come up that I can’t get out of.”

      “Well, this is very inconvenient, Mr Morgan. We’re doing the annual commission run next week and we need all hands on deck. How many days are you talking about?”

      “That’s the thing, boss; I don’t know. Might be just a day or it could be a couple of days.”

      The boss pushed his chair back and took on the expression of somebody sucking a lemon.

      “This is all very suspicious, Mr Morgan. Sounds like an impending court case.”

      Morgan blushed and he looked around hurriedly to make sure nobody else was in earshot.

      “No, no. Nothing like that, boss. It’s a, em, medical issue.”

      “Do you have a doctor’s note?”

      “Well, not quite, boss. It’s a bit difficult. I have to go and see someone on the 28th to get it assessed and then there might be follow-up stuff.”

      “You’re being exceedingly vague, Morgan. What exactly is wrong with you?

      Morgan slipped into the office and closed the door quietly behind him. He could feel his story stretching beyond his powers of imagination. Somewhere in his mind he calculated that an embarrassing condition might end the conversation.

      “It’s a bit delicate, boss. It’s sort of personal. It’s a downstairs issue,” he whispered while instinctively glancing at his groin.

      “Good God, man. You don’t have that Aids thing, do you? I was just reading a report on it today. Apparently, it will be the death of the insurance industry. It would be a bit embarrassing if one of our own employees made the first claim.”

      Morgan started sweating. His mind was a tumble-dryer of thoughts.

      “No, no, boss. It’s nothing like that. It’s a urinary thing. I’ve been peeing every five minutes.”

      “Sounds like the clap,” the boss replied in a disappointed voice and resumed reading the papers on his desk.

      “Make sure you drop a doctor’s note into HR when you get back and don’t let the door hit your arse on the way out.”

      Morgan walked home, relieved at least that he had overcome his first hurdle, even if his dignity had taken another battering.

      He brewed up a pot of tea and thought about his options. He could ignore the summons. Northern Ireland was a different jurisdiction after all, and they were unlikely to pursue an expensive extradition process for a small case like this. And if they did, he could always throw himself onto the mercy of the Southern media who would champion his case as a rebel fighting the imperialist British machine. Few extradition processes had been successful in the past, even for people who had done nasty stuff like killing people. And if the worst came to the worst, part of Morgan’s twisted outlook on life would enjoy the thought of him being driven to the border in handcuffs and then handed over to the RUC under the glare of TV lights and the scribbled notes of the international media.

      He sat imagining himself as an Irish Mandela or Havel. Imprisoned unjustly by a cruel regime and writing long and insightful pamphlets from his prison cell, smuggled out on toilet roll hidden in his foreskin.

      That thought woke him from his comfortable dream, and the harsh realities of his predicament suddenly became clear. He could end up in prison with a bunch of terrorists who he would then be forced to associate with for protection. He’d lose the job he hated but needed for social comfort and to pay the rent on his miserable bedsit. And his mother would never forgive him. And nothing was more terrifying than the wrath of an Irish mammy.

      He paced around the flat, desperately seeking a solution to his dilemma. The recording machine sat on the kitchen table, unused since he had retrieved his car from Newry police station. It made him remember that day and the inane recording of his own voice that had kept him occupied on the way south. Then he suddenly remembered that he had never turned the machine off and that it would have recorded his conversation with the soldier and the sound of him being dragged violently from the car.

      Giddy with excitement, he played the tape back from the beginning. Fifteen minutes in, he found what he was looking for and he turned the tape off when it got to the part when you could hear his unconscious body being dragged away from the car. That proved that the British soldier had started the fight and that he was an innocent abroad, bruised and battered by the military industrial machine.

      He brought his tea into the living room and his eye caught a John le Carré novel resting on the coffee table. He had bought it as a Christmas present for his friend and unrequited love Orla. Morgan had been meeting her on and off for two years, without even a snog or a fond look. They usually met when she was bored and needed a chat and never when he wanted to. Months would go by without hearing from her and then he would get a call out of the blue asking if he wanted to meet up. This was usually when she’d broken up with a boyfriend or was having problems with a colleague at work. Sometimes those events would combine and he would be entertained for two hours by tales of some senior partner at her law firm and her evening adventures with him on a walnut desk illuminated by a green lamp. Orla had an unfortunate ability to describe her trysts in such intimate detail that Morgan could not help but find himself in the room she described.

      Nevertheless, he would always agree to meet, hoping against hope that this date would be the big one, but knowing that it probably wouldn’t.

      He hated himself for being so compliant, knowing that if he acted like more of a bastard, he would actually stand some chance of success. But she gave him just enough signs of hope, holding his hand sometimes as they walked down Grafton Street or staring at him for an age as they nursed pints in Kehoes.

      In the two years that Morgan had known her, he had never met her at the weekend. That’s when she lived the exciting part of her life. He met her in the dull dreariness of Wednesday evenings when his only competition was Coronation Street on TV.

      Their last meeting was before Christmas in O’Donoghue’s Bar, and after a beer or two, he had managed to swing the conversation away from Wham! and Duran Duran and onto his preferred topics of Second World War and spy novels. Part of Morgan’s love for Orla was that she could morph from South Dublin goddess, with an eye for fashion and flash cars, into something that could best be described as a bloke. She could hold her own on football and even knew more about the workings of the internal combustion engine that Morgan could ever aspire to.

      It turned out that her grandfather on her mother’s west Brit-leaning side of the family had worked for the Secret Service in London during the war. They spent the rest of that night (before she left him with the standard one-armed hug and peck on cheek) talking about spies and subterfuge.

      The next day, while nursing a hangover and a desperate sense of longing, Morgan had made his way to Eason’s bookshop and purchased a copy of Smiley’s People by John le Carré. It was also available in hardback and Morgan had considered buying that for Orla. But he was a star-crossed lover, not a fool, and he figured that until he got a decent kiss he wasn’t going to splash out £9.99.

      The novel now sat untouched, awaiting wrapping that Morgan never got around to. But it made him realise the intrigue of the situation he now found himself in. There are spies everywhere, he thought, and you can’t be too careful. He realised that the tape was his only way of proving his innocence and that the nasty British with their surveillance cameras and network of informers would be keen to get their hands on it.

      He resolved to make a copy, but technology wasn’t his forte either. Making a mixed tape for Orla had proved to be a testing process that took three months and seven discarded cassettes. In the end, the finished product, Tales of Melancholy, hadn’t been a huge success. Leonard Cohen and Miles Davis didn’t appeal to her fun-loving side.

      Morgan shook out the recording box and a cable fell out. Rather miraculously he found that it connected into the back on his rickety old stereo and through a process of random button pressing, he discovered that he could copy the tape onto a standard cassette. Flushed with pride at this achievement, he then proceeded to search the house for the best hiding place he could find. Old jars and shoe boxes were tried but discarded for being too obvious. The spies that Morgan now imagined were setting off in smart suits and sunglasses for his humble residence and were probably already peering through the window.

      Then he remembered the extractor fan in the kitchen. During a storm two years ago, it had fallen off and in his handy-man ignorance, Morgan had never gotten around to properly fixing it. It came away easily from the wall, exposing a large cavity littered with mice droppings. Morgan had used this space before to hide his pornographic magazines whenever his mother came to visit. If she couldn’t find them, the combined forces of the British Secret Service would also fail. He wrapped the cassette in a plastic bag and placed it carefully into the cavity.
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        * * *

      

      The morning of 28 February was cold and icy, so Morgan set off early for his return visit north. He had thought about hiring a solicitor to represent him, but money was tight and he was newly emboldened from having spent the three days leading up to the trial engrossed in the Rumpole novels his Aunt Mary had bought him for Christmas. The law seemed pretty black and white to him on that icy morning, and he had his tape safely tucked into his inside pocket. Morgan had decided on self-representation and after watching To Kill a Mockingbird, he pictured himself as a modern-day Atticus Finch.

      He planned to sit there stoically while soldier after soldier got up on the stand and told barefaced lies. He would let them present their case before getting to his feet, clearing his throat in a dismissive manner and making an objection. Reality, as with many things in Morgan’s life, was much more mundane. When he announced that he would be representing himself, the judge called him and the prosecutor into a side room to discuss the evidence they would be presenting. Morgan rather sheepishly produced the tape and after an hour or so of faffing around, the judge finally found a machine to play it on. While it was playing, the prosecutor blushed and desperately scribbled notes, unable to make eye contact with the now fuming judge.

      They stopped when it reached the sound of Morgan’s beaten-up body being dragged into the checkpoint office.

      “I’m dismissing this case outright,” the judge said. “And furthermore, I will be contacting the RUC to ask them to carry out a thorough investigation into this outrageous perjury and the attack that was carried out on this innocent man. Mr Morgan, can I ask you to hand over this tape so that I can pass it on to the police? It will be an important element in their investigations.” Morgan was happy that the original was safely tucked away in his flat in Dublin. He complied and shook hands with the judge and prosecutor before taking his leave. As he marched confidently towards the exit, he passed the soldier who had assaulted him, buttoned up in his dress uniform with the tam-o’-shanter of the Royal Regiment of Scotland proudly on display. Beside him sat two similarly attired comrades, ready to perjure themselves for the cause.

      “Looks like you might need a lawyer, mate,” Morgan blurted out with as much toughness as his voice could muster. “Guess you didn’t know that I was taping the whole thing.”

      The soldiers didn’t reply but looked at each other with worried expressions. Morgan left quickly, suddenly aware that he was acting in a hostile manner towards three trained killers. Morgan avoided conflict with his boss, with all the women he had ever known and with his mother. He wasn’t about to take on the British Army.

      He raced towards his car and headed south again. The recording machine was on the passenger seat, refreshed with a new blank tape. Morgan hit record as he turned his car onto the Lisburn Road. “The Lone Ranger lives to fight another day,” he exclaimed. “They thought they had him trapped but with one bound he was free.”

      The cold, grey countryside of South Ulster was laid out before him and as the evening grew dark at five o’clock, sleet and rain battered his windscreen and he fumbled constantly with the temperature lever, as though jiggling the control would make the air warmer. In the distance the red flashing lights of the Dromad checkpoint appeared. Morgan remembered his last visit to this unwelcoming spot and his stomach tightened as he approached. Suddenly above his head, the thunderous sounds of a Sea King helicopter broke the monotony of rain. It seemed as though it was about to land on Morgan’s car but at the last minute it veered left and came down in the adjoining field. Twenty black-faced British soldiers jumped out and ran towards Morgan’s vehicle. He gripped the steering wheel and waited for the assault, but it never came. The soldiers filtered out around his car and disappeared over a nearby stone wall. The Sea King roared its engine and lifted itself into the charcoal sky. In a moment, it was gone and the road was silent again, save for the relentless tapping of rain on the windscreen and the booming cacophony of drums within Morgan’s heart.

      He drove slowly to the checkpoint and, with shivering hands, passed his licence to the waiting soldier.

      “And what brings you to Northern Ireland today, Mr O’Muireagáin?” the soldier asked.

      “I had to see a man about a dog,” he meekly answered. The soldier looked at him with a puzzled expression, but he had heard a lot of strange things since his tour of duty in Northern Ireland had begun and a Calor Gas heater in the hut was calling him. “Thanks very much Mr O’Muireagáin, safe home,” he said as he handed back the licence.

      “Happy New Year,” Morgan said as he wound the window up and slipped the car into first gear.

      “Same to you, sir” the soldier replied as Morgan’s car disappeared towards the horizon. These Irish are a funny lot, he thought. Some of them are trying to kill you but most of them are decent folk just getting on with their life. The soldier suddenly felt homesick and wished that he could be spending the late days of February with his mates in Cardiff and not standing on a miserable dark road in South Armagh, asking complete strangers what they had been up to today.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan made it back to Dublin in time for the evening news. A soldier had been killed that day in a roadside bomb attack in County Tyrone. Morgan thought about the squaddie he had just wished Happy New Year to. Much as he wanted to hate the British Army for what they had done to him in Newry, he didn’t really have it in his heart to feel that way about anyone. Morgan was an idealist and made excuses for all the people who had ever done him harm. “Forgive them Lord,” he would often say, “for they know not what they do.” He said this whenever Orla refused his invitation for a drink and whenever his boss told him that his office attire would be more suited to a tramp with self-esteem issues.

      “The meek shall inherit the earth,” was another quotation that Morgan liked to comfort himself with. Even though he knew, as a fully signed-up member of the meekness society, that if offered this inheritance, the meek would simply hand it back apologetically while muttering about how they couldn’t cope with something so large and complex and how it would be much better in the custody of those who are strong and self-confident.

      Morgan got back to work on the Monday after the trial. He poked his head into his boss’s office but it was empty. As he turned around, he found that Dunne from the sales team was behind him and grinning broadly.

      “How’s the itch, Morgan?”

      Morgan blushed.

      “What are you talking about, Dunne?”

      “The boss was saying you had to take Friday off to have the little fella cleaned out. Did they use a scrubbing brush?”

      Morgan recalled the boss’s mention of the clap when he asked for the day off. He didn’t really want to tell Dunne the truth about his adventures, but he couldn’t think of a good compromise story.

      “It’s a urinary thing, Dunne. I don’t really want to talk about it.”

      “Are ya taking the piss, Morgan? If you don’t mind the pun. The boss doesn’t believe your story and I don’t either.”

      Morgan shuffled off wondering what was being said about him behind his back. He wanted to challenge Dunne but didn’t have the courage. Dunne was brash and self-confident and that was exactly the sort of personality that Morgan found most intimidating. He had been sent on a confidence-building course by his employer, with limited results. He was now able to look at other people’s shoes while talking to them, rather than his own. But he was a nervous soul and no amount of soft management skill courses was going to change that. The insurance industry in which he worked wasn’t particularly cruel, but Morgan could create imaginary demons at the drop of a hat. A memo from his boss saying that all client correspondence should now begin with “Dear Sir/Madam” rather than the long-established tradition of “Dear Sir” would wound Morgan like an arrow to the heart. He would take it as an attack on his work practices and an opportunity to beat himself up for not suggesting the change earlier.

      He wandered down to his desk and found a pile of correspondence that nobody had bothered to look at while he was away.

      “How long have you been here now, Morgan?”

      O’Leary from Accounts had swivelled his chair round for his regular morning chat. They had a shared awkwardness that created an odd friendship that could stretch to five minutes of conversation each day.

      “I’m the longest-serving staff member at this branch, actually. And I probably know more about the company’s policies and internal workings than anyone else, present company excepted,” Morgan replied.

      “I’d say you’ve seen a fair few changes in that time.”

      Morgan lay back in his seat and put his hands behind his head.

      “I’ve been doing pretty much the same job since I left school in 1979 and entered the exotic world of general insurance. There have been technology changes in the interim of course. When I started we had rotary dial phones and they’ve now been updated to a sleek touch-button model and you no longer have to walk to the stationery shop on the corner when you want a document copied. The biggest leap forward is in the typing pool where the secretaries no longer use typewriters and have migrated onto slick new IBM PCs. But I still like to hand them my handwritten letters to type. I’m old fashioned, particularly when it comes to avoiding work.”

      “But you’ve never put yourself up for promotion or even used your length of service to land a better desk when the branch goes through its regular reorganisations,” O’Leary replied.

      “I’m happy being stuck down the back, behind the telex machine and the dot matrix printer. And if you stand on a chair, this window looks over a car park onto Winton Road with a view of Fitzwilliam Tennis Club. My ideal day is to get through my work early and enjoy watching pensioners mishit backhanders.”

      “I thought you liked it down here because the boss can’t be bothered to navigate the office furniture to call down to your desk personally, and I notice you often leave the phone off the hook in case he’s calling you.”

      Morgan smiled. “That gives me the benefit of avoiding the boss while also making it seem as though I’m really busy.”

      “It’s funny but the boss was down here on Friday. We haven’t seen him here much since Mary, that good-looking young one, left last July. He used to be a regular visitor before then.”

      “What was he looking for?” Morgan asked as leaned forward with a worried expression.

      “He didn’t say anything. He was looking for something on your desk and in your drawers. He was muttering something, but I couldn’t hear.”

      Morgan instinctively checked around his desk, but nothing seemed to have moved. He felt uneasy that the secret world he had stepped into outside work seemed to be seeping into his office.

      He decided to crack on with work and tried to not think about what his boss might and might not know. His experience meant that he finished his daily workload, which consisted of correspondence to unhappy claim applicants and monotonous premium calculations, by 11 am. He then turned his mind to the monthly commission report that he was required to provide to Head Office. This involved sending a report to the dot matrix printer and waiting three hours for it to finish.

      While this was running, Morgan turned his hand to what he considered more productive purposes, including completing the Crosaire crossword in The Irish Times and designing a cassette cover for a mixed tape he had made for Orla. When these tasks were exhausted, he stared out the window and watched the planes taking off from Dublin airport. Most of his school friends were in London working on building sites or in pubs. They came home at Christmas with tales of free-loving English girls and easily accessible pornography. Morgan was tempted by the bright lights of London, but despite many drunken boasts about his emigrant intentions, he had never managed to get around to going.
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