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Corpse Flowers

UTV News live shot, 5.23 p.m., 23/05/13

Press conference. CID say they are concerned about the whereabouts of Lorna Donnelly, age seventeen, from Lisburn. Last seen leaving her place of work on 13/05/13. The lead detective is DI Jim McCaul. McCaul is early forties, CID, short sandy hair. Lorna’s parents sit to either side of McCaul. Lorna’s mother is Kay. She keeps her eyes on the floor. As if she keeps some private grief under scrutiny. If she takes her eyes off it, it might get away from her. Lorna’s father is Norman. An older man. He is strongly built. There’s a steroid mass under his blue shirt. Tattoos on his arms.

McCaul holds up a photograph of Lorna. She is younger in the photograph. Her hair hangs about her face. She looks sullen. A teenage runaway. McCaul thinking about teenage runaways from the films, some backwoods couple on the lam leaving behind a trail of multiple homicides. Bound to each other by a darkness of their own making.

He shows a still taken from CCTV at Belfast Met where Lorna attends a part-time course. She’s looking at the camera in black-and-white. McCaul thinks that her face is desolate. He knows that it will haunt him. As though she had seen some horror. Not just seen. He remembers the words they used in chapel in the days when he went to chapel with his wife. Gazed upon. She looked as if she had gazed upon horror. Record this look is what she seems to be saying. Remember it.

 

Traffic cam #1, Shaftesbury Square, 9.48 p.m., 20/05/13

First breakthrough. Lorna standing at the cash machine on the corner of Botanic Avenue. An overexposed night scene, a lens flare from the top right-hand corner, people passing through the frame looking stealthy and achromatic, part of some grisly underclass. There’s always the feeling that you’re witnessing someone’s last moments. Even like now when you are witnessing someone’s last moments. The juddery rewind, the uneven tail speed.

CID say do every bar and club on the street. Take the CCTV footage. Spend fourteen-hour shifts watching every frame. Nobody’s going home until it’s all seen.

 

Submariner Bar, 11.22 p.m., 20/05/13

Saturday-night CCTV. Security men at the bar doors. Girls in heels and beehives. The camera not picking up the detail that gives the place its modish jolt. McCaul observes the fifties look right down to the scratchy film stock from nostalgia shows. The girls are Doris Day – blonde beehive and falsies. Brassy and tottering with Smirnoff naggins in their handbags. Knowing tarts. Security in evening dress and black tie, hair slicked back so you’re thinking Kray twins, Ronnie and Reggie. The night gathering in layers. Somebody’s going to get their smile widened with a razor. Somebody’s going to end up as motorway road fill.

Security bantering with the beehives. Lorna walks past them. Not belonging in the scene. Not belonging with the fifties look. Lorna wearing a puffa jacket, jeans and trainers. As soon as he sees it he knows that she is no longer alive. McCaul imagines the clothes scattered across waste ground. You see them in cellophane bags, evidence tagged. A livery for the modern dead.

 

Submariner Bar cam, 12.15 a.m., 21/05/13

The anti-pilferage camera’s focused on the bar-girl who has her back to the camera. But it picks up the end of the bar in long shot. Lorna’s leaning on the bar talking to someone just out of shot. She’s intent. Stabbing the Formica with her finger. A man’s hand rests on the bar. That’s all you can see. As she talks the hand doesn’t move. She keeps talking. You’re thinking amphetamine rush. The bartender’s a sallow girl, Latvian, product of some gritty Baltic seaport. Life in the places left behind after history has had its way. CID says bring her in.

 

Donegall Pass PSNI Station, interview suite intercam, 8.20 a.m., 25/05/13

The bartender is Michaela from Riga. Says she doesn’t recognise the screen grab of Lorna. Doesn’t remember who she was talking to. She looks bored. McCaul imagines a cheap flat by the docks. A boyfriend with a Saxon T-shirt and a minor criminal record.

CID comes into the room. CID says they’ve found a body in the river.

 

Ormeau Embankment, SOC cam, 9.32 a.m., 25/05/13

The water is brackish. The halogen light picking out weed fronds, the frame of a bicycle. McCaul standing at the edge of the water. The weed streams seaward on the ebb, the tidal flux. McCaul thinks of Lorna borne downstream toward the open sea and the channel markers and the Mew Island light.

 

Sony HVR-Z7U HDV divecam, 11.16 a.m., 25/05/13

The camera on a long exposure. She’s snagged on debris. Her hair flares out from her head. The diver’s gloved hand comes into shot as he reaches for her. She sways like some mythic Rhinemaiden. Her lips are slightly parted. The tide turns her face toward the camera. Her eyes are open and the diver is fixed for a moment by her sombre, violated gaze.

 

NI Forensic Mortuary, security cam (ext), 7.10 p.m., 25/05/13

The undertaker backs the Mercedes hearse to the entrance. The black tin coffin is slid onto the morgue gurney. The footage is flickering. The speeds are always wrong. Everything’s silent-movie era. The undertaker’s a Gothic villain in a top hat. Death’s attendants coming for you at ten frames per second.

 

NI Forensic Mortuary, post-mortem suite 4, 9.03 a.m., 26/05/13

The camera is high definition. Nothing is to escape the lens here. This is not the place for difficult-to-piece-together recollections, the lyric fragments of the street traffic and retail security cams. There is to be no room for error. These are the forensics. The blood work. The pathologist and his female assistant make a Y-shaped incision in Lorna’s torso.

They record the organs as healthy. They record no evidence of recent sexual activity. They record several depressed fractures to the cranium consistent with blows from a heavy object. Bone fragments are removed from the brain. They record that there is no water in the lungs. They observe that Lorna was dead before being placed in the water. They record that her hair colour is black. They record that her eye colour is green.

Interflora, security cam, Lisburn Road, 3.44 p.m., 20/05/13

Lorna’s workplace. The manager says they don’t normally keep the security camera footage but there is some from the previous Saturday. McCaul watches her moving behind the counter. There was a grace which McCaul had not expected. Good at the job. The shop manager said she was a natural. Knew the Latin names of the flowers. This seemed important to her, the manager said, putting names to the flowers. The night blooms.

 

Donegall Pass PSNI Station, interview suite intercam, 9.28 a.m., 26/05/13

CID says don’t talk to the parents at home. CID says bring them in. Did she drown? Norman says. There will be water in her lungs if she drowned, he says. Then he smiles. You never think you’re going to ask if there was water in your daughter’s lungs, do you? You never think you’re going to put that into a sentence. I know what happens when someone drowns, he says. Kay gets up and walks about the room with a sideways gait as though something is about to fall on her head. Will fall on her head if she doesn’t keep moving.

McCaul keeps trying to see Norman’s arm. He’s trying to make out the tattoo. Two flowers interlaced, he thinks. He can see the petals.

 

CastleCourt Shopping Centre car park, L2 cam, 11.43 a.m., 21/05/13

Norman and Kay’s car is parked on level two. Norman has reversed into the space. Edging the car between the concrete trusses. Blue Renault Mégane, reg number BOI 3655. He’s attentive to her. Taking her arm as they walk toward the car. Opening the door.

 

Westlink, traffic cam, 3.50 a.m., 21/05/13

Going back over the footage from the night Lorna went missing. Traffic light on the Westlink. Trucks heading south and west off the late ferries. Taxis going west. Focusing on the northbound traffic, running the registrations through number plate recognition. What are you looking for? the traffic controller asks.

I’ll know when I see it, McCaul says. He asks the controller to scroll back on the reg numbers. The controller says that he’s been doing this job too long and does McCaul think six years with a joystick between your finger and thumb watching night traffic is long enough. Zoom. Freeze. Rewind. You wouldn’t believe what comes off the ferries. Eastern Europeans. Asylum seekers. Prostitutes from countries you couldn’t even pronounce. Bartered. Trafficked. This is a haunted road. Sometimes I’m afraid to even look at it. I can’t sleep at night.

McCaul sends the night’s data to DVLA. Checks the night traffic against the registered keeper and owner database. There’s many a man out there like me, the controller says. Watchers of the night. Legions of us.

 

Surface car park, security cam, Howard Street, 6.45 p.m., 27/05/13

The Latvian bartender is standing by McCaul’s car. Michaela. He crosses the car park. She’s wearing knee-boots and a coat with a fur collar pulled up around her face. The defence team will later ask to view the tape. CID says the evidence from it will be inadmissible.

She tells him that she remembers seeing the girl now. She thinks she was talking to one of the regulars but she can’t remember who it was.

When she leaves McCaul seizes the car park tape. Watches it in the station. He sees himself approaching Michaela. It looks illicit. It looks like some furtive assignation in an occupied city of long ago. You could see tramlines in the car park surface. The grid lines of long-gone streets. Men in belted coats standing at intersections, drab-suited capos. Cold War phantoms. Letting you know you’d come under their remit. Their ghost authority. He remembers how she’d looked. Her breath in the cold air. Her blue eyes. The harshness of her accent. Her wintry gaze.

DVLA comes back. They’ve cross-checked. They’ve found a blue Renault Mégane BOI 3655 registered to Norman Donnelly.

CID says Lorna made two complaints about Norman. Withdrew both complaints. Child protection was consulted. What was involved? McCaul says. Usual, the child protection officer says. Bring Norman in, CID says.

McCaul’s mobile rings. Michaela. He had a tattoo, she says. Who had a tattoo? The man she was talking to. Was it a flower? McCaul says. No. It wasn’t a flower, she says. Come in tomorrow and draw it for me, he says, thinking that if it isn’t a flower then it isn’t Norman. He puts the phone down. Her accent stays in his head. A hoarse, damaged sound. He remembers the way she put her hand on his sleeve. The earnest way she looked into his face. As if she was saying, we can retrieve something from this. As if she was saying that there was something to be found among the human ruins.

CID says don’t get involved. CID says observe the code of conduct.

 

Donegall Pass PSNI Station, interview suite intercam, 8.20 p.m., 27/05/13

It’s a perspective you’ve seen a thousand times before. The suspect sits on his own at a plain table. It’s a camera but you feel as if you’re looking through a one-way mirror. You’re waiting for the suspect to turn to the mirror glass with a knowing look. But he doesn’t. Norman sits at the table with his head between his thighs. Slumped. Big man brought to his knees. McCaul asks him if Lorna got her interest in flowers from him. Flowers? Norman says. You’ve got flowers tattooed on your arm, McCaul says. Norman rolls up his sleeve. It’s not flowers, Norman says. It’s twin screws. Submarine propellers. Submarine crews get them done like that.

She was jealous, Norman says. What do you mean jealous? McCaul says. And then the penny drops. Norman looks at him. As though this was a weakness that he might be forgiven.

We sank a ship with torpedoes, Norman says. I dream about it. We were a week out from Ascension Island. We sank the Belgrano two hundred and fifty miles south of the Falklands. Tarry corpses floating in the cold water. Gouts of foul air vented from the sinking ship. Bunker oil alight on the surface.

McCaul doesn’t know why he’s being told this. Norman looks at him as if his dreams give him rights.

I waited until she was asleep, then I hit her with a hammer. I wrapped the body in a sheet and drove it down to the embankment and put it in the water. I threw the hammer into the river. When I put her in the water I thought of corpses afloat in the wake of the Belgrano. The screeching of gulls.

 

Forensic laboratory, Belfast, technician cam, 9.10 a.m., 28/05/13

Forensics work the car from front to back. The white dust suits. Coming right down to the matter of things. The nub of it. Picking through the microfibres. Finding strands of Lorna’s hair in the boot. Finding traces of her

































Archangel

The boathouse stood a little way from the sea, almost buried in the sand dunes. Its cracked salt planks had turned silver-grey. The bitumen roof was covered with sea pinks. The wooden door was held shut by sand under the jamb.

Jolene found the boathouse on her second week in the town. Jolene walked on the strand after school, waiting for Knoxy’s shift to start at the Silver Herring so that she could go home. Several times she had come back from school to find Knoxy and her mother in the bedroom. The noises coming from the room suggested that Jolene’s mother was uncovering melancholy facts about herself. Jolene thought she should already have learned enough sad things not to want any more.

*

Jolene kicked the sand away from the door-jamb and went in. There were no boats at the dried-up dock. There was a pair of Dunlop tennis shoes without laces on the floor. A beach bag and a worn Alice band hung from a nail. Daylight came through the planks. Everything was sun-faded and lost.

She saw a piece of cloth in the sand. She pulled on it and uncovered an old-fashioned one-piece swimsuit with a piece of lace like a skirt around the waist. She took it out of the sand and hung it on the wall beside the beach bag.

When she turned around there was a man standing in the doorway. He was wearing a black overcoat. He was unshaven and his eyes were deeply sunk.

She waited for him to speak. If he meant harm, she wanted his pronouncements to be unornamented. If something terrible was about to happen, there was to be no beating about the bush.

‘My daughters were drowned out there,’ he said. ‘I told them not to swim when the wind was blowing in from the mouth of the bay, but they didn’t heed. They’ll tell you I was never right after it. Who would be right?’

Jolene asked Knoxy about the man and his daughters.

‘They were drowned off the strand. Everyone told them not to go swimming in a north-wester. They decided they knew better. By the time he called the Coast Guard it was too late. The bodies were washed up at the beacon.’

The beacon was a navigational aid at the mouth of the bay. It looked as though pagan hands had placed it there.

‘You can’t trust that bay,’ Knoxy said. ‘You can’t trust the rip tide.’

I can’t trust your watery eyes or your one gold earring or your hands that have a way of staying too long where they are not wanted, Jolene thought. I can’t trust you or a thousand people like you.

Jolene told her mother that she had met Stirling on the beach. Her mother was pleased. It was proof that Jolene was integrating. Jolene said a meeting with the father of drowned girls was not integration.

‘If Jolene was mine, she’d know all about it, talking to her mother like that. She’d know the toe of my boot,’ Knoxy said.

*

There was a storm that night. Autumn lows coming down from Greenland. Knoxy drove them out to the viewpoint overlooking the strand. There was a ship just offshore, a freighter driven before the storm. It looked too big for the bay. It looked as if a city had somehow gone adrift and been stranded, ablaze with harsh industrial light, run-down, salt-corroded. Beyond the ship Jolene could see the white tops of the swell against the darkness, surging in the deep channels.

Jolene got out of the car and walked to the collapsed railing. Stirling was there.

‘There’s a deepwater anchorage just out there,’ Stirling said. ‘It’s not on any of the maps. You got to know about it.’

She could see the name of the ship on the stern. Kristina, Archangel.

‘She’s a Russian freighter. Down out of the Arctic Circle.’

She thought of ice-bound northern ports, winter beyond measure.

‘She must have run before the weather,’ Stirling said.

‘What did Stirling say to you?’ Knoxy asked when she went back to the car.

‘He said the ship must have run before the weather.’

‘That’s me,’ Jolene’s mother said, ‘I’m running before the weather of existence.’ It was important to her to find a phrase that encompassed each part of her life and she liked this one. She had described their last move as a step up on the ladder of her life. This time she wanted to see herself as helpless, storm-driven.

They had rented a place on the seafront. It was one of a line of prefabs. There were cars on blocks, desolate gardens. Troubled lives were to the fore. Her mother had stood in the centre of the house holding a crystal to assess the energies of the place. Jolene studied the damp-stained wallpaper.

‘You don’t need a crystal to see where this is going,’ Jolene said.

‘I might need one,’ her mother said. ‘I might need one to set up lines of communication with my daughter.’ That was the trouble with Jolene’s mother. There were moments of perilous self-knowledge.

They had moved to K from the city. Running before the weather. It was a time of renewal, her mother said. Jolene was classified as troubled. She missed school. There were assessments. She was seen walking on the streets late at night. Late in October Knoxy came into her bedroom. She could smell vodka. He sat on the edge of her bed.

‘I want to tell you a story,’ he said, ‘about a girl who didn’t do what she was told. A naughty girl.’

‘I don’t want to hear about your naughty girl,’ Jolene said. She remembered the swimsuit on the wall in the dark boathouse. She thought of it hanging in the dark. Holding the memory of the girl who had worn it, holding her phantom shape, the beloved form.

After that, Knoxy came to her room every night when her mother was at yoga or reflexology.

‘Me and my therapies,’ she would say when she came home.

‘You and your therapies,’ Knoxy said.

The Kristina was still there at the end of October. A tender carried the crew to the seamen’s mission in the harbour. The crew were blue-eyed men, wearing pea-jackets and sea-boots. They smoked Russian cigarettes and played pool. They looked like mariners from a long time ago. Knoxy said that they came from former republics with collapsed governments.

‘Their countries are fucked,’ Knoxy said.

‘What did Mr Stirling do when the girls were lost?’ Jolene asked Knoxy.

‘Searched for them up and down,’ Knoxy said. ‘He was out in that rotten ketch of his from dawn till dusk. It’s a wonder he didn’t sink her as well. When the helicopter found them, he sets about finding out what happened. He’s at it to this day.’

‘It’s so sad,’ Jolene said.

‘Sad my eye,’ Knoxy said. ‘Them girls were wild. They had him tortured. They say he wished them dead and got his wish.’

‘Divination could have told him how to find them,’ Jolene’s mother said. ‘There are techniques that would have alerted him to the presence of loved ones. He could have sought their aura. Knoxy has a beautiful aura.’

‘Fuck Knoxy’s aura and the horse it rode in on,’ Jolene said.

All Jolene had was inner life.

The Stirling house behind the sand dunes was dark and silent. The yard was full of derelict marine machinery. It was said that Stirling attended service at a hall in the mountains, a wintry kirk where they were required to attest to whether they were saved or whether they were damned.

Two weeks after the Kristina had been driven into the bay, Jolene saw Stirling standing in the dry channel which led from the boathouse to the sea. He knelt and ran the sand through his fingers.

‘The pattern of the currents has changed,’ the man said. ‘The sandbar at the mouth of the bay has shifted. It dried the channel to the boathouse.’ He looked up at the Russian ship and shaded his eyes with his hand. He looked as if he navigated by distant constellations.

‘I’m going out to have a look at that ship. You can sit in the bow.’ Jolene clambered into his paint-streaked boat. It wasn’t a question of trust. The truth about people was something you sidled up to. You had to catch it off balance.

They rowed out to the Kristina. Up close you saw its dented plates were streaked with rust. There were broken stanchions and cabling hung over her side. There was tangled gear on her decks. The ship made Jolene feel as if some catastrophe had taken place. That the ship had fled south carrying the remnants of a civilisation.

Stirling spoke to the crewman on deck in Russian.

‘Her rudder was damaged during the storm. She has to stay at anchorage.’

‘How come you talk Russian?’

‘I was there in the sixties. I studied hydrology.’

‘Hydrology?’

‘I was a student of water.’ He told her about his studies. There was a whole vocabulary that she had not thought to consider. Models and schematics. Temperatures and flow charts. It was starting to get dark as they rowed back. He told her to trail her hand in the water. When it phosphoresced she gazed into it. The water seemed more to her like deep space. The currents were like eerie breezes. Astral winds that blew unheard in distant galaxies.

Stirling looked strong. She imagined being on a boat with him in a great eastern river. The Danube, the Volga. He would sing as he rowed.

She walked back along the beach with him. He told her about camping on the taiga. He went there with the Young Pioneers who were there as guests of the people’s republic. They had sung Party songs around the campfire at night. She could imagine their ardent faces in the sun. He said they were beautiful and alive in a time of undaunted hearts. He had married one but she had died after his girls had been born.

Jolene told her mother she wanted to be a hydrographer.

‘You’re not the scientific type,’ her mother said. ‘You’re of an artistic bent. You get that from me.’

Jolene’s mother said that she was worried about her daughter associating with Stirling.

‘A man with grief issues, if not more,’ she said. ‘Besides, it isn’t age-appropriate.’

‘If there’s any problem I’ll sort him out,’ Knoxy said. ‘Those girls weren’t born wild. Something made them that way.’

Jolene dreamed about water. Currents and cross-currents. Axes of water. The deep-sea cold currents, the massings in the deep ocean trenches. She saw Stirling at the strand several times that week. He was standing on a paint-streaked punt just offshore, lowering instruments into the water.

On her way home from school she stopped at the library. She asked where she could find the newspapers. She said she wanted to read about the drownings. There was a photograph of the two girls. They were standing on the seafront, smiling at the camera. They were fourteen and sixteen. They were wearing wide flares and cheesecloth shirts. They looked like seafarers themselves, lost matelots looking for wreckage to cling to.

The inquest outlined how the two girls had died by accident. They had gone swimming when the sea piled surf up onto the strand, and the undercurrent had carried them far out to sea.

Jolene said she liked the name Archangel. It sounded like a ghost city, surrounded by the taiga, the deep boreal hush.

‘It’s about time them Russians moved on,’ Knoxy said. ‘They’re no addition to the town. They haven’t spent a red cent since they got here.’

‘They’ve as much right to be here as you have,’ Jolene said.

‘No they haven’t,’ Knoxy said. ‘I was born here. I come from this town in ways you can’t even dream of.’

‘I think they’re romantic,’ Jolene’s mother said.

‘Romantic my hole,’ Knoxy said. ‘It’s only a matter of time before somebody gets stabbed. The knife is the weapon of choice for them boys.’

*

Stirling could see what Knoxy was up to. Loss had given him insight. Jolene’s mother was sad and insubstantial. There was no real harm to be done there. Jolene was different. She was capable of absorbing as much pain as Knoxy could hand out. There were oceans within her. Jolene had found one of his daughters’ swimsuits and hung it on the wall of the boathouse. He understood that all consolation was partial and fleeting but he was grateful to her for it.

Jolene didn’t come home on Tuesday night. Her mother did not miss her until Wednesday. She sent Knoxy out to look for her and prepared for the role of the mother of a lost girl. She would do national press. She would mention the word home, enfold Jolene’s name in it. Once Knoxy had left, she phoned the Coast Guard.

Knoxy went down to the boathouse. The stones on the beach were sand-scoured. The beach covered with shifting wracks. The Kristina straining on hawsers. It was the year end and things were changing. Deep-sea migrations. Whole species on the move. Knoxy went into the boathouse.

‘Where are you, Stirling, you pervy old get,’ Knoxy said. ‘That girl’s young enough to be your granddaughter.’

Stirling stepped out of the shadows. He had an oar in the hand. He carried it like a token of office from the testament of his youth. There were lost girlhoods to be avenged.

‘Leave the girl alone,’ Knoxy said. ‘You’ve done harm enough.’

Stirling stepped forward and raised the oar. Knoxy looked into Stirling’s eyes. He wanted Knoxy to understand that you ran before the storm but sometimes the storm was faster than you were. Stirling would sing as he rowed but it would be a song of hurt.

Stirling brought Knoxy’s body out to sea. Jolene sat in the bow. When they got to the beacon they dropped Knoxy overboard. The current would carry him into the Gulf Stream.

She thought about drowned girls floating in the depths. Drifting in the deep currents with marine ghost life all around. As they returned to the strand, Jolene could see that the Kristina was raising her anchor. Her plates shuddered. Scant diesel fumes came from her funnel. Seamen stood at the rail. They were going back to their soon-to-be-lost worlds, to Archangel. The clouds gathered in the north like smoke rising from destroyed cities.

They saw the Coast Guard helicopter. It flew around them in a circle and Jolene waved to it. The pilot waved back. The helicopter hovered over the boathouse until they made land. Jolene saw the roof of the boathouse shake under the rotor wash. She wondered if the swimsuit still hung on the wall, trembling, lace-girdled. The shadow of the helicopter darkened the salt timbers as though a giant hand was poised above the boathouse for a moment, then the helicopter moved on, and the shadow was gone.





Beyond the Bar, Waiting

Limekiln Road, 16 November 2014

The sandpit had been opened. A yellow excavator stood by the side of the opening, its bucket raised. An articulated Scania with a covered trailer was backed up to the opening in the ground, its hydraulic rams half extended. A fluorescent works light dangled on jack chain from a corroded derrick. Three men rendered into silhouettes stood between the pit and the light. They stood without moving, their heads bent towards the opening at their feet, functionaries of the night.

 

South Down Reporter, 17 November 2014

A body has been discovered in an abandoned sandpit on the Limekiln Road. A PSNI statement said that the discovery was made in the course of unlawful dumping activity. An anonymous phone call was received at Ardmore police headquarters. The body is believed to be that of a teenage girl who absconded from the Down Residential Home in 1996. Police say foul play is not suspected. An inquest will be held in January.

 

Mobile Phone, 17 November 2014

John Upritchard to Sergeant Michael White

 

JU Was that your press release to the paper?

SW My press release?

JU Foul play is not suspected.

SW It was.

JU That’s rich. No foul play.

SW She wasn’t local. Nobody knew her. And I’m the police around here. If I don’t suspect foul play then there wasn’t any. Unless there’s something you want to tell me about?

JU Do not mock me.

SW You’d of thought the body would corrupt. Be ate up by the sand she was put in.

JU The sand will hold you down there until it’s good and ready to let you go.

SW She should have run.

JU She never had a choice.

SW She had choices. She made her choices on her back.

JU The Lord knows the way of it. For He knoweth the birds of the air and the beasts of the land.

SW Cut it out.

JU I’m telling you.

SW Let dead things be dead things.

JU Her embrace was the embrace of the pit.

SW Steady yourself. She’ll be back in the ground soon enough.

 

Letter Excerpt, October 1996

Matthew Flynn to Eliza Curran

 

. . . remember I says to you about the aerdrome its beside the sea theres a sandpit full of water I let on its a lagoon with the silvery moon shining on it theres a bottle of Smirnoff there for me and you haha. You can see the lights of the ships beyond the bar waiting for the tide they’re going everywhere would you believe it think of all the places we could go me and you on a foreign shore . . .

 

Mobile Phone, 5 December 2014

John Upritchard to Sergeant Michael White

 

JU The Flynn boy wants to give testimony at the inquest.

SW He’s no boy now. He’s a grown man. Gone to the dogs. No one will believe him.

JU Do you want your name bandied about on the steps of the courthouse?

SW The proceedings are closed. The press will not be admitted.

JU At your behest?

SW If you say so.

JU Will you be called a liar by a drunkard boy?

SW I’ve been called worse.

JU I am a pastor of my flock. They would not tolerate it. They would regard it as an outrage.

SW I could interview him under caution. Where does he live?

JU Scotland. It took him in when none else would.

SW I’ll go there. Talk to him.

 

Letter Excerpt, November 1996

Eliza Curran to Matthew Flynn

 

Darling Charles

(I gave you a posh name I hope you don’t mind)

I feel like a spy from a film writing to you like this I should be using invisible ink. I never knew what that was I felt sick again this morning I seen bloody Upritchard looking at me when I was late and never ate any breakfast I don’t know what to do maybe when we get away I can stop my head and think . . .

 

Interview Under Caution, Stranraer Police Station, 12 December 2014

Matthew Flynn, former inmate of the Down Residential Home, and Sergeant White present

 

SW You were admitted to Down House at what age?

MF Fourteen.

SW Why?

MF My da. My ma couldn’t cope. It was only weekends though. Weekends were the worst.

SW Go on with your story.

MF Me and these other boys from the House were playing on the banks. The riverbanks.

SW Behind the home?

MF Yes.

SW You went back to the Down? After playing.

MF It was teatime.

SW Tell me what you saw.

MF There was something broke in the hall. A vase knocked over. We could hear Mr Upritchard shouting and Eliza squealing like.

SW John Upritchard the house supervisor?

MF Yes.

SW What happened then?

MF Mr Upritchard he come out and told us to go and pick nettles on the banks. We took the nettles into the home.

SW Go on.

MF We could hear all this screaming from the basement so we goes down. He had Eliza in a bath.

SW An empty bath.

MF Full to the brim with cold water. She was sitting with her back to us. Mr Upritchard was holding her down.

SW What happened then?

MF He took the nettles off us . . .

SW Was the female inmate naked?

MF I could just see her bare back.

SW So you know it was her?

MF Mr Upritchard started to whip her with the nettles on her back . . .

SW You couldn’t see her face but you knew it was her. I’d say it was a sight you’d seen before.

MF What was?

SW Her naked.

MF She was screaming I’m trying to tell you he was whipping the back off her with them things . . . she was in hysterics . . .

SW Why?

MF What?

SW Why were they punishing her?

MF She broke the vase.

SW You have convictions for public nuisance, possession of a controlled substance, allowing yourself to be driven in a motor vehicle knowing it to be stolen.

MF I’m telling you what John Upritchard done to her.

SW You knew she was pregnant?

MF She told me.

SW Yours, was it?

MF No.

SW Are you telling me lies?

MF No.

SW Who would believe a word that came out of your mouth?

MF The inquest.

 

Mobile Phone, 2 January 2015

Sergeant White to John Upritchard

 

SW He’ll be on the seven thirty sailing, January seventh.

JU All right.

 

MSU Incident Report, 26 November 1996

Mobile Support Unit five responded to a report of a lone female in the sandpit area of Limekiln Road. On reaching the area he observed a female, between fourteen and sixteen years of age. The female was approached.

Sergeant White formed the opinion that she was intoxicated. Her clothing was wet. Her speech was incoherent. She was placed in the police vehicle. Sergeant White reported that the detained girl said she had arranged to meet a young male at the sandpit. There were smears of what appeared to be blood on the restraint cage and on the windows. Sergeant White reported that the female became hysterical. When he attempted to render assistance she ran away from him. He was unable to detain her again.

 

CCTV Footage, Ocean Swift Ferry, 7 January 2015

The footage is from the gangway from Deck B to the viewing deck on Deck C. The rusted plates groan as the ship falls into the wave troughs. MF makes his way along the gangway. Shabby, furtive. He stops facing away from the camera. You always face away from the camera. He rolls a cigarette and lights it. He opens the sea door and goes out onto the deck. The deck is out of bounds on a stormy night but the sea door had not been locked.

The camera on the Deck C viewing deck is ineffective. The lens is salt-caked. The camera mountings are corroded. The flare of the deck-lights backlights the sea-spray and the shadow between the lights. You can see the point of his cigarette. He turns his back to the spray. He looks up. You might think he has been called but there is no sound to say that he has been called. You might think he is looking at someone. He walks out of camera range. A shadow detaches itself and follows him. Less a shadow than an elaboration of the dark.

 

Mobile Phone, 7 January 2015

John Upritchard to Matthew Flynn

 

MF Who’s this?

JU John Upritchard.

(Silence)

JU I seen your police record.

MF White showed it to you. I thought he would of.

JU Alcohol. Drugs. Your life isn’t much. You would be better relieved of it.

MF Says who?

JU You let Eliza down.

MF She was looking for me at the pit – that’s right, isn’t it?

JU You said you would be there for her.

MF How do you know that?

JU It was wrote in a letter.

MF What letter?

JU A letter you sent to her.

MF I don’t believe you.

JU I seen them all. You spoke of the ships beyond the bar.

MF She never got it.

JU But she went to the pit anyhow. Meet me and I’ll tell you what I know.

MF Where are you? I said where are you?

JU I’m on the boat.

MF What boat?

JU The Ocean Swift.

 

CCTV Ocean Swift, 7 January 2015

On the lorry deck the trucks shifted on their beds and the deck-plates creaked and moaned. Shadows on the rusted gangways.

Two lorry drivers sit at a plastic table in the drivers’ lounge. One of them walks to the counter for a coffee.

The aft deck camera is checked. The lifeboat station camera. The gangplank camera. The camera in the crew’s quarters. The bow camera. The engine room camera. All the unpeopled spaces. It’s like a submerged hulk. The domain of drowned mariners.

 

Mobile Phone, 7 January 2015

Sergeant White to John Upritchard

 

SW He’s gone.

JU You don’t say.

SW Jumped off the ferry they’re saying.

JU May he find peace.

SW More peace than he ever got here.

 

Letter Extract, 23 November 1996

Eliza Curran to Matthew Flynn

 

I can get out the back wednesday night so Be There!!!! we’ll take ship for foreign lands isn’t that what they say maybe I can bring up a baby out there call Jose if its a boy or Conchita if its a girl I know you said you’d help me with that but you don’t have to I can do it myself but anyway I’m not thinking so far ahead I just need to get out scram

All right I know its only scotland but we’re going to scram to it

scramarama thats me sorry us

I’ll only hold you back Charles go on without me isn’t that what they say I don’t mean it

Meet you at the pit

hold me kiss me charles you handsome devil you drive me mad with desire I am consumed . . .

 

Downside Coroners’ Court, 8 January 2015

Extract from interview with former Down Residential Home head of services, John Upritchard, and counsel for the state, Edward James

 

Mr James: How would you describe Eliza Curran, Mr Upritchard?

Mr Upritchard: She was an extremely troubled young woman. Her home circumstances were poor. She had issues with alcohol and drug misuse.

Mr James: You retrieved a letter that she attempted to send a few days before she absconded.

Mr Upritchard: I did. I retrieved it from the Down House postbox.

Mr James: Can you summarise the letter for the court?

Mr Upritchard: The letter arranged a meeting with a discharged resident on the night she disappeared.

Mr James: Matthew Flynn?

Mr Upritchard: Yes.

Mr James: Flynn never received the letter?

Mr Upritchard: No. I had formed the opinion that Flynn was a bad influence on her. I retained the letter on file.

Mr James: But you didn’t give the letter to police officers when she absconded?

Mr Upritchard: That was an oversight on my part.

(Extracts from letters were read into the court record)

Mr James: Residents abscond all the time and generally turn up after a few days, is that correct?

Mr Upritchard: That is correct.

Mr James: Thank you. Eliza Curran had made certain allegations against the staff of the home and you in particular, Mr Upritchard? Allegations also made by the fellow resident named above Matthew?

Coroner: (Interrupting) Mr James, the scope of this inquest is confined to the circumstances of the unfortunate young lady’s death. In addition to that any evidence that might be offered on this point would be hearsay since Mr Flynn is not present.

Mr James: Thank you Your Honour. I have concluded.

Mr Upritchard: Your Honour?

Coroner: Yes, Mr Upritchard?

Mr Upritchard: I believe she was lost and now is found. I will pray for her.

Coroner: I don’t think there is anything to add to that at this point.

 

Coroners’ Court, 9 January 2015

We the jury having been duly sworn and serving at the inquest into the death of the above named have determined the following facts:

 

Name: Eliza Curran

DOB: 16 November 1980

Date of Death: 16 January

Place of Death: Sandpit, Limekiln Road

Medical Cause of Death: Not ascertained

 

South Down Reporter, 16 March 2015

A verdict of accidental death has been recorded in the case of a thirty-three-year-old man who was reported missing off the Warrenpoint ferry earlier this year. Matthew Flynn was last seen on the deck of the ferry before it docked in Warrenpoint. Flynn was identified on CCTV footage from on-board cameras two hours before docking.

The camera footage was viewed by the jury.

Evidence was given by the victim’s GP, Doctor Douglas Kerr of Stranraer. Doctor Kerr was asked if the victim had a suicidal ideation. Doctor Kerr replied that he had no evidence of such but that the victim had been treated for substance abuse and had been prescribed Antabuse and Valium. There was evidence of a chaotic lifestyle. Petty crime and pilferage. Suicide could not be ruled out. In the absence of corroborative evidence the coroner directed that a verdict of accidental death by drowning be entered.

The deceased man had been due to testify in the inquest into the death of Eliza Curran whose body was found at Cranfield earlier in the year. That inquest also returned a verdict of accidental death.

 

Extracted from Eliza Curran Autopsy, 9 January 2015

Cadaver presents as mummified owing to high concentrates of alkali in local substrata combined with formaldehyde and other solvents present in medical waste dumped at the location of the body.

The trunk was damaged during excavations. Sand had entered the body cavities. A pregnancy in the first trimester is confirmed.

The sand maintained the body structure of the foetus to an unusual degree.

Cause of death cannot be determined.

 

Mobile Phone, 19 March 2015

Sergeant White to John Upritchard

 

SW You never did say how Flynn came to fall off the ferry.

JU You never told me how a drunk girl got away from you the night you found her at the pit.

SW There’s something you said. At the start of this.

JU What?

SW Her embrace was the embrace of the pit. How did you know what her embrace was like?

JU I am a sinner.

SW I done you a favour then.

JU She never escaped, did she?

SW It was like drowning a kitten. You know I don’t think she wanted to be in this world at all.

JU You could say the same about Flynn. I didn’t have to lay a finger on him.

*

The sand held the skeleton of the child together. The skull plating. The bonelets of the ribcage.

*

Ships riding beyond the bar, their masthead lights against the darkness of the channel reaching up to the constellations as though you could mend with light the broken parts of the world.

*

You werent there Charles you werent there you werent there you werent there
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