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For my mother and father











Dark Angel, with thine aching lust


To rid the world of penitence,


Malicious Angel, who still dost


My soul such subtle violence!


‘The Dark Angel’


Lionel Johnson












PART ONE


A MAN OF NO IMPORTANCE




We are sorry for the Irish people if the storm breaks on their shores and over their land. We know what others in a similar situation have suffered, but Mr de Valera and his friends have sheltered behind neutrality, and they may have cause to wish that they had drawn the sword with the remainder of the great representatives of freedom and democracy. We in Malta have no regrets. In Malta we have suffered, and we are prepared to suffer more until final victory … We must not forget that there are many Irishmen fighting in this war against Nazism – with units of the Imperial forces in Britain and over-seas. It is the fact that the Free State is still neutral that is regretted by all who love Eire. The poet sings that a nation born where the shells fall fast has its lease of life renewed.


Times of Malta, 1941
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The County Hospital


Naas, Co Kildare, 1939


In the white, tiled room the two porters carried the body from the mortuary drawer and laid it down on the porcelain slab in the middle of the room. Detective Inspector Stefan Gillespie turned the pages of a manila file of statements, reports and photographs. The photographs showed the body as it had been when it was discovered, in a grove of trees by a river, surrounded by the debris of a picnic: a tartan blanket, a wicker basket, a piece of cheese, a half-eaten loaf of bread, apples and apple cores, two empty beer bottles, a bloody kitchen knife, a bicycle on its side. Then the body up close, partly clothed; the stomach and the tops of the legs drenched in blood. In black and white, the pictures of the picnic site and the river, in wide shot, looked almost elegant. The sun had been shining. In some photographs its light reflected off the water. The detective looked from the photographs of the body to the body itself.


Beside him Sergeant Dessie MacMahon smoked a cigarette, looking at the young, dead man with disinterested curiosity. He had read the State Pathologist’s report. There would be no more to learn. They were in the mortuary at Naas Hospital for reasons he didn’t much like, checking up on the work of other police officers, looking for mistakes, failings, shoddy work. It was the kind of thing that went with the job he now, suddenly, found himself doing. He didn’t much like that either. It was a job he hadn’t asked for.


Stefan Gillespie continued turning the pages of the file. The only other sound was the slow tick of a bank clock that hung above the mortuary door.


The body of James Corcoran was a fortnight old. Cold storage in the hospital at Naas was cold enough to slow decay, but not to stop it. The smell of rotten flesh had risen up as the porters pulled open the drawer. It wasn’t strong, but as the Sweet Afton Dessie MacMahon was smoking went out, he lit another. Stefan Gillespie closed the file and moved closer to the slab.


It was a boyish face. He looked younger than his twenty-four years. A mop of dark hair covered his forehead, the only part of him that was unchanged by death. The opening that reached from the throat to the chest and stomach, where the flesh had been pulled back for the examination of the internal organs, had been closed up and loosely stitched. As always, with the State Pathologist, it was neat, tidy work. He was a man who gave the dead care and attention; it was something the dead were always owed, whoever they were, whatever reason had brought them to the slab. For Stefan, his work was unmistakable. The body was immaculately clean, washed and tidied, ready for the undertaker when that time came, as it would do soon. The flesh was pale, almost luminous. The colour was deceptive. In reality it spoke not of the cleanliness outside, but of the rot spreading beneath the skin, which would eventually break through and consume it.


There was nothing to surprise Inspector Gillespie, having seen the photographs taken at the scene of death and afterwards, as the body had been stripped and opened up and explored. The wounds around the groin were obvious. They were what made this so striking. There were seven: in the lower stomach, in the thighs, in the penis and the testicles. Now they were only uneven tears in the white flesh, thin, broken lips lined with black, long-dried blood. What was visible did not record how deep the kitchen knife had gone, how hard and how furious the strokes had been. The gushing blood that had covered James Corcoran’s body and his clothes, his trousers and his clean, white shirt, had long been washed and sponged away. The bruising around the throat was still clear, though, grey and yellow, red in places. The fingers that had throttled him had pressed so hard that the hyoid bone had broken. But the savagery of his death had been left behind now. His face was oddly calm.


The doors into the mortuary opened with some force and the tall, bearded figure of the State Pathologist, Edward Wayland-Smith, entered, with the air of impatience that was familiar to Stefan and every other detective.


‘What’s all this to do with you, Sergeant Gillespie?’


‘Your office told me you were here today. A good time to catch you.’


‘That’s not an answer, is it? I’m in the middle of an important meeting. Administration, that’s the thing. Never mind the dead.’ Wayland-Smith grinned. ‘Still, you gave me an excuse to leave the buggers to it. This one’s done, isn’t he?’ Wayland-Smith glanced at the body. ‘Inspector Charles’s, Maynooth?’


‘You might call it an administrative matter, sir. The case seems to have ground to a halt. I’ve been asked to look it over … see if there’s more to do.’


‘To see if Inspector Charles has made a bollocks of it, you mean? It wouldn’t surprise me. I don’t think it’s an investigation that fills anyone with … I don’t know if enthusiasm is the right word, but if it is, there’s probably a considerable lack of it. There’s an element of the proverbial bargepole with which some things are not to be touched, however. I’m sure you know all that.’


‘Do I?’ Stefan smiled.


‘You’ll have read he was training to be a priest.’


Stefan nodded.


Wayland-Smith shrugged, as if that explained everything.


‘But I’d forgotten, they’ve moved you into Special Branch. And it’s Inspector Gillespie now. Good for promotion, but not for making yourself popular.’ He looked at Dessie. ‘He’s dragged you along too, MacMahon.’


‘That would be the word. Dragged. Special Branch wasn’t my choice.’


A look passed between Stefan and Dessie. There was a smile in it, or at least the hint of a smile, but something else from Dessie that wasn’t a smile.


The State Pathologist registered the exchange.


‘You’ve lost weight, MacMahon. That’s no bad thing.’


‘That’ll be something to thank Special Branch for, sir.’


Wayland-Smith laughed.


‘Well, I’m sure we can’t have too many policemen keeping an eye on what we’re all saying, now that there’s a war on that we intend to play no part in. I’m sure Ireland will have a lot to thank you for. I don’t think the state has a great deal to fear from Mr Corcoran, however. You’ve seen him. Is that all?’


Stefan Gillespie said nothing.


All three men were silent, looking down at the body.


‘It was a very vicious attack,’ said Stefan quietly.


‘Very. Unusually so, I’d have to say.’


‘An attack by someone he knew?’


‘I can’t say that, but it seems a reasonable conclusion.’


Stefan opened the file and turned several pages.


‘In the investigation, there seems to be some resistance to talking about the details you’ve given. They beg certain questions that I don’t see asked.’


‘I can imagine that’s so, Inspector. Are you surprised?’


‘Can you tell me what happened – what you think happened?’ Stefan asked.


‘You’ve read my report.’


‘I’m a great believer in the horse’s mouth.’


‘He was strangled. Asphyxiation was the actual cause of death.’ Wayland-Smith moved closer to the slab, looking at the young body with a kind of tenderness, unlike his brusque, impatient manner with the living. He walked around the body slowly as he spoke. ‘The wounds around his groin were inflicted immediately after death. I mean immediately, almost simultaneously. The quantity of blood left that in no doubt. He could barely have been dead.’ He stopped and looked up at Stefan and Dessie. ‘Perhaps he wasn’t, not quite.’


‘He was partially dressed. Did that happen before or after death?’


‘He was as you will have seen him in the photographs, Inspector. His shirt was open, as were his trousers. That’s how he was when he was attacked.’


‘The trousers pulled down.’


‘Some way down.’


‘And he was lying on the ground, before the attack.’


‘Yes. That would be my interpretation.’


‘Was he killed where he was found?’


‘Not for me to say. Given the circumstances I can’t see it could have been otherwise. And I gather that was the conclusion Inspector Charles came to.’


Stefan Gillespie turned over another page in the file.


‘There was semen present.’


‘There was.’


‘Not only from the victim.’


‘No. I would have made that observation, simply on the basis of common sense, from the two areas semen was found on the body, but I was able to establish the two specimens of semen do represent two different blood groups.’


‘We know the killer’s blood group?’


‘In all probability.’


‘So, we assume some sort of sexual act took place, possibly – even probably – consensual, followed immediately by a brutal, murderous attack.’


‘I can only give you simple facts. That’s what it feels like. And you can see, already, why there are a lot of questions no one would be eager to ask.’


‘There’s no evidence there was anyone else involved?’


‘Nothing that I’ve seen. My evidence stops with the body.’


‘There’s nothing that gives us any more information about the other man?’


‘Nothing I could find, Gillespie. I understand there are some fragments of a fingerprint that don’t belong to the dead man. On a beer bottle, I think it is.’


‘Would the killer have had a lot of blood on his clothes?’


‘Some, certainly. Whether it was a lot would depend on how he was positioned when he delivered the blows. There was no resistance, obviously. The wounds were inflicted with … I suppose frenzy was what came to mind when I first saw the body. That still doesn’t mean the murderer was covered in blood. I gather the investigation has produced nothing on who he was, where he came from, where he went. An isolated spot … did anyone see anything at all?’


‘No. There’s barely a thing,’ said Stefan. ‘He’s almost invisible.’


‘Is that so surprising, Inspector?’


‘I’d have hoped for something, sir, more than we have, working out from the scene of the crime. It is isolated, but there’s not even a sighting of two men cycling together. And there’s nothing in terms of the victim’s associations, his friends, things he might have said. He set out on a picnic, after all. This wasn’t something that happened by chance. Time, place … must have been arranged.’


For a moment, again, they looked at the body. It offered no answers.


‘However this encounter came about, Inspector Gillespie, it was, by its nature, secret, utterly secret. Whether the second man was someone James Corcoran had just met or knew well, what they were doing had to be hidden. That’s the point, isn’t it? It’s what we’re fighting. Every effort, presumably on the part of both men, went into trying to make sure they were invisible.’


The black Ford pulled away from Naas Hospital. Dessie MacMahon drove.


‘Maynooth?’ he said in a flat, unengaged tone.


‘Yes. St Patrick’s College.’


‘Not Donadea?’


Stefan Gillespie reopened the file on the death of James Corcoran.


‘I wouldn’t mind, if there’s time. But the scene of the crime can’t mean much after a fortnight. If we were actually investigating this, maybe. We’re here to tick Inspector Charles’s boxes and see if he needs to go back and do it again.’


Stefan didn’t notice the sour look from his sergeant.


‘But I think we should speak to this man Dunne. He seems like the only one in the seminary who was close to Corcoran at all. He wasn’t exactly blessed with friends. Or if he was, Maynooth CID didn’t get very far unearthing them.’


‘There’s a good reason for that,’ said Dessie. ‘They’ll all know enough about what happened, however tight Andy Charles tried to keep it. If any of them are queer they’ll be more worried about that coming out than a dead body, friend or not, and for the rest, they’ll all want to keep well away from it.’


‘We’ll take what we’ve got, Dessie. And I’d like a look at his room. I’m assuming that’s still locked up as part of the investigation. There’s a list of things that were taken to the barracks in Maynooth. Nothing that matters; at least, nothing that produced any evidence. But that doesn’t mean they didn’t miss something.’


‘This is a fucking waste of time, Stevie, you know that?’


‘You could be right.’


‘Andy Charles is a good detective. What are we chasing him for?’


‘We’re not chasing him.’


‘We’re looking for what he’s done wrong, what he missed, what he didn’t do. What else is this for? Does he even know we’re on it? Have they told him?’


‘I’m sure he’ll find out.’ Stefan smiled.


‘Yes, he fucking will, Stevie.’


‘A friend of yours?’


‘If he is, he won’t be for long.’


Stefan took out a cigarette. He lit it, glancing sideways at Dessie.


‘You’re not that pissed off about Inspector Charles, Dessie, or a couple of fellers in Maynooth CID. You’re just pissed off. Well, I am too. I didn’t ask to go into Special Branch. And I didn’t ask for you to be pulled along to work with me either. I don’t want to spy on anyone, let alone other Guards. It’s shite and we both know it. But it’s Superintendent Gregory’s shite. It’s his decision.’


‘His shite is our shite now,’ muttered Sergeant MacMahon.


‘All right, Dessie. I don’t know what the hell it’s about, and I’m no happier than you are being in Dublin Castle with the Commissioner’s collection of old IRA men and narks and all-round arseholes. But if you don’t like it, get used to it, because Terry Gregory will cheerfully tell you it’ll only get worse. I don’t trust any of those gobshites in the Castle, Gregory least of all. And I’m not even welcome there. Anyone they don’t know is an informer … and since they’re all fucking informers themselves, why not? But the last thing you and I need to do is stop trusting each other. We’re here, Dessie. We may get on with it, so.’


Dessie MacMahon did not reply. Eventually he produced a shrug.
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St Patrick’s College


Inspector Stefan Gillespie walked across the grass of St Joseph’s Square, the great quadrangle of St Patrick’s College, Maynooth. With him was a young man in the black priestly uniform of a seminarian. The small square of white at his throat was the only break in the black. He wore wire spectacles and a look of seriousness that reflected the conversation he was about to have, as well as his nature. He looked to Stefan unsettlingly like the young man he had seen earlier in the mortuary. He was about the same age. He had the same pale features, even the earnestness that was still, somehow, in James Corcoran’s dead face. There was no real sense that the trainee priest was nervous being asked to talk about his dead friend, but because Stefan could see he was wary, he had said nothing yet. He had asked no questions. He had left Dessie MacMahon to search out a cup of tea and talk to the porter, who had extracted Aidan Dunne from the library. He wanted the conversation to be as informal as he could make it.


St Joseph’s Square was empty save for a few young men hurrying along the straight central drive, late for a lecture. The square was laid out as a garden and Stefan and the young seminarian were walking among trees. The buildings of the college made up the quadrangle, surrounding them on four sides, but the buildings felt a long way off. The space was huge. Long, high, grey walls full of windows, hundreds of them, with the spire of the chapel at one corner. It was a place that had been built to declare its seriousness and its immutability. The rows of windows carried the barest echo of the grace and light of the Georgian terraces being built in Dublin at the same time. In the dark stone and the insistent formality, in the relentless repetition of mullioned windows, there was something fortress-like. The college had been established at the end of the eighteenth century, when the Penal Laws, which tried to make Catholicism invisible in Ireland, were being abandoned. The Penal Laws failed. St Patrick’s was a grand statement of Catholic visibility. This was the biggest seminary in the world. Training priests was one of the few things that Ireland did on a bigger scale than anyone else, anywhere. If there was one place that proclaimed the permanence and the power of Catholic Ireland, it was calmly, peacefully here.


‘I don’t know what I can tell you that I haven’t said already, Inspector.’ Aidan Dunne spoke quietly, breaking the silence Stefan Gillespie had let sit uneasily between them as they walked slowly through the college gardens.


‘You can tell me about your friend being happy.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘That’s what you said, when you were talking to Inspector Charles. He had been happy, noticeably so, in the days … the week before all this happened.’


The young man nodded. He looked slightly puzzled.


‘I don’t know how much you know about what happened … the details.’


‘I only know he was attacked and killed.’


‘Maybe that’s all you want to know,’ said Stefan.


‘Maybe it is. I know it was … it was all very unpleasant.’


‘Unpleasant is certainly one word for it, Mr Dunne.’ The words were spoken quietly, but there was an edge that was almost an accusation. ‘I think you know enough to know … you don’t want to know more. You’re not alone.’


The seminarian looked away; it was true enough.


‘But back to what you told Inspector Charles, Mr Dunne.’


‘If I knew anything, do you think I wouldn’t have said?’


‘You say he was noticeably happy, does that mean he wasn’t usually?’


Aidan Dunne frowned. He wasn’t sure how to answer. Questions he had been asked before were about times, dates, facts, when he last saw his friend.


‘It’s a simple question.’


‘He had his ups and downs; we all do. A vocation isn’t an easy thing. We all face questions, all the time. You can be very sure about your faith and still be unsure whether the priesthood is the right way, if you’re doing the right thing.’


Stefan Gillespie said nothing for some seconds. Then he continued. ‘That’s not what you meant, is it? Is that what you think about when you’re asked about a friend who’s dead, who’s been murdered? His vocation? You were talking about something else you were conscious of. It was in your head. So, there was something unusual about it. It stood out. When I read it, in your statement, it stands out for me. It was … exceptional in some way, is that fair?’


‘Yes, I suppose that’s right, Inspector.’


‘What made him so happy, then?’


Aidan Dunne shook his head and walked on in silence.


‘Let’s look at it from the other end. If being happy was so obvious, his unhappiness was more than the ordinary ups and downs of life at St Patrick’s. If he did have doubts about his vocation, they must have gone deep, is that true?’


‘I don’t know what you want me to tell you, Inspector.’


‘Were those doubts there only because he was homosexual?’


Aidan Dunne stopped, staring at the detective. There was a startled look on his face, but not only shock; there was a sense of fear, as if something that should not be said had been spoken, casually, idly; others might be listening.


‘It’s just the two of us, Mr Dunne,’ said Stefan. ‘I won’t be writing down your answers. I simply want to understand your friend, and to see if there is anything at all, anywhere, that can help us find the man who killed him.’


Aidan Dunne walked on, looking at the ground.


‘You knew he was homosexual?’


The young man nodded.


Stefan took out a packet of cigarettes and offered him one. Dunne took the cigarette. Stefan took one himself and lit both. They walked on again, smoking.


‘You did know?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did he talk to you about it?’


‘Never.’ There was a hint of uncertainty in the word, but only a hint.


‘Until those last few days?’


‘He still didn’t say anything, as such. But I knew. I guess he knew that.’


‘There are other men in the seminary who have the same problem.’


Dunne frowned and said nothing. He looked straight ahead.


‘I’m not asking about you.’


‘I’m not! Jesus! I’m not that way at all.’


‘I’m only interested in your friend. Did he associate with other men, other men here who were that way? I’m sure you have a sense of it. It may be that no one says anything, or looks too hard, but sometimes it’s not so easy to hide, is it? James was your friend. He didn’t say a word about it. You knew anyway.’


‘I can’t talk about this,’ said Dunne.


‘It’s another simple question. I’m assuming he was happy because he’d met someone. Isn’t that what it was? Isn’t that what he said … in some way?’


‘James was very shut in on himself, that’s the only way I can put it. He didn’t make friends easily. I’m not sure he wanted to. I knew because he had the room next door. We got on. I sensed things about him, yes, but I know he had little to do with anyone here. He worked all the time, that’s almost all he did. I think he wanted to work himself into believing he really did have a vocation.’


‘But he didn’t?’


‘I thought … he was using the priesthood to run away from something.’


‘Suddenly he was happy. Someone had made him happy, is that it?’


‘Not someone here. I know that, Inspector.’


‘So, what did he tell you?’


‘He’d been in Dublin for a few days, working at the National Library. He’d met someone. I suppose … he was in love. He didn’t use those words, but it’s what he was saying. And it had made everything clear. He knew what he had to do. He couldn’t stay at St Patrick’s. He knew he didn’t have a vocation.’


‘And that didn’t trouble him?’


‘No, quite the opposite. He said he was going to go home the following week and tell his mother and father. He was going to leave the college. He said he might even leave Ireland. He talked about going to England … I don’t know what that meant, and he didn’t either. Most of what he said didn’t make sense. When I asked what he thought he was going to do … in the middle of a war, he laughed and said it would all be fine, it would all be grand. All he had to do was find a way to live his life the way he wanted. And he believed he could.’


‘And what about the day out, the picnic? You’ve said he talked about it.’


‘He said he was going to meet his friend. That’s all he called him … I think somehow he managed to avoid even the word “he”. It was a day out, they were going to cycle down to the country … there was a place he knew, a place he loved … They were going to make plans about a holiday in England, that’s what he told me. These weren’t long conversations, Mr Gillespie. He was in and out of my room … talking, then going away. He came back to borrow a picnic rug I had … and then he needed a knife for the bread or something … and I had one … that was the last evening he was here. And the next day he was gone …’


‘James told you nothing about how he met this man, where he met him, what the man did? There was no name, no description? There was nothing?’


Aidan Dunne shook his head.


Stefan nodded. He had more than Inspector Charles had got. He had a clearer picture of James Corcoran’s last days, but that’s all. The killer had an existence in his head that he hadn’t had before, but it was only a shadow. Stefan knew Corcoran better, but he knew nothing that helped. He did not tell the dead man’s friend what had happened to the borrowed bread-knife. Stefan looked round to see Dessie MacMahon walking towards him, a mischievous smile on his face.


‘The Dean wants a word with you, Stevie. Canon Mulcahy.’


‘Does he now?’


‘He’s profoundly unimpressed by your lack of courtesy.’


‘Is that what he said?’


‘His exact words: “profoundly unimpressed”.’


‘Thank you, Mr Dunne. And I’m sorry for your loss.’


Stefan Gillespie and Dessie MacMahon walked back towards the college. The young seminarian stayed where he was, as if unaware they had gone. He wasn’t looking at them. He was looking at nothing. He was crying, noiselessly.


Detective Inspector Stefan Gillespie stood in the Dean’s study. Behind him stood Sergeant MacMahon, and behind him the college’s head porter. The room was lined with books on every wall, except where the large windows looked out to the drive and the gardens where Stefan had just been walking with Aidan Dunne. Canon Mulcahy sat at his desk, a slight, tight-faced man, wearing a look of almost puzzled benevolence on his face, as if he had been done some small but inexplicable wrong. Stefan imagined he had been standing at the window, not long before, watching the conversation with Dunne, and not liking it. Mulcahy’s face softened into something like a smile. He was comfortable giving instructions.


‘I think your sergeant can wait outside, Inspector.’


‘As you wish, sir,’ replied Stefan. He looked at Dessie MacMahon. The sergeant grinned and walked out of the room. The porter left too, pulling the door shut. Mulcahy did not offer Stefan one of the chairs in front of the desk; instead, he stood up himself and walked round to stand very close to him.


‘I am surprised, Mr Gillespie, that you should come into the college to speak to one of our seminarians without asking to do so, without approaching a senior faculty member. In matters of discipline, I am the first port of call here.’


‘There is no issue of discipline that concerns the college, Canon Mulcahy, just a conversation I needed to have with Mr Dunne that continued conversations he had had with Inspector Charles and detectives from Maynooth.’


Canon Mulcahy drew himself up, regarding Stefan with less benevolence.


‘There is an issue of courtesy, Inspector. It may not be your strong point, but no one walks into this college to question its students without permission.’


‘It’s about the investigation into the death of one of your seminarians.’


‘I’m glad for that information. But you might want to enlighten me about what precisely you have to do with the investigation into that tragedy. I have only just put the telephone down from speaking to Superintendent Mangan at the barracks in Maynooth. His men have been conducting the inquiry ever since poor Corcoran was found, in particular Detective Inspector Charles. Superintendent Mangan has no idea who you are, Inspector, even less idea why you’re here. He was flummoxed altogether, though he put it more colourfully.’


If the last words were some sort of joke, the Dean did not smile.


Stefan did. ‘Ah, I’m sure he’d know me if he saw me.’


‘Then perhaps you’d like to do something about that. He’s in his office in the town, and he asked me to tell you to call in there, as soon as you leave here.’


‘I see,’ said Stefan.


‘Thank you. Before you do leave, perhaps you’ll tell me exactly what you wanted to know from Mr Dunne, given that he has already made a statement.’


Stefan was surprised at the ease and assurance with which Mulcahy asked that question. He obviously had every expectation that he would get his answer.


‘I don’t know how Superintendent Mangan and Inspector Charles do things in Maynooth, but that’s not how police inquiries work, Canon. Not quite the confessional, but still, as these things go, it’s near enough, at least until it comes to court.’ He shrugged. ‘Judgement … well, not so different even there.’


‘Do you think you help your case by insulting the Church?’


‘The case is not mine. The case is about finding who killed your student.’


‘And it is a very sensitive matter. I shouldn’t have to say that, Inspector.’


‘Perhaps a little too sensitive.’


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘I mean that so many questions have not been asked from the start, particularly about homosexual associations or relationships in the dead man’s life, that more work has gone into what isn’t being said than trying to find the killer.’


‘Do you think being blunt and offensive is clever, Mr Gillespie?’


‘I think being honest might have brought us closer to a brutal murderer.’


‘If you want me to be honest, there are things we now know about Mr Corcoran that mean he should never have been here at all. He was not a suitable candidate for a vocation. He must have known himself that he was … in sin, perhaps very deeply in sin. He needed to be closer to God, certainly, but not as a priest. We can only hope that he is now closer to God. The problems he had, which are still only conjecture, are not the business of St Patrick’s, except in so far as he was a seminarian. He was, however wrongly, one of us. We pray for him. The whole community prays for him. As for the questions you seem so interested in, I’m not frightened by the word homosexuality. I’m not frightened by any sin. But we all owe something to James’s memory and to his family, his mother and father especially. They have been hurt enough by his death, without having to suffer the exposure of things in his life that, if true, should be decently forgotten. Any judgement on that belongs … in a more compassionate place.’


‘Surely his parents know what happened?’ Stefan pushed aside most of the Dean’s words, except for what told him again that questions had not been asked.


‘I don’t doubt the Guards left many details alone, out of charity.’


‘You mean they probably said nothing and asked nothing.’


‘You seem to have an unpleasant appetite for all this, Mr Gillespie.’


‘You should look at what the killer did to your seminarian, Canon. Charity’s grand. Maybe begin with making sure he doesn’t do it to anyone else.’


The Dean looked at Stefan with cold contempt, as if he was something very grubby. He didn’t expect anyone to speak to him like this. He didn’t expect anyone to disagree with him. It certainly wasn’t the place of a policeman. He turned away towards the big window, his back to Stefan. He looked out over the quiet lawns and the elegant drive to the college. He would not show anger.


‘There is nothing more to say, Inspector. I think you’re finished here.’


Canon Mulcahy walked back to his desk and sat down, smiling.


‘I’m sorry, Canon. I suppose I wish the investigation had been more urgent when it started. Time was lost. I still … I wanted to look at his room.’


The Dean opened a cigarette box and took out a small, dark cheroot.


‘Did you? I’ll repeat myself. Whatever it is you’re doing you’re finished with it now. Anything else, you can discuss with the superintendent. He can discuss it with me. If there is a reason for you to come back here, we can discuss that as well. It may be that if you’re with him, I will agree to it. My impression, however, is that the investigation is in good hands, and that won’t be necessary. In fact, when I did speak to Superintendent Mangan, he suggested that the best approach to you would be to tell you to fuck off. I think he has you summed up well, Mr Gillespie, but I’ll let him elaborate himself, as I’m sure he will.’


The Special Branch offices took up one side of the Police Yard at Dublin Castle, away from the buildings of state that had, not long ago, been the heart of British rule in Ireland, away from the chapel and the gardens and grand spaces. The entrance to the yard, through the stone archway of the Carriage Office, owed something to the look of the rest of the Castle, but the yard beyond, circling the Special Branch building, consisted of scruffy rows of garages and old stables and stores. Inside the building, Stefan Gillespie sat in a chair facing Detective Superintendent Terry Gregory. Gregory stood behind his desk, turning the pages of the file on the murder of James Corcoran, smoking a cigarette. The superintendent sniffed and shut the file. Stefan was aware his boss had looked at nothing at all in the file. He had certainly taken nothing in.


‘You spoke to Superintendent Mangan?’


‘I phoned him from St Patrick’s. It was a one-sided conversation. He wasn’t happy the case file had ended up in Special Branch. There didn’t seem any point going into the station to see him. I did … well, what he told me to do. Fuck off.’


‘I had a similar conversation with Andy Charles.’ The superintendent grinned. ‘Let’s just say I was shocked by his lack of due deference to my rank.’


Stefan smiled. It wasn’t much of a smile, but he had worked out, in his short time in Special Branch, that when the boss made a joke, you smiled. He wasn’t yet sure what he made of Terry Gregory, except that he didn’t like him.


‘And the Commissioner has had a phone call from the President of St Patrick’s. Obviously, the Dean thought your attitude required some comment from the top man. Insolent, rude, offensive, all those things that I wouldn’t particularly have you down for, but then I’m not a fucking priest, am I? It would have all been very polite, but it hardly puts you in Ned Broy’s good books.’


‘You told me it was the Commissioner who wanted the case looked at.’


Gregory sat down and leant back in his chair.


‘I wasn’t expecting quite as much of the Protestant work ethic, Stevie … I can cope with a bit, but you’re going to have to learn to keep it under control. Ned Broy gets a letter that expresses concern about the fact that the investigation into this murder has ground to a halt. The daddy of the dead feller is an up-and-coming member of parliament. So, since the letter’s from a TD, on Dáil Éireann notepaper, Ned asks for the file from Maynooth and then he asks me to make sure it’s all been done by the book. I ask you to have a look and tell me what you think. What you think, Inspector, that’s all. I didn’t tell you to go out and start the fucking investigation up again, all on your fucking ownsome.’


‘You might say it was done by the book, sir. It’s a shite book.’


‘And so you thought you’d show Maynooth CID how to do it?’


‘Why ask me the question if you don’t want an answer, sir?’


‘The answer the Commissioner wants is along the lines of: there may be a few minor criticisms, a few things to chase up, but apart from that it’s a thorough, workmanlike job. Is that so hard? You didn’t have to leave the office, let alone start a row with CID in Kildare and the bloody Catholic Church. Three years ago, Ned Broy put you back in uniform for punching a priest. You’re in CID a couple of weeks and you’ve got the hierarchy foaming at the mouth about you.’


‘I didn’t ask to come into Special Branch, Superintendent.’


‘Don’t try to be clever with me, Inspector. If I want you, you’re here.’


Stefan didn’t reply. Now there was an edge to Gregory’s voice.


‘So, what should Inspector Charles have done, Stevie? You tell me.’


‘It starts with a lack of urgency, sir. You can’t list the consequences of that. You can’t buy back the time. But the main thing is the relationship between Corcoran and the man who killed him. They must have met shortly before the murder. A week, not much more. I’d say they didn’t know each other before. They probably met in Dublin. They arranged to meet again at Donadea. This was a big thing for Corcoran. Not some quick pick-up. So, where they met, how they met, these are questions that should have been asked. There’s not so many places in Dublin two queer men can hook up, or many places to go if they did. I’m not saying that’s the way it was, and I’m not saying it was that obvious, but it should have been tried. Were there places Corcoran regularly went to in Dublin – pubs, bars, pick-up spots? Was he known? Had he ever been noticed by the Guards? We should have been in Dublin with photos of him. Who saw him? Was he with anyone? It’s a shocking murder. The investigation was too small.’


‘And what do you think the Church would have made of all that? Not to mention his family. Photographs of a seminarian in every queer pub and public convenience in Dublin? And for what? You think every faery in town would queue up to tell us who was at it on a dark night in the Phoenix Park bushes?’


‘It’s not just any killing, Superintendent. It was fucking grim.’


‘You know the complaint came from the lad’s father?’


‘He’s a TD. Yes, you said.’


‘A Fianna Fáil man – with a career ahead of him right now. Word is he’s about to become a junior minister. A Cabinet seat soon … if he doesn’t mess up.’


Stefan looked harder at the superintendent’s smile. It seemed as if those words were meant to offer an obvious conclusion; they were self-explanatory.


‘Your man has a feeling the investigation wasn’t what it should have been. He passes that on to the Commissioner, because he’s an important feller, and he can. But he doesn’t know very much, except that his son was killed, brutally killed, in an attack that must seem almost random. He knows about the brutality. But it all came out of nowhere. Maybe a madman, what else? And does he know his son had sex with the man who killed him? I don’t think so. And I doubt anyone’s stuck a piece of paper in front of him and his wife with a description of what was happening by the lake minutes before their son was killed, with details of two different specimens of semen. Discretion, Inspector, doesn’t make for good investigation. But do they want pictures of their boy up in every Dublin toilet now? I doubt it very much. And one thing’s for sure, if that was happening, Rory Corcoran TD could say goodbye to his ministerial career.’


Stefan Gillespie nodded. That was the simple truth.


‘He’d be finished. Unfair, unreasonable bollocks, but who can doubt it? So, I’ll send this file back, with a few critical observations. Ned Broy will write a letter expressing his full confidence in his officers in Maynooth. And life goes on.’ Terry Gregory got up abruptly. ‘That’s it, Inspector. If you want to fit in, don’t show too much initiative. If you can’t be arsed to fit in … same advice.’


Gregory looked at Stefan, as if waiting for a response. There wasn’t one.


‘Why did you join the Guards?’


‘I’m not sure I had a reason.’ Stefan shrugged. ‘If I had, I’ve forgotten it. I left Trinity because … I didn’t like it. There was no point staying. I needed something to do. Maybe it was because my father was a policeman. Or maybe because they were looking for recruits and I couldn’t think of anything better.’


‘That’ll do. As long as you didn’t bring any principles with you.’


‘Perhaps that’s what I’ve forgotten, sir.’


Superintendent Gregory laughed. He walked across the room and stood looking out through the glass at the detectives in the room beyond. He had his hands in his pockets. He watched his men as if he didn’t much like what he was looking at. It was clear, without more words, that the conversation was over.


Stefan walked to the door. As he opened it, Terry Gregory turned.


‘You’re right. The investigation was shite. If there was a chance of identifying the killer, it’s long gone. Too much time spent keeping too much quiet. And if you read between the lines, a bit of … well, your man was fucking queer, and he got what happens to queers. So, you’re right about all that too.’


The man who killed James Corcoran left Ireland long before Stefan Gillespie saw the body in the mortuary at Naas Hospital. He left even before Inspector Charles arrived at the picnic site by the lake at Donadea, the morning after the murder. He took the mail boat from Dún Laoghaire on the night of the killing. By the time a poacher found the seminarian’s body, walking out of the Donadea woods towards the lake early the next day, the murderer was getting off a train at Euston Station in London. A great calmness had come over him after the frenzy of the assault. He knew the danger he was in and he knew he had to get away unobserved. He had gone to Donadea almost unseen from Dublin, taking two days to cycle by a roundabout route, sleeping the first night in an empty lock-keeper’s cottage by the Royal Canal and the second in the ruins of the castle at Donadea, among the all-enveloping trees. That morning he swam at the lake where they had arranged to meet. The water was cold and clean. The September sun was still warm on his body as he lay on the grass to let himself dry. They met at midday. James had cycled from Maynooth, taking backroads and boreens as well. All the secretiveness of getting there, unknown, unnoticed, was part of the excitement. This would be their place, this deserted estate, overgrown and unworked, thick with trees, with a sparkling, hidden lake at its centre. It was James’s place first, at least somewhere he had discovered, a secret space. But the man he came to meet was good at finding his way. And afterwards the man had to find his way back to Dublin, even more unnoticed, more unremarked than when he’d come. That was the sole thought in his head. He had an Ordnance Survey map and a compass. He had a change of clothes. There was blood, of course. That was easy to dispose of. He stripped naked and swam in the lake again. He put on new clothes and wrapped the old ones in a tight bundle. He wheeled his bicycle out of the trees to the road and set off, heading north towards the Royal Canal. He saw no one for several miles and when he did hear a car, then later a tractor, he had time to slip through a gate into a field. When he rode through a village, his head was down and whatever attention he attracted was the work of seconds. And it wouldn’t matter. Someone would have to stumble on the body, in a place few people went. He would be gone. He made good, fast progress. He disposed of his clothes, weighted down with stones, and then of his bicycle, in a deserted stretch of the Royal Canal. He followed the towpath into Maynooth, where he got the train into Dublin, making sure he arrived at the station with only seconds to spare, so he wasn’t standing on the platform, waiting, noticeable. By then he was very confident. And Dublin asked no questions. He ate a meal in a restaurant on Stephen’s Green, with more to drink than he was used to, then travelled out to Dún Laoghaire for the night boat to Holyhead. He had never killed before. The thought had been there sometimes, the anger had been there, perhaps a need, building in him. It had still happened without him wanting it, or knowing he wanted it. He was sorry for what he had done. He wished it hadn’t been James. He shed tears for what had happened, looking back from the boat as it steamed away from Dún Laoghaire’s lights; tears for himself rather than the dead man. Yet there was a sense of relief, too. And for a time, a very short time, it made him feel that he had torn something out of himself, that he had rid himself of the darkness, of all the passions filling him with disgust about who he was. It was done, and done in such a terrible way that surely none of those feelings could ever come back again, those feelings he could not control. Hadn’t he put a stop to it? Hadn’t he done that at least? It was a kind of sacrifice. He didn’t often pray, but he did as Ireland disappeared into black night; not for James Corcoran, the man he had butchered, but in the bright hope that what he had done had truly cleansed him.
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Kensal Green


London, 1941


Row upon row, across London’s great suburban cemetery at Kensal Green, the avenues of the Victorian dead stretched in every direction. A derelict community of black slate and mildewed stone, modest headstones and crumbling mausoleums, miniature Greek temples and skewed Egyptian obelisks, and the red Gothic arches of a dozen tiny Albert Memorials. Watched over by angels with broken wings and chipped and blackened faces, the straight paths echoed the streets that spread out around the cemetery for mile after mile, with a kind of cacophonous decay that brought a hint of chaos to the solid certainty of the houses the dead had inhabited when they were alive.


A middle-aged man was walking along one of the tomb-lined avenues on a clear, chill January afternoon. He knew the place well. It had been a part of his childhood. He had lived in one of those solid streets. Walking through the cemetery had been the ritual of so many endless, empty Sunday afternoons. Now the cemetery had an easy, casual familiarity that he felt more comfortable with than the roads he had just taken from the Underground station at Kensal Green. Perhaps it was that hint of chaos in the tumbled stones. They reflected a truth of sorts. You had to wait for death to discover all had not really been well, in the best of all possible worlds; nothing had been certain or solid. It was part of an unwanted past as far as the man was concerned. But it was there even if he had made himself a stranger to it.


He was just over forty. A fastidious, almost obsessive concern with his appearance meant that he did worry about being forty. It felt older than it should. There were plenty of people to reassure him it was really no age. He was, after all, Ireland’s greatest actor and theatre director. He liked to say he wasn’t, but he was not unhappy to be contradicted. If growing older concerned him, mostly he pushed it aside, amused that it mattered to him at all. But here, in this forgotten place from a largely forgotten past, the awareness of age was less easily shrugged off. He already felt coming had been a mistake. The streets beyond the cemetery walls were dead to him. That hadn’t changed. They always were. They were before he knew they were. He had grown up here, but he’d left it behind in a strangely absolute and final way. He had invented a past for himself in which Kensal Green played almost no part. The child who had lived there was a ghost. It was fitting that on this rare visit his companions were ghosts too.


Along the avenue, between bare trees, in front of a crop of tombstones that leant in every direction, several dozen people stood by a heap of newly dug earth, watching as the undertakers lowered a coffin into the ground. The smell of fresh soil was in the air. The drum of a rusty gasometer rose up behind them.


Micheál Mac Liammóir was late, though there were others still behind him. No one was in a hurry. The actor’s presence was a gesture, one he was unsure he should have made. There wasn’t even an audience to appreciate it. It was unnecessary; it was inconvenient. It had involved the mail boat from Ireland, and a train through an England full of delays and wartime darkness. But as the Irishman he had become since leaving Kensal Green, funerals mattered. He had decided this one did. He owed the man a lot, though he hadn’t seen him in many years. It was the kind of sentimentality he was usually too scrupulous to allow himself. But there was a debt. There had been kindness, generosity, friendship, when he’d been unsure how to find that. The man had helped him become who he was.


Most of the mourners were men, older rather than younger. Mac Liammóir recognised some: actors, directors, artists; people he would have expected to see. He nodded and smiled the quiet, uncommunicative smiles that go with a funeral where the deceased doesn’t matter so much to the mourners’ lives. But for a moment he mattered enough. The words of the burial service surrounded these people briefly – friends, acquaintances, strangers – and bound them together. They were words that somehow you were born knowing.


‘Thou knowest, Lord, the secrets of our hearts; shut not thy merciful ears to our prayers; but spare us, Lord most holy, O God most mighty, O holy and merciful Saviour, thou most worthy Judge eternal, suffer us not, at our last hour, for any pains of death, to fall from thee.’ The minister looked round at the faces for some seconds, blankly, then continued. ‘We commend unto thy hands of mercy, most merciful Father, the soul of this our brother departed, and we commit his body to the ground, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.’


The look was an invitation to come and cast earth on the coffin. No one moved. Then one man stepped forward. An undertaker handed him a brass trowel of soil. He tipped it on to the coffin. Micheál Mac Liammóir moved to the grave more dramatically. He bowed his head and scattered the earth, with purpose and flamboyance. As he turned there was a queue. He smiled. This was a performance at least. The dead man had every right to expect it to be properly done.


As the actor turned away from the graveside, he passed a young man, dark – Indian, he thought – looking at him with a fixed, frowning gaze. Their eyes met for only seconds, but Mac Liammóir felt a surprising intensity in the other man’s stare. There was a sort of smile, too, boyish, awkward, but it was the intensity that unsettled him. The young man wore a grey overcoat, well cut, elegant. He clutched a brown, square canvas box to his side. It hung from his shoulder. The gas mask case that not long ago everyone carried, but now seemed less essential than a tin hat. The actor nodded uncertainly and carried on. The man was still watching him. He could feel it. It was someone who knew him, perhaps someone he should have known. He didn’t recognise him. The man saw that and didn’t like it. He expected a response. There had been anger in those eyes. Mac Liammóir shrugged it away. The Indian was attractive, unquestionably. A forgotten encounter? It must have been a long time ago. Those days had gone. Well, gone for the most part.


The last scatterings of earth fell on the coffin.


‘O Father of all, we pray to thee for those whom we love, but see no longer. Grant them thy peace; let light perpetual shine upon them; and in thy loving wisdom and almighty power work in them the good purpose of thy perfect will; through Jesus Christ our Lord. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Ghost, be with us evermore. Amen.’


Micheál Mac Liammóir crossed himself.


Then everyone was leaving, turning back into the avenues of the dead, exchanging quiet words about plays and friends and the war and last week’s bombing in London, unfinished sentences. The great actor was conscious of the dark young man again, gazing from some way off. He walked on, following the other mourners. He was puzzled, but more than that, he was annoyed. It was as if the man wanted something. There was an etiquette. Not remembering was a part of that. You never imposed. You never reminded. Except by invitation. It wasn’t about politeness. For some men it was about survival. A brief encounter, if that’s what it had been, should be exactly that. He had almost decided to speak to the young man, but something stopped him. It was that intensity again. Mac Liammóir’s instincts were to go. There was something troubled in the young face, a mix of desperation and anger.


A familiar voice pushed all that away.


‘Alfred!’


There was no mistaking the voice, lazy but razor-sharp, or that the name he had once been called was from the past. No one used it now. In Ireland hardly anybody knew he once carried this most English name.


‘It’s a while, Noël.’


‘Well, I suppose we’ve nodded across a crowded room from time to time. Not so long as all that. Let’s not make ourselves any older than we are, Alfred.’


Noël Coward took out a cigarette case. He offered one to Mac Liammóir. They stood for a moment, saying nothing, as one actor lit the other’s cigarette and then lit his own. The two men had known one another in childhood. They had acted together as children. For both of them it was a world that had been left behind, though only one of them had entirely erased it from his present.


‘I’m sure you’re rather a stranger to London now,’ said Coward.


‘I thought I should come. Eric did a lot for me.’


‘I saw him last year. Very ill. I can’t say I kept in touch with him, but at least I did something. He spoke a lot about old times. I have to be honest and say I couldn’t remember most of what he was talking about. I think he invented some of it, and even that wasn’t particularly entertaining. Well, nothing wrong with that. If I am ever so ancient that I find myself spending most of my time talking about the past, I shall make everything up. Anyway, there he lies. He mentioned you. I think he’d rather you’d come to see him … when he was still alive.’


‘I should have done.’ Mac Liammóir smiled. ‘Thank you, Noël.’


‘Not often I can be self-righteous, Alfred. Don’t begrudge it me. And I still can’t call you Michael, let alone say it the way one is supposed to in Irish. I don’t do it to irritate you. It’s how I see you. I still resent the fact that you’re a serious actor.’ Coward laughed. ‘And rather too serious, I sometimes think.’


‘If my father had given me a more interesting name, I might have kept it.’


‘There’s something in that. As a child I took some pleasure in you having an uninspiring name. I might have come to nothing without my diaeresis.’


The two men joined the drift away from the graveside, heading along the avenue towards other avenues and the entrance to the cemetery, walking slowly.


‘I have a car waiting, if you want a lift into Town?’


‘I think I’ll get a breath more air and take the Tube.’ Mac Liammóir wasn’t sure why he suddenly said that, except that he wanted some time on his own. ‘I gather a few people are going for a drink, at Billie’s. I might do that. I don’t know. I have a night in Town before I go back to Dublin. Are you going?’


‘I have work to do. Well, dinner with tedious people is always work.’


‘I’m sure you’ll amuse them.’


‘You see what I mean, Alfred. You’re the serious one, I’m the clown.’


‘Ah, but what a clown!’


Noël Coward laughed. ‘There is that.’


They walked on for a moment, silently. Mac Liammóir smiled.


‘I remember you at ten, Noël, auditioning for a goldfish in one of Miss Lila Field’s thankfully forgotten productions. We met at the audition. You asked me if I’d done much work. I’d no idea you meant acting. You also asked me if I knew what I wanted to be when I grew up. I didn’t. You were unimpressed. You said people should always be clear about what they want. You were. I don’t think you ever doubted or lost your way. I opted for uncertainty.’


‘You finally discovered what you wanted to be, Alfred. An Irishman.’
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