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To remember everything is a form of madness . . . confusion is not an ignoble condition.

Brian Friel, Translations, Act Three







REMEMBER BARRY SANDS

Graffiti, Foyle Street Bus Depot, 2003
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Diarmuid

I remember Jamie Devenney’s head blown half open, and the blood on the spot on the gravel where his body fell, not red like films but black like petrol, and the smell of pennies so strong you could taste it in your neck. We kids, a dozen years younger than him even though he was still a child himself, any time we saw a wee scab of chewing gum anywhere near that bit of pavement for years we’d tell each other they were bits of brain, and what you’d do was bounce a ball off it and say there’s Jamie’s brain on that ball, and everyone would say get it away from me, for Jesus’s sake, get it away. I remember cousin Phelim over in England, years gone, training to be an electrician said Auntie Pat dead loud if I ever asked, after she’d been smoking in our kitchen with Mammy all hushed voices, and it was only once fully grown I realised he was over there getting a certificate all right, but it was a City & Guilds in hospitality and catering at Her Majesty’s pleasure because the only electrics he ever did had been going under cars parked outside the cop shop on the Strand Road. I remember tall men cut low laughing as they fumbled for papers, then quiet as church mice throwing out no cross words as they were dressed down by moustached soldiers half their age gesturing with gun tips at checkpoints, looking back at us in the car and rolling their eyes, play-acting like they weren’t in the least bit bothered, like it was all a joke and they weren’t soaking themselves. I remember getting chased out of Brannigans when Daddy told that joke about the hunger strikers and it turned out there was a blanket man there right behind us, and even though Bogle, the biggest Provo in five parishes, said there was no harm in Joey Walsh, the fella reckoned there was no apology would do, and there was me pure scundered playing red-faced peacemaker at thirteen years of age, embarrassed by old men standing up to smack my da.

When the story came to me, when I held it in my hands, these are the things I wanted to get across, but that was before every thought deserted me, before the studio kept hassling me about notes, before Monica Logue – the Hollywood star with delusions of grit, the TV detective with the fifty-foot smile.

As Detective Blackfinch, she was one of those improbably beautiful but respectfully dowdified homicide cops who marched onto crime scenes barking orders, while fitting her slim, hand-model’s fingers into her trademark satin gloves. She was the producers’ big ticket to getting eyes on Dead City, a show they hoped would do for Troubles-era Derry what she’d already done for shops that sold satin gloves. She faced down murderers and rapists in beautifully shot woodlands, and knelt over chalk outlines, picking up bullets with tweezers, or turning around dramatically to reveal important fabric remnants that had been missed by everyone else, but which now found themselves dancing a swift I Told You So on the end of her outstretched biro.

And now she’d decided to slum it with us sad-cases over here, to make a case for herself as a serious actress, playing the mother of a murdered boy, the vector for a city’s pain, coming into my office and disappearing like one of her weekly missing women. And then I was getting frantic calls from London and LA every hour of the day because they’d worked out, just as handily as a glamorous, hard-bitten American detective would, that I was the last person on earth to see Monica Logue alive.
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