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Dedicated to my Da, Seamus Sweetman, 1945–2020




PROLOGUE

Pages and pages of a handwritten, anonymous letter lie across my desk. A concerned garda from Athlone in County Westmeath has submitted the letter consisting of 23 lined A4 pages containing depraved threats of extreme sexual violence and murder.

There’s no preamble. From the very first page, the author writes of his ‘plans to abduct female students’. ‘Sexual torture’, ‘slow, drawn-out death’ and vows to ‘abduct, torture, rape and kill’ are among the phrases used. He relates his ambition to be ‘a new serial rapist and killer’ and tells of his ‘sound-proof and escape-proof torture den’, where he will kill one teenage girl a week and will have ‘ultimate power and control’ over his victims.

Reading on, the detail he goes into is unnerving. He lists equipment he claims to have amassed in his torture den: ‘cable ties, handcuffs, superglue, blindfolds, mouth gags, dog leash and chain, whips, plastic bags (for over girls’ heads), breast-clamps and jump leads (electric shock device), tape recorder (to record girls’ screams), ankle clamps, syringe (to inject semen), leg spreaders, rubber gloves, meat hooks’.

He refers to the murder of 29-year-old Jill Meagher from Termonfeckin, County Louth, who was killed in Australia in 2012 and 24-year-old student nurse Karen Buckley from Cork, who was abducted and beaten to death with a foot-long wrench by a man called Alexander Pacteau in Glasgow in April 2015. The letter-writer states that what had happened to Karen ‘would only be mild suffering compared to what I would have done to her’. Line after line of this letter is twisted and callous.

He rambles on, mentioning girls whose photos he has cut out of newspapers and a list of sick fantasies that he planned to carry out involving them. The material is so extensive that I am satisfied that the writing is not disguised. It’s very difficult to maintain a consistent level of intentional disguise in writings of such volume. The blue-ink-pen writings are reasonably fluent in script and block style, and some pages have newspaper clippings and pornographic material attached to them. However, the garda from Athlone has no suspect, no clue who the writer could be.

It’s 18 November 2015. I’ve been part of the Garda Technical Bureau since 1997, examining thousands of fingerprints and hundreds of handwriting cases. Unfortunately, these kinds of vile anonymous letters aren’t unusual. But occasionally, something stands out with a piece of writing, and the rage expressed in this letter concerns me.

My old wooden desk holds a scattering of paper, pens, my ancient magnifying lens and a simple networked computer. It’s only two feet from the neighbouring desk. But over the years, I’ve assembled my own ramshackle privacy wall, surrounding myself with a few shelves and other discarded bits and pieces. I’ve piled books and other work-related belongings around me, and my trusty giant stereo microscope sits on the bench behind my chair. Although only a half dozen of us are working in the Documents and Handwriting Section (D&HW), we’re all housed within one office area, so there is always banter. The sound levels rise as a garda arrives delivering new exhibits for examination. The sounds of people and activity in adjoining offices also bleed into our room.

However, once I lower my head to examine these letters, it’s almost like I am alone. My corner of the office is where I’m happiest. It’s my little island in D&HW, a small section tucked away in a dilapidated office in garda headquarters in Phoenix Park.

I filter out the ambient noises and get ‘into the zone’, immersing myself in the material. Once I start on a case, I need to be fully attuned to whatever I am doing. Making notes. Sketching letter formations. Letting the letters guide me.

I examine every facet of this anonymous writer’s writing, the height, width, size and consistency of each individual letter, paying close attention to any unique flourishes, dots and loops. I check the baseline – do the words lie above, below or upon the lines of the A4 pages?

I make my notes and sketch a chart, capturing the variations in letter constructions that the author employs. Then I begin searching through the Documents and Handwriting records and reviewing old case files.

I’m searching for a while before I come across another case from the midlands that involves handwriting and sexual violence. It’s from over a decade ago, February 2004, more than three years before I joined the Handwriting Section. Schoolboys playing in a wooded area in the Meelaghans near Tullamore in County Offaly stumbled across a ‘hide’ containing a wheelie bin buried in a furrow and surrounded by plastic sheeting. I read how a pointed shovel, handsaw, hammer and ropes were also found at the scene.

A biscuit tin sealed with Sellotape is found in the bin. The report says the tin contains extensive handwritten notes and cut-outs from pornographic magazines. The notes are similar, sadistic and graphic. I see that DNA tests carried out at the time only revealed they were from a male.

But as soon as I leaf through the photocopies of the handwritten material found, I recognise the writing. It has been written by the same person whose letter is on my desk. One entry reads, ‘My sins. Summer Plan … I will go out, mainly on Saturday evenings, driving around or hunting for my prey.’ Again, the writings are disturbing in their detail. He has written out lists of locations, described as his ‘hunting areas’, complete with distances and allotted travelling times. He outlines his fantasy of seeing 12-year-old girls naked. Again, I see his rage and obsession with schoolchildren: ‘I want to rape and destroy their sexy bodies. I want to pound them to death and cut their bodies into little pieces.’ Sick fantasist? Or potential murderer?

I call the garda in Athlone and let him know of the Tullamore case from 2004. Within two weeks, two more cases are submitted from two gardaí in two different stations in the midlands – one from Birr and another from Tullamore. As soon as I open the exhibits from the new files, I recognise the same author’s hand.

It doesn’t take a psychiatrist to know that whoever is crafting these letters is volatile and unpredictable. The latest exhibits continue in the same vein as the 23-page document received a fortnight ago. More obscenities. More threats. More fury. If anything, the content grows even more chilling. There are also sick claims made regarding the unsolved disappearance of an Irishwoman.

Sorting genuine threats from empty ones is a complex and time-consuming task, and unfortunately, there are instances where warnings or indicators are missed or not taken seriously enough until too late. Without any suspects or lines of inquiry, these letters could easily be filed and forgotten. However, I am determined this case is not going to be forgotten. This man is dangerous and has to be found. It’s a gut feeling that proves to be one of those defining occasions in my career as a garda.
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GENESIS


It has been said that there is no fool like an old fool, except a young fool. But the young fool has first to grow up to be an old fool to realise what a damn fool he was when he was a young fool.

Harold Macmillan



Kevin strode to the door of the neat suburban house and rang the doorbell while I hung back. Kevin was a seasoned member of An Garda Síochána, so I was more than happy to let him take the lead. He always had everything under control, and this was just another routine call for us on a leafy estate in Malahide in north County Dublin. I can’t even remember what the call was about – only what happened next.

As the door opened, a fury of snarling hair and teeth rushed past Kevin and launched at me. I only got a glimpse of glistening fangs before they sank into the arm I’d raised in defence and, suddenly, I was wrestling with a huge German shepherd. As Kevin and the owner roared and tried to prise his jaws from me, I desperately flailed around, grappling with my free arm to get my baton out. Even in all the chaos, I remember feeling indignant. Why had this dog ignored my colleague and flung himself at me?

There’s no scientific evidence to suggest that dogs inherently hate people in uniforms. Some say they pick up on cues from owners who distrust or dislike people who wear them. But I often questioned why that dog swerved around Kevin, also in uniform, to go for me. Had it sensed my weakness? Walking away that day with a torn navy jumper sleeve, I asked myself, not for the first time, if a career in the guards was right for me.

I have a good memory. I can clearly recollect many events from my childhood and adolescence. Sometimes, people marvel at how I recall the tiniest details about things that happened many years ago. Yet, try as I might, I cannot remember why I joined An Garda Síochána. There was no vocational calling. No eureka moment. The clouds never parted. The skies never lanced me with light beams of inspiration. I never had a sudden moment of clarity – ‘Jesus H. tapdancing Christ! I want to be a guard!’ It just sort of … happened.

I was born in 1972, the second of four kids for Seamus and Anne Sweetman. I have an older brother, James, and two younger sisters, Mary and Bernie. Nobody in my family, on either side, had been in the force.

All my life, I’ve lived in a small townland called Piercetown, just outside Skerries in north County Dublin. As Da was a farmer, I spent my youth out and about in the fields, exploring around the seaside and cliffs of nearby Loughshinny.

I finished my Leaving Certificate in 1989 and can remember I came home, flung off my uniform and swore I’d never wear one again. I had a vague aim to pursue something art-related. Art was the only subject I liked and was good at, so I wanted to go to the National College of Art and Design (NCAD) in Dublin or maybe work for a company like Sullivan Bluth, making animated movies. The late 1980s and early 1990s were a boom time for the animation industry in Ireland. My best friend Sean and I submitted our art portfolios to NCAD and other colleges, fully expecting to be welcomed with open arms. We hadn’t realised the applicant numbers were huge, and many had taken special courses to prepare their portfolio. I was royally pissed off when the colleges turned us down. I was only 17 but didn’t want to wait another year for a shot again. As with countless other times, Mam and Da gave me the direction I needed.

They saw a newspaper advertisement for a fine arts, animation and graphic design diploma at the Fitzwilliam Institute. The course would help me prepare a portfolio of all the disciplines needed to apply to art college, and it was only six months long. Finances were tight for any north Dublin farmer and market gardener like Da, but my folks paid for my enrolment in the course that autumn.

However, within months of starting the course, I landed my first job. The animation company Murakami-Wolf came headhunting, and I was among the lucky ones selected to become a cel painter at their Harcourt Street studio in the city centre. A cel painter applies the colours to the individual frames or ‘cels’ used in the animation industry, and Murakami-Wolf was a big name, producing the hit Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoon. I was in full-time employment by my eighteenth birthday, earning decent money.

However, it didn’t last long. Murakami-Wolf lost the contract for the Ninja Turtles about a year after I started, and the work slowed down. Meanwhile, my folks saw a recruitment ad for An Garda Síochána during the summer of 1991. Believing a career with the police force would be more stable than the unpredictable animation business, they encouraged me to apply.

I had no burning desire to be a guard, but I had a bizarre dream around this time where my cousin Ken and I were motorcycle cops – like the guys in the American TV show CHiPs, a hit series that had ended years earlier. I dreamt we were on duty in Loughshinny, decked out in leathers and shades and riding big fuck-off motorcycles because Ronald Reagan was coming to visit our seaside village. That fantasy of leathers and motorcycles must have been in my head when I filled out the application.

The guards called me for an aptitude test on 1 September, and I made my way to Inchicore in Dublin with hundreds of others to sit the test. That same week, 66 of us in Murakami-Wolf were made redundant. We were painting away on some cels when we were all called to a meeting and told, effective immediately, we were out of work. Within days, my girlfriend also dumped me. It was not a good week.

Many Murakami-Wolf colleagues sought work in other studios, but I’d had enough. I didn’t relish commuting daily on the unreliable, over-packed train to a new job in the city. I often wonder what would have happened if I had continued in that line of work.

In the meantime, however, I was content to work on the farm for Da and Uncle Francis. As I had grown up on the farm, it didn’t seem like work to me, and I enjoyed being outside all the time, cutting cauliflowers, pulling parsnips and tilling land. Of course, Da and I knew it would never be a long-term option, as it was only a small farming concern that made just enough for the family to get by. But for the time being, I worked on the farm, dabbled in art and even exhibited with established artists. I let my hair and beard grow long and dishevelled, so I looked like any rough-and-ready farmer’s son.

Early in 1992, I was called to Skerries garda station for an informal chat with the local sergeant after passing the aptitude test. I filled out the necessary forms, and he measured my height. Back then, male gardaí had to be at least 5' 9", and females had to be 5' 5". I was an acceptable 5' 11". (An Garda Síochána abolished these height restrictions in 2001.)

The following month, Da arranged for me to go on a ride-along with a garda friend stationed at Santry garda station. Maybe he saw my reluctance about joining the guards and thought this might encourage me. Kevin was in the Task Force unit, which patrolled the district and responded to calls from the Command and Control dispatch centre. Unlike regular patrol car crews, they used unmarked cars and sometimes wore plain clothes.

I spent the night in the back of the car as Kevin and his partner responded to calls, even buckling up for a few high-speed responses. During the shift, Kevin and his partner arrested a few ‘social deviants’ and plonked them in the back of the car beside me for transport to the nearest garda station.

That night was my first exposure to the garda-speak and the gallows humour I became accustomed to in the years that followed. ‘Scrotes’, ‘gougers’ and ‘scumbags’ were standard labels then. Even official Ireland referred to ‘deviants’, ‘juvenile delinquents’ and old-fashioned ‘criminals’ rather than ‘individuals with criminal convictions’. Not politically correct, but that was the way it was. God knows, those ‘social deviants’ had plenty of names for the guards, and none were complimentary either.

My night with the Task Force in ‘the H District’ – Santry, Whitehall and Ballymun – was an exciting insight into manning a patrol car. I didn’t realise it then, but it didn’t represent the bulk of police work, which comprises more of writing charge sheets, reports, statements and compiling files and court preparation.

I had an interview with the local chief superintendent in Balbriggan station in June 1992, and two weeks later I had a final interview with a panel of senior garda officers in Harcourt Square. They must have been impressed by my neat hair and clean-shaven face (compared to the unkempt, hairy-faced farmer who appeared in my application photos) because soon after, I was informed only one hurdle remained – the garda medical.

For the rest of the year, I worked on the farm, socialising with the lads and knocking out the odd bit of art while waiting my turn to be called for the medical. The day after my twenty-first birthday in February 1993, I was called for my medical at garda headquarters, Phoenix Park.

That morning, I headed to the Depot hospital towards the rear of the garda HQ campus. Headquarters seemed vast, full of imposing old buildings, many dating back to its origins in 1842 as headquarters for the Irish Constabulary. When the newly formed An Garda Síochána took over in early 1923, they used the place as a combined headquarters and training centre known as the Phoenix Park Depot. It’s still referred to as ‘the Depot’ today.

Around 20 of us were called for medicals that day, and the various examinations would take hours to complete. All applicants, male and female, were told to change into dressing gowns and assemble in a waiting room. The dressing gowns were a tad short, and even though I was wet behind the ears, I had the common sense to leave my boxer shorts on. Those unfortunate enough to sit opposite the lads who didn’t keep their shorts on had an unobstructed view of their family jewels.

One by one, we were called. A nurse measured me again for height and weight. We had tests for lung capacity, hearing and eyesight. There was also a test for colour blindness. Failing the colour blindness test did not mean failing the medical, but it meant not being able to drive a patrol car.

I completed each test and waited my turn until I was called into the surgeon’s office for my final examination. I knew the garda surgeon’s decision regarding my fitness would be final, so I nervously entered the little room, its walls lined with medical books and journals. The surgeon himself was old and stern. Very stern. Especially when he told me to drop my shorts and cough while he cupped my balls in his hand. I always wondered if it was possible to fail this test.

I was informed by the surgeon that I needed to lose some weight, which I duly did over the following weeks, before returning to the Depot hospital for a second medical. As I’d previously passed all of the medical tests, I only had to be re-weighed on this return trip. My efforts had paid off and on 23 June I received official notification that I had been successful in my application to An Garda Síochána. I was to present myself for induction at the garda training college in Templemore, County Tipperary, at the end of August.

I was nearly overwhelmed by the news. Suddenly, it seemed very real. It had been two years since I had applied and now, here I was, with two months of normality left before my life would change forever. Gulp.
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