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            There’s a breathless hush in the close tonight,

            Ten to make and the match to win,

            A bumping pitch and a blinding light,

            An hour to play and the last man in

            
                

            

            Sir Henry John Newbolt

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         ‘With a bit of luck, she might have made it on Broadway or in Hollywood. With a bit of luck,’ he repeated like a man who had none. ‘The luck is nearly as essential as the talent, you know.’ Then he gazed into his empty glass.

         
             

         

            James Crumley

      

   


   
      
         

         
             

         

         I stood before the ancient iron gates and gazed at the driveway beyond, its path meandering gracefully through the windswept meadowlands, then fading into the hills on the misty horizon. On either side of me two giant stone eagles stared out from their perches on massive, marble pillars, silent custodians of an era that lay buried in a far-distant past.

         It was early autumn and the breeze had begun dislodging the leaves from the majestic oaks lining the estate walls. Those walls seemed to reach out endlessly, their shimmering scale leaving an indelible mark on my soul when I first set eyes on them during that hazy summer almost thirty years before. My gaze lingered on the dusty grey granite rising from the grassy roadside bank, enclosing an idyllic world I could not possibly have envisaged.

         I turned and nodded to Patrick my driver, who had transported me into the heart of Kildare to this remote place on the southern outskirts of Straffan. I had flown in as the dawn was breaking over Dublin in the company’s jet from Gatwick, on a mission for the man who was both my employer and lifelong friend. I raised a hand and waved to Patrick to acknowledge that this was indeed the location, and watched him sink into the seat as if anticipating a long wait. He would have known neither to offer assistance, nor ask questions of someone so close to the man who owned the sprawling company of which he was a part. I placed a key in a door under an ivy-clad archway and was surprised how effortlessly it turned in the midst of that surrounding neglect and decay. A thousand memories flooded my mind as I stepped away from the gates on a journey into a long-forgotten world.

         When I first visited this place I was just fourteen, alone in Ireland, dispatched by my parents from our home in Sussex to board at Dublin’s famous rugby school, Saint John the Baptist College. The year was 1964, and the school summer vacation was about to commence.

         My parents, who had spent the greater part of their working lives in the Foreign Office, and were at that time seconded to the British Embassy in Cairo, concluded that it would be impractical for me to join them in the searing heat of Egypt. Their most recent assignment had been shrouded in secrecy and entailed endless travel across the Middle East, which was why an understanding had been reached with the college whereby I would remain there in residence for the summer. This was considered the best solution available.

         During my first term at Saint John’s, I had, in somewhat traumatic circumstances, befriended Paul Bannon, youngest of three sons of the wealthy Bannon construction dynasty. When word spread through the college of my vacation predicament, Paul nonchalantly suggested that I should come and spend the summer at their palatial home in Kildare. An invitation I at first declined, being then a rather shy, solitary type, stating that I wouldn’t dare impose on such generosity. He replied that the decision was of course up to me, casually adding that he doubted I’d even be noticed among the crowd. That, and the prospect of spending yet another summer alone seemed to sway it, and so, with my parents’ tacit approval, and the belated blessing of Monsignor Charles Ingram, the school’s austere headmaster, the matter was settled, and I ended up spending that glorious summer at Grange Abbey, the sprawling Bannon country estate in the hills beyond the sleepy village of Straffan.

         I pushed those memories aside and continued on my way, lingering briefly to gaze back at the entrance gates, now only a dot in the distance. Ahead of me loomed the shadows of a dense forest, its ancient trees barely allowing the light of day to penetrate. I walked through this melancholic cocoon and emerged into a valley with a broad lake, the wind whipping its waters, the sunlight shimmering across its surface. But it was to the far side that my gaze was inextricably drawn, for there in all its glory stood the great mansion itself, a towering bastion dominating the skyline and all that lay before it. Its splendour forced me to recall the sense of awe I felt on the day I first set eyes on this sprawling domain.

         I continued past the lake house to the bridge beyond, its span dissecting the waters in five sweeping arches, and watched the great house draw steadily closer, a brooding presence straddling the grey cobalt sky. This was indeed Grange Abbey, once home to the Bannon family in Ireland, its shutters nailed closed, its doors locked to the world outside, its halls and corridors abandoned to the ghosts of a bygone era.

         Rising three storeys above a cavernous basement, Grange Abbey had stood empty for almost a generation, but now all of that was about to change. A thousand men would arrive here during the coming months to sweep away the dust of half a lifetime, and restore this abandoned place to its former glory.

         The master of the house, Paul Bannon, had decided that it was time to come home.
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         On a cold October Tuesday at the end of morning prayer, the fifteen hundred students of Saint John the Baptist College gathered in the Great Hall to mark the beginning of yet another new term. It was 1963, the eighty-ninth year of the great school’s existence, and the entire teaching staff sat assembled on the stage in rows of tiered seating.

         Then, moments later, the murmur of conversation slowly began to dissipate with the brisk arrival at the rostrum of the school’s headmaster, Monsignor Charles Ingram. He was a tall thin man in his fifties, with penetrating blue eyes, a slender classical nose, and a mane of longish greying hair. He spoke with a rich Scottish accent, his thin, military bearing conveying the air of a man who both commanded and demanded the respect of colleagues and students alike.

         Run by the Jesuit order of Catholic priests, Saint John’s, one of Dublin’s most prestigious schools, had first opened its doors to boarders in the spring of 1874. Housed in a rambling, ivy-clad structure, the complex stood on a tree-lined hill seven miles west of the city on the outskirts of Castleknock village, an affluent suburban location favoured by wealthy business types. The school prided itself on instilling a Catholic ethos, infused with a uniquely broad-minded twist, cleverly achieved by mixing clerical and lay teachers drawn from the best available in their specialities.

         The classrooms and dormitories were arranged in a series of spacious quadrangles; a meandering jigsaw of atmospheric old buildings interconnected by a series of paved walkways and stone-clad arches. A granite wall separated the school buildings from the farm complex, a shabby conglomeration of converted stables and sheds serving as milking parlours, poultry houses and storage barns for winter fodder.

         Beyond the farm complex the school’s twelve rugby pitches stretched all the way to the outer boundary, their measured symmetry encapsulating the embodiment of all sporting activity throughout Saint John the Baptist’s fabled history. The old trophy room bristled with the spoils of a hundred years of rugby glory. Its oak-panelled walls were adorned with the faces of Irish internationals who had first learned the rudiments of the game out on the playing fields of this school.

         ‘Good morning to all of you,’ the Monsignor began his address. ‘It befits me as your headmaster to welcome you through the doors of Saint John the Baptist. On this day we stand together, all for one and one for all, as part of a unique, lasting friendship grounded on strength of character, courage and unfailing loyalty. This is the day on which we begin to look out for one another, a tradition we will endeavour to maintain through these, our school days, and for all the days of our lives, as did our fathers and grandfathers before us.

         ‘Facing into the unknown is the supreme challenge for every man, and our paths through life will be immeasurably smoother if we embrace wholeheartedly the Jesuit ethos upon which this school is predicated. Should anyone wish to confide in me, my door will always be open. I give you my solemn assurance that our discussions will remain a secret between us and that all matters brought to my attention will be treated with the utmost sensitivity.

         ‘When you look back in years to come, you will realise that your days within these walls were the greatest days of your lives, and when you leave and face life’s challenges, the enduring wisdom of this experience will remain with you for ever more.’

         And so began the roll-call in alphabetical order, the school bursar, a Mister Peterson, bawling out the names in a high-pitched rasping whine. The interminable list, beginning with the yawning, comatose hulk of Peter Joseph Abraham, who seemed abruptly to doze off following a distinctly bored, lacklustre delivery, eventually reached Jerome Patrick Sedgwick, and then, Anthony Robert Selwyn.

         Anthony stood immediately and responded audibly, ‘Yes sir, present sir.’ And that was it really, those few words providing confirmation of his presence, and signalling the beginning of a mesmerizing roller-coaster ride with the Bannons that would span a generation.
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         Saint John’s proved from the outset to be a daunting experience for a boy whose childhood years had been divided largely between the rarified, genteel atmospheres of the British Embassies in Paris and Rome. Anthony’s father, an old Etonian and a decorated Second World War, Sandhurst-trained officer, had spent four years as British Ambassador serving both those locations. A framed photograph of him receiving a George Cross at Buckingham Palace for exceptional bravery in the North African campaign against Rommel was judiciously hung on the wall of his office upon arrival at each new location, and removed on the day of departure to accompany him on life’s journey.

         Anthony and his sister Natalie received their early education at the international schools of those cities, mixing with children from other expatriate families. Their memories of those childhood years were certainly happy ones, their homes palatial, the wonder and excitement of two of the most glamorous cities in Europe laid out at their doorstep.

         The geographic location of Anthony’s education seemed always to be pre-determined by his parents’ diplomatic whereabouts, and so it proved when it came to deciding where he should begin his secondary education. Some six months earlier his father had been advised that his next assignment would be as British Ambassador to the embassy in Dublin. Following consultation with his counterparts at the Irish diplomatic service, it was decided that his son should attend the boarding school of Saint John the Baptist. When, later, Anthony’s father discovered that Saint John’s had nurtured several current Irish ambassadors, including Paul Kavanagh, then Ireland’s ambassador to Washington, whom his father knew and liked, that seemed to swing it.

         The decision to complete his education in Ireland was influenced by one other interesting, if unrelated, matter. While in Rome his mother had converted from the Church of England to Roman Catholicism and was therefore anxious that her son should receive a Catholic education. Where better, she thought than under the watchful eye of the Jesuits, whose motto, ‘Give me the child … and I’ll show you the man,’ influenced her profoundly.

         As matters transpired, his father received an eleventh-hour change of brief from the Foreign Office, and was instructed to prepare instead to travel to the embassy in Cairo, amid growing tensions in that region, which had some years earlier culminated in the Suez crisis dominating the international stage. The ambassador’s prior military experience in the region during the North African campaign was a key deciding factor in the change. The family’s move to Cairo was swiftly concluded. In too short a time to reconsider the merits of a less peripheral location for the completion of Anthony’s secondary education. His sister Natalie subsequently enrolled at Roedean, the famous girl’s boarding school on the south coast of England near Brighton in Sussex, a decision predicated on their father’s insistence that at least one of his children be brought up in the tradition of the Church of England.

         During those early weeks at Saint John’s, Anthony heard reference to the Bannons from time to time. There was no doubting that this family was held in considerable awe by students from all levels, their wealth and influence spoken of in reverential tones, their family history and sporting prowess on the playing fields ingrained indelibly into the annals of this illustrious school.

         Frank Bannon was undoubtedly the more famous of the three brothers. His captaincy of the school’s rugby team and larger-than-life personality had placed him firmly at the centre of a boisterous group of rowdyish types who seemed to follow his every step.

         Simon, the antithesis of his populist elder brother, seemed a vaguely troubled type, aloof and unapproachable, invariably accompanied by one or two faithful hangers-on, introverted, like-minded individuals who rarely seemed to participate in the mainstream.

         The youngest of the three brothers, Paul Bannon, had been a boarder here for two years prior to Anthony’s arrival, and had progressed through the college’s junior preparatory system to join what was for both of them the first year of the senior school. Paul was lean, fit and even then considered tall for his age. His demeanour radiated a natural confidence and ease born out of a lifetime of privilege.

         The ‘Prep’ students traditionally tended to congregate together, and while Paul made little apparent effort to court popularity, others seemed to gravitate towards him and seek to be a part of his considerable entourage. Here was a boy who would someday be a leader of men, whether in business or possibly the armed forces; somehow it seemed inevitable. Anthony, on the other hand, felt isolated and lonely in this vast school of cliques and groups, where one’s popularity seemed to bear a direct correlation to the level of one’s success on the school’s rugby pitches.

         During those first weeks he saw little evidence anywhere of the application of that lofty sentiment articulated by the school’s illustrious headmaster on that opening day of term, ‘All for one and one for all’. For him it had a hollow ring. His fellow students mostly regarded him as something of a curiosity, a foreign boy from a foreign country who spoke with a funny accent.

         Anthony was a quiet type, shy and outwardly distant by nature, a spectator rather than a player. He found it increasingly difficult to adjust in this boisterous teeming atmosphere of underlying aggression. So much so that he gradually felt marginalised and increasingly the target of some of the nastier bullies who roamed the corridors and quadrangles unchecked and uncontrolled.

         Survival in this fraught atmosphere was always likely to be a challenge for a slight, nervous type such as he, the product of a cocooned, nomadic upbringing, where the opportunity to formulate long-lasting meaningful friendships simply didn’t exist. He was then small in stature, barely touching five feet in height, and found it a daunting experience to be thrown headlong into the game of rugby, obligatory for all students in this school, and played with an enthusiasm bordering on the reckless. How he survived those bitter lonely days, far removed from his parents and sister, isolated, ridiculed, bullied remorselessly by his peers, alone, defenceless and at times suicidal, was in the end down to a chance encounter with a boy who was subjected to none of these cruel taunts.

         A boy who never knew the hurt and despair that haunted his every waking hour. Instead, a boy idolised and hero-worshipped, with a family name to which his name would be indelibly linked across a generation. He would witness their triumphs and disasters, their fortunes and misfortunes and would stand beside them on the day they fought what would become universally recognised as one of the most ferocious corporate battles in living memory.

         But during those first tentative weeks at Saint John the Baptist, it was a boy named William ‘Bunter’ McKenzie who became his tormentor. A boy Anthony grew to fear and loath as the days passed and his life descended into a living hell. McKenzie spearheaded a dissolute group known as the Westies, comprising some fifty students originating from towns west of the Shannon river. The Westies had existed in the school for generations as a social group, whose numbers traditionally congregated daily in the school yard between classes, and gravitated towards one another during time out after school. But under McKenzie’s leadership they had developed into an altogether more sinister and threatening faction.

         The eldest son in a family of cattle-dealers from the Golden Vale region east of Limerick city, the ‘Bunter’ had since his arrival at Saint John’s systematically bullied and fought his way to the pinnacle of this group. A psychopathic, unpredictable personality, with a long line of bruised and broken bodies scattered in his wake, the Bunter had developed a reputation for wanton brutality. His irrational cruelty marked him out as an individual to be feared and avoided in equal measure.

         Anthony was the unfortunate one singled out to become the focus of the Westies’ attention during those early weeks of the term. McKenzie and his companions began mimicking what they considered to be his upper-class, fastidious mannerisms, refined accent and impeccable attire. All traits which had been drilled into him since childhood, but now served to brand him as little more than a whimpering sissy. As time went by his punishment progressed to the more serious levels of verbal abuse and intimidation. He was taunted remorselessly by this group. Their behaviour, unhindered and unreported to the school authorities, who tended to treat such matters with little sympathy. Saint John’s unwritten ethos was grounded on the principle that as part of life’s preparation, boys should learn to look out for themselves in their formative years or else suffer the consequences in later life.

         Anthony had previously sought a degree of solace in the gloomy stillness of a disused classroom at the end of a shadowy corridor leading to the cavernous rooms of the old section. He first began to seek refuge there having discovered it purely by chance, and identifying it as a quiet place, rarely frequented, a solitary vestige of tranquility in the harsh reality of his lonely predicament.

         It was a Monday morning late in the autumn term, and he was beginning to feel he had reached a particularly low point, with not the faintest idea how to extricate himself from the misery he was forced to endure. He sat cowered in a corner, his slight frame hunched in the shadows of a curtained window, head in hands, immersed in the depths of his own private hell. Then he heard the sound of the door opening, and closing again, and as he lay crouched and scared, a shadow crossed the room, and a figure stood beside him. He didn’t dare look up until he heard a familiar voice.

         ‘Oh, it’s you, Selwyn. I was passing and thought I heard a funny sound.’

         This was the last thing he needed. He wasn’t particularly enamoured at Paul Bannon or anyone else seeing him like this.

         ‘Yeah it’s me,’ he responded tentatively. ‘I just needed to be alone a while.’

         ‘You’ve been crying,’ he remarked matter-of-factly.

         ‘Yes, I have,’ he answered

         Paul leaned against the wall and folded his arms.‘What’s the matter?’

         ‘Nothing that’s any of your business,’ he blurted a little too quickly.

         Paul stared at him and shrugged.

         ‘In that case, I’ll leave you in peace.’

         Anthony prayed that he was about to go, but he stood and pondered him pensively.

         ‘It can’t be easy adjusting to the hustle of a place like this.’

         He nodded miserably.

         ‘You must miss home,’ he added. ‘Most of the new guys do, but they soon get used to it.’

         ‘I expect so,’ he replied, gazing about self-consciously. He tried to put on a brave face, but his voice began to falter and tears welled in his eyes. He stared into the gloom, not knowing what to say next. Paul knelt beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

         ‘What’s this all about, Anthony?’ he inquired softly.

         He rested his head on his arms and slowly began to blurt it all out.

         ‘I hate this fucking place,’ he sobbed bitterly. ‘I’m frightened out of my wits here most of the time and I really don’t know how much more I can take. I promised my mother I’d telephone this morning, but McKenzie has me so scared I’m afraid to cross the yard. Life’s been a misery since the day I set foot in this dump.’

         He sat there hunched, a haunted look on his face, eyes glazed, his slight frame shivering. Paul leaned down and took him by the arm.

         ‘Let’s cross the yard together and I promise you’ll have nothing to fear. C’mon. Let’s do it.’

         Anthony shook himself free.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he replied, ‘but what little courage I used to have when I arrived in this place has deserted me. I don’t have any left.’

         He knelt beside him.

         ‘Anthony, look at me.’

         When eventually he got the courage to look up, his eyes were glazed in terror. Paul stared at him, momentarily startled.

         ‘You seem surprised by my state of fright,’ he said almost in a whisper. ‘But then you’ve never been on the receiving end of an orchestrated bullying campaign. I wouldn’t wish it on you.’

         ‘All the more reason we should face this together,’ Paul replied, giving him a reassuring smile, his ice-blue eyes showing not a hint of fear.

         ‘I’d really prefer to stay here.’

         ‘Anthony … let’s just fucking do it!’

         They emerged from the corridor into the bright sunlight of the crowded main school yard and began walking in the direction of the administration building on the far side.

         Paul could sense his anxiety as he watched him staring glumly in preparation for what must inevitably lie ahead, and as they approached half-way his step began to falter.

         ‘I should have known it would happen,’ he whimpered bitterly. ‘Looks like I’ve been rumbled.’

         McKenzie and his group sat in a line beneath some windows away to their left, quietly staring in their direction.

         ‘Selwyn, get your ass over here, you fucking faggot!’ McKenzie bellowed.

         ‘Don’t look around,’ Paul prompted quietly. ‘We’re almost there.’

         He faltered but a reassuring hand propelled him onwards.

         ‘Look straight ahead,’ Paul whispered.

         ‘Don’t make me ask again, Selwyn!’

         In their peripheral vision they saw McKenzie mutter something to Robbie Dixon, seated on his right. Dixon, a dour thug from the outskirts of Limerick city, smirked at some private joke, then hopped to his feet and strolled across the yard in front of them.

         ‘Are you fucking deaf, Selwyn! Do what you’re fucking told and do it fucking now!’

         Dixon never really saw it coming until it was too late. The fist seemed to materialise from out of nowhere, a single precision blow delivered fast and hard into the ball of his left eye, catching him unawares. He looked vaguely surprised and staggered backwards in slow-motion, trying desperately to hold his balance but failing in the end. The impact seemed to suck the wind out of him; he tumbled backwards and crashed onto the limestone cobbles, then crawled on his hands and knees and struggled to his feet, but suddenly fell back and lay still.

         A silence descended across the yard as they set off again, with all eyes focused on the two of them. Anthony sensed a blanket movement on the left and saw the Westies rise together and move in their direction. Just then the siren sounded the end of morning break, and in an instant they were surrounded. McKenzie sauntered up to them and levelled his eyes inches from Paul’s.

         ‘The Wall – end of class today.’

         That was all he said. It was all he needed to say. He backed slowly away and disappeared in the crowd.
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         All morning the news of an imminent fight at the Wall spread like wildfire through the corridors of Saint John’s. The wall in question was the old stone boundary that divided the playing fields from the outer farm buildings, and down all the years, for as far back as anyone could remember, it was here that matters of dispute were ultimately resolved.

         Although the Wall was far enough away from the school buildings to render it immune from prying eyes, the school’s administration still afforded a degree of ‘understanding’ to such extra-curricular activity, treating it as an almost inevitable consequence of life in a community of fifteen hundred boarders. Turning a blind eye to a certain letting-off-steam was informally considered to be a helpful, if somewhat unconventional contributor to the smooth functioning of the famous school.

         The siren sounded the end of morning classes and the corridors reverberated with the noise of students dispersing, some to the playing fields and others to the comforting atmosphere of the school canteen. When Paul entered the old oak-panelled library, he noticed a group of senior boys lounging on leather couches, his elder brother Simon sprawled in the middle of them, their presence confirmation that news of the fight had spread to the senior classrooms and dormitories of the upper house.

         Now in his final year at Saint John’s, Simon had recently been nominated head boy, a decision considered by most to have been political rather than popular. He gave his younger brother a withering stare.

         ‘Just tell us it’s not true what we’ve been hearing about you and McKenzie at the Wall today, and we can all be on our merry way.’

         He sat on the only available chair.

         ‘You heard correctly. It’s true.’

         Simon regarded him dispassionately.

         ‘This could be embarrassing for me. I am the head boy of this college. You ought to be mindful of the way you behave.’

         ‘There’s nothing I can do. It’s all set up.’

         ‘Then you’re out of your mind! You’ll be lucky to last a minute in the ring with the mad bastard. He’ll destroy you.’

         ‘I didn’t have a choice. McKenzie called it.’

         Simon shrugged dismissively.

         ‘You gave him no choice.’

         ‘He gave himself no choice.’

         ‘That’s rubbish and you know it – you idiot.’

         There was no answer to that. Paul stared with indifference at this elder brother who always seemed distant and cold-hearted. His eldest brother Frank might have been equally disparaging in the circumstances, but he would never have ridiculed him in front of an audience like this. Frank Bannon had been hero-worshipped in all the houses of the school. His captaincy of the senior team had been the catalyst to a famous run of thirteen consecutive wins, a record never previously matched in the history of Saint John the Baptist. Frank’s icy riposte would always have been preferable to Simon’s self-serving rant.

         ‘And I’m presuming you’re aware that the Bunter has a charge of aggravated assault hanging over him. The psychopath you’re taking on at the Wall today practically clubbed a guy to death in broad daylight.’

         ‘I did hear something about that.’

         ‘Then you really are out of your mind.’

         ‘Save your breath, Simon. This conversation’s going nowhere.’

         His brother stared at him, exasperated.

         ‘Just listen to me this one time. You don’t need to do this.’

         ‘I don’t have a choice, and you know it. Our parents always taught us to stand our ground – it’s the way we were brought up.’

         ‘We were brought up to use our brains,’ Simon rasped, then turned and stared at no one in particular.

         ‘My brother’s acting like he’s Jack Dempsey, and even that big mutt had the brains never to take on a fight he couldn’t win.’

         ‘Aw, let him get on with it,’ Andrew Bradley drawled. ‘We’re never gonna change his mind. So let’s get down to the Wall and at least make sure the Westies don’t spring any unpleasant surprises.’

         Bradley was the school’s head prefect and one of Simon Bannon’s closest friends.

         ‘Keep your opinions to yourself, Andrew,’ Simon snapped, the palpable anger in his voice bringing the discussion to an abrupt end. Bradley threw his eyes to heaven and nobody said very much after that. Simon stared grumpily at his brother, then kicked his books off the lectern and sighed.

         ‘It seems there’s nothing left to be said. We’ll be there to make sure it stays one-against-one, but after that you’re on your own. I wish you luck, because guess what – you’ll need all of it.’

         He stood abruptly and the others did the same. At the door he hesitated, then turned to his brother.

         ‘Oh and by the way, I telephoned Jamie this morning. He left the Grange an hour ago. Not telling Jamie was a risk too far. I value my life too much!’
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         The temperatures dropped steadily as the day wore on, and when the chapel bell sounded for two o’clock, the thermometer on the yard wall was already hovering below zero. The wind had turned icy and the clouds were black and low when the last siren of the day sounded the end of class. Distant peals of thunder heralded an approaching storm and the first drops of rain were spattering off the window panes as the classrooms emptied out and students from all houses joined the march to the Wall. A few with prior commitments didn’t get to make it that day, but as the clock struck four, a thousand boys were gathered to witness the day’s most anticipated event.

         McKenzie pushed his way through the crowd to the centre of a large clearing, flanked by his army of Westies, calm and confident, stalking the space in front of him. Then, just as Paul emerged from the far end, Simon Bannon and a group of sixth-formers spread out and positioned themselves along all sides. McKenzie’s face darkened. He stared at Simon and sneered.

         ‘What brings you here, you fucking girl?’

         ‘I’m here to make sure you play by the rules.’

         McKenzie stared at him with a look of bemused contempt.

         ‘There are no rules under this Wall, head boy, but guess what. I’m actually pleased you’re here, because when I hammer the shit out of your short-on-brains kid brother, I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing you’ll be there to witness every blow that lands. I’ve just realised I’ve got you to thank for the great feeling I have about this.’

         Simon felt himself wilting under McKenzie’s unblinking stare.

         ‘I’ll report any misdemeanours to the school authority, McKenzie.’

         McKenzie stepped forward and eyeballed him.

         ‘Do that and you’ll soon find out what happens to a snitch.’

         Rob Morgan, the senior team captain, pushed his way through the crowd.

         ‘McKenzie, I’m backing Bannon to hammer the shit out of you all day, you fat fuck.’

         Nobody ever spoke to McKenzie like this. His mood turned sour. He didn’t bother to look at Rob Morgan. He kept staring at Simon.

         ‘Stick around head boy because when I’m finished inflicting permanent brain-damage on your kid-brother, you’re next on my list. Two Bannons for the price of one. It doesn’t get any better.’

         Ben Pearson, a sixth-form prefect, strode into the middle of the square and cleared his throat. His hoarse, commanding baritone resonated across the expectant gathering.

         ‘Are you two guys ready!’

         Just then a newcomer pushed his way to the front of the crowd and stood calmly staring ahead. The sour-faced stranger, dressed in jeans and T-shirt, was plainly not of this school. McKenzie glanced curiously in his direction, but Jamie Sinclair just gave him a cold, unsettling stare. Ben Pearson raised a hand in the air.

         ‘Last call, gentlemen. Are you ready!’

         They both nodded. The crowd went quiet. Pearson gazed around dramatically.

         ‘Three … Two … One, and … Go!’

         There was a deafening roar as they moved from their positions, McKenzie closing the gap fast and screaming, ‘C’mon, take me if you can, you lily fuck!’

         Paul struggled to focus his mind on his opponent and on all that lay ahead. Undoubtedly McKenzie was an experienced street-fighter, his toned arms and legs evidence of regular visits to the gym, and yet Paul still felt that there was something lacking there, some part of his physique that didn’t quite stack up. His two-stone weight-advantage looked to be all muscle, but the longer the fight progressed, time would begin to tell the real story. As he contemplated all of this, suddenly McKenzie crashed into him and landed a dozen rapid-fire blows straight into his face.

         Paul cursed himself for not anticipating this early strike. He felt his head reeling from the series of powerful hits, the last one connecting with sledgehammer-force into the side of his cheekbone, sending him sprawling to the ground, dazed and dizzy.

         McKenzie closed in and let loose with a numbing kick to the stomach. The sound of the impact reverberated in the chill air and triggered a gasp from the bemused onlookers, the momentum of the strike lifting his opponent clear off the stony surface. Suddenly everything was beginning to happen so fast. He lay squirming in the mud, the pain in his abdomen like fire as yet again McKenzie’s steel-capped boot crashed into his ribcage. He tumbled across the icy ground, his head spinning as he scrambled in vain to raise himself off the surface, but with the impetus now firmly in his grasp, McKenzie anticipated this reaction with ease. His mind was focused and he sensed that there was an early chance to finish this. He surged forward and buried his boot in the base of his opponent’s spine, forcing him face down into the mud.

         Paul felt his ribs explode and knew for certain he couldn’t sustain another blow like that. His mind seemed to be reacting in slow-motion. In his peripheral vision he saw Rob Morgan make a move in his direction only to be restrained by the powerful grip of Jamie Sinclair. The noise seemed to reach a crescendo, a cascading wall of sound blurring through his brain like a controlled screaming siren. In an instant his mind flashed back through those childhood days at the Grange, growing up with Jamie.

         Never close your eyes for one second in a fight, Jamie had taught him. Never look away from your opponent. Don’t even blink an eye when the blows come raining down. Never hit back at normal strength. Strike with every nerve and sinew of your body. Delve into the depths of your strength, strength you never even knew you possessed, the hidden strength in your inner core just waiting to be unleashed. Target the vulnerable areas, the shins, the kneecaps, the ankles, the testicles, mouth, nose and eyes. Focus on your opponent to the exclusion of all else. Blank out everyone and everything around you. Breathe deep.

         Rob Morgan had felt Jamie’s steely grip dragging him back into the chanting crowd.

         ‘He’s going to kill him! I’ve got to do something!’

         ‘No, not yet. He’ll never live it down if we intervene now. Be patient. There’s a way to go yet!’

         McKenzie dug his boot into the back of Paul’s neck, bringing his weight to bear crushingly downwards. He felt his nostrils explode with blood as his nose connected with the cold, stony ground. McKenzie stared out triumphantly and raised a hand to the crowd, demanding their silence, commanding their attention, and when the noise slowly faded, he looked down at his opponent.

         ‘Beg me for your life, Bannon, and spare yourself further embarrassment. And if I don’t hear you begging, good and loud, for everyone to hear, then I’ll surely fucking kill you here today.’

         They stood and stared and waited in dumbstruck dread, the silence broken by a lone peal of thunder far in the distance. McKenzie held his boot firm, bearing down mercilessly with all his weight, his gaze shifting defiantly along the line of spectators, smirking at some of the frontline boys peeling away in disgust, the sickening spectacle too nauseating to witness.

         Then something happened that nobody quite seemed to comprehend when they relived it again and again during the weeks and months that followed. Suddenly the ground below McKenzie appeared to move, and a fist flew upwards at lightning speed, the body on the ground no longer lying prostrate, but swiveling behind the blow to deliver maximum impact. Drawing on all his reserves of power and concentration, Paul slammed his fist into McKenzie’s testicles, then rolled from beyond his reach and scrambled to his feet.

         An electric frisson ran through the spectators as they sensed a change in the atmosphere, a mixture of astonishment and disbelief rippling in the air as the enraptured crowd held its collective breath. He blocked all of this out of his mind as he turned to watch McKenzie struggling to absorb the shock. Sure in the knowledge that his blow had been delivered with accuracy and severity, he drew the cold air deep into his lungs and rebalanced his mind and body in preparation for the next inevitable onslaught. He stared at his opponent with undiluted hatred, at the cruel lips drawn tightly over his teeth, the watery eyes, the shocked look on his now-pale face as it wavered between bewilderment and disbelief. Rob Morgan turned and glanced at Jamie, but Jamie’s face showed no reaction.

         A deafening roar erupted as the fight resumed, the two of them crashing headlong into one another, the blows delivered fast and hard, the pace unrelenting, the contest played out with the deadliest intent. Hovering just under six feet, Paul Bannon towered four inches over the powerfully built McKenzie, but his thin gangly frame should have been no match for the heavier, stockier boy. And yet they stood under the shadow of the Wall for all of seven minutes, delivering blows in an unrelenting, ferocious exchange, until the crowd, anesthetised by the fierce thumping sound of bare-knuckle fist upon flesh, was once again lulled into a gradual, numbing silence.

         The thousand boys at the Wall that day watched in muted shock as the two opponents before them, hair caked with mud and faces stained red with blood, fought the longest, most vicious fight ever to be seen under the Wall at Saint John the Baptist.

         Never taking his eyes off McKenzie, Paul gradually began to sense the faintest trace of a pattern emerging from the punishing, relentless savagery of the encounter; nothing much to go on but there nonetheless – an imperceptible movement, barely more than an irrational, haphazard, momentary tensing in the instant, before delivering his most damaging strike, a straight left-handed blow followed by a fearsome right uppercut. Was it possible, he wondered, to exploit the weakness in this slight predictability, a vague idiosyncrasy in the fight-pattern of this lethal bully each time he worked his, clearly often-used, much-practised combination? McKenzie didn’t appear to be displaying signs of tiring, and yet Paul knew he must. Every bone in his own body was aching and he knew this deadly exchange couldn’t last much longer.

         He knew also that the plan formulating in his mind could easily spell disaster unless it was executed with split-second precision. He steeled himself for the moment, then waited until he saw it begin to unfold again, and in an instant he drew back and felt the air rush past his face, the punch missing him by a fraction. He saw a fleeting look of surprise in McKenzie’s eyes and then the slightest loss of balance. He spun quickly, a full three hundred and sixty degrees, and drove his elbow hard into McKenzie’s throat, the weight of his pirouetting body delivering maximum power behind the strike.

         The crowd gasped as McKenzie staggered backwards, clasping his neck with both hands, choking and wheezing as he struggled to inhale mouthfuls of the freezing air. He stood there, teetering, his eyes glazed and watering in the aftermath of the strike. Then his legs slowly gave way and he crumbled to the ground, pain and shock etched agonisingly on his face. He seemed to stay that way forever, until gradually, in slow motion, he toppled forward on bruised, outstretched hands, his unfocused, disorientated gaze seeking out his opponent.

         The final blow, when it came, lifted McKenzie into the air in front of the astounded gathering, a thumping kick into the crown of his mouth, smashing jawbone, crushing cartilage and sending loosened teeth clattering noisily across the icy surface. The ferocity of the impact whipped his head, and released a blood-splatter across the heaving row of startled onlookers packed onto the front line.

         Anthony stood, lost somewhere in the depths of the baying mob, transfixed by the savagery of the scene unfolding before his eyes, a sad, silent spectator to a merciless onslaught played out in an unforgiving arena. He watched in disbelief as the blows rained down relentlessly in this most fearsome, shocking contest. In all his life he’d never witnessed anything quite like this.

         The rain had begun falling heavily now, the great icy droplets running off the fighters in rivulets of red as they mingled with the bloody carnage. Paul stood in a trance-like state, feet apart, chest heaving, arms by his side, unaware of the all-enveloping, surreal silence around him. Then somewhere in the distance he heard the sound of someone clapping, then the same sound from somewhere else, and then a rolling crescendo, a sustained, thunderous wall of applause ringing in the cold evening air.

         He gazed distractedly at his audience, their laughing faces staring back with awestruck admiration, then slowly he turned his back on McKenzie and began walking towards the distant lights of the school.

         A human passage opened before him and suddenly Rob Morgan was beside him, an arm on his shoulder, steering him through the door of the senior changing rooms, the chanting crowd following in their wake. The senior squad sat on the benches and slow-hand-clapped as their captain led him through to the showers beyond. He flipped the lever to the hottest setting and stared into his battered face.

         ‘You fought the fight of your life out there today. Just listen to them. They’ve found themselves a new hero.’

         He pushed him under the steaming hot water.

         ‘Oh, and by the way, your friend Jamie’s gone back to the Grange. He told me to tell you there’s nothing more he can teach you.’
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         Held each year in the month of November, the gala hunt ball at Grange Abbey was the most glamorous social event on the hunting calendar, the guest-list comprising a ‘Who’s Who’ of the family’s connections throughout Ireland, England, and across the wider continent of Europe. The largest guest representation emanated from the London region, the company’s most active and lucrative theatre of operation.

         It was in London that the company originated in the immediate post-war era, when James Bannon and his brothers Matthew and Charles set up a small house-building company to capitalise on the reconstruction of homes in the war-damaged suburbs of the city.

         Four hundred thousand houses had been destroyed by the Luftwaffe during the London Blitz, and in the midst of this devastation the Bannon brothers carved a swathe through the dust and the rubble, churning out tens of thousands of new dwellings from their relentless production lines. But the brothers quickly realised that the destruction inflicted by the Luftwaffe paled beside the response of Britain’s RAF, the ferocity of their nightly bombing raids consigning a staggering two and a half million dwellings in the major German cities to rubble.

         Recognising that somebody also had to rebuild these houses, they set about deploying hundreds of construction crews to the war-torn suburbs of Cologne, Dusseldorf, Hamburg and Berlin to capitalise on the rebuilding programmes formulated around those ruined cities.

         Meanwhile, in London, the company emerged from humble beginnings and expanded under James’s intrepid leadership, forging lucrative working relationships with the various local authorities, including, crucially, the most powerful of them all, the Greater London Council. This unique relationship was grounded on the brothers’ ability to annually deliver vast numbers of newly reconstructed houses in record time. Throughout the mid-fifties, from their power base in London, Bannons expanded across the United Kingdom, seamlessly completing the transition from demolition and reconstruction into the burgeoning new-housing market, where they were soon destined to become a leading national operator.

         In the spring of 1959, following its initial listing on the London Stock Exchange, the company was ranked the third largest housebuilder in Great Britain, uniquely among the top-ten national operators retaining eighty percent of its shareholding within family ownership.

         Against this background in the weeks leading up to the ball, Dublin’s grandest hotels had been block-booked to facilitate the influx of national and international guests. Scheduled to take place on the first Friday of November, activity around the mansion climbed to fever pitch as the big day drew ever closer.

         In the preceding weeks, an army of workers and stable hands operating under the watchful eye of estate foreman Jamie Sinclair began the formidable task of transforming the estate into the ultimate party event. The centrepiece of all activity would once again focus on the marquee, a structure four hundred feet square, its twin domes towering into the sky from its setting in the walled gardens to the rear of the mansion.

         At all times, in excess of two hundred racehorses stood in the loose-boxes at the Grange, the great cobbled yard with its arched entrance gates the focal point for all the activity. The vast working farm at Grange Abbey was inundated with hundreds of workers swarming through the house and gardens in the build-up to the premier event in the estate’s calendar. Frank Bannon flew in on a chartered jet from London early on the Thursday morning to assume his role as master of the hunt. He was accompanied by an entourage of the company’s top London executives and their wives. They were met by a fleet of limousines and transported to the Grange to kick-start the festivities with a lunch in the ballroom of the mansion.

         Following the completion of his final year at Saint John the Baptist, Frank enrolled at Magdalen College Oxford to read business studies. Always the avid sportsman, he immersed himself in the game of rugby and went on to captain the Oxford Blues for two successive seasons. At a height of six feet four, with a gregarious personality to complement his film-star looks, his reputation as a ladies’ man was even then the stuff of legend, his wealth and seeming insatiable desire for life catapulting him to centre stage at Oxford. Frank’s smiling face regularly featured in the society pages of most London newspapers, with invariably a different beautiful woman on his arm each time.
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         Hours later, with lunch still in full flow, Frank slipped away to a rendezvous with Marcus Carruthers, the suave head of the in-house accountancy team at Bannons. Smart, efficient and unafraid to speak his mind, Frank trusted his mild-mannered chief accountant implicitly. They sat in the library by the window on green leather armchairs.

         ‘So, spit it out, Marcus. What couldn’t keep until we’re back in the office on Monday?’

         ‘May I be blunt?’

         ‘Sure.’

         Marcus stared at his volatile boss and suppressed a fleeting tinge of doubt.

         ‘Frank, this current expansion programme of yours is causing me sleepless nights.’

         ‘Oh yeah. Why’s that?’

         ‘Because what you’re proposing is unnecessary, unwarranted, borderline reckless, and certain to play havoc with our loan-to-value covenants. If we continue on this course then it can only be a matter of time before we breach our banking term-sheets, and we really shouldn’t contemplate doing that right now, especially when there’s patently no need to do so. Switching specifically tailored bank facilities from one entity into another without authorisation breaks every accounting rule in the book; is a flagrant breach of the most basic company law; is downright dangerous and damn well illegal. I urge you to reconsider now before it’s too late to undo the damage.’

         Frank sat back in his armchair, arched his fingers, and eyeballed his accountant.

         ‘Marcus, I’m aware of your views, so let me be equally blunt. From an accounting perspective and from your own perspective, the strategies upon which I embark simply must be achieved, and whatever that entails, whether legal or illegal, I expect you to ensure that in the end I get what I want, and by implication that this family gets what it wants. Now is precisely the time to expand our UK house-building programme. The market is sluggish and money is scarce, which is good, because a depressed market signifies depressed land values, and that means we need to be out there hoovering up prime land-banks in all the best locations. Right now we’ve got eighteen thousand housing plots, and if we really want to become market leaders then we’re gonna have to double up on those numbers. I expect to see forty thousand plots on our books by the end of the calendar year, and don’t try and convince me we don’t have the wherewithal to fund all of this. You know me well enough to know I’m not going to be swayed from this strategy, and I’ll be looking to you to secure the required funding package to deliver the numbers. Simple as that.’

         ‘If you’re suggesting that I should raid current, specifically tailored bank facilities in order to fund this suicidal acquisition programme, then forget it.’

         Frank glanced dispassionately at his financial controller.

         ‘That is precisely what I’m suggesting, and don’t insult me by describing my programme as suicidal. This industry is not for the faint-hearted, and if we want to get to the top of the heap, we need to have the foresight, the wherewithal, and the balls to seize the opportunities when they present themselves; otherwise we risk being overtaken by events and outsmarted by our competitors. You’re a good man, Marcus, and I’m guessing you’re smart enough to know I’m never going to allow that to happen. From a personal perspective you need to understand that any attempt to try and dissuade me would be naive, foolhardy, and a fatal error of judgement.’

         ‘Frank, you’re asking me to break the law, which clearly I’m not prepared to do.’

         ‘I’m asking you to bend the rules, which is not quite the same thing. As long as this family controls most of the shareholding, then we cannot be construed as strictly a publicly quoted company, and if ever we do decide to go private, we simply rein in the issued share capital and delist. Right now if we really were publicly quoted in the true sense, then of course different rules would apply – greater accountability, greater transparency, all that shit. Marcus, we’re in a unique position poised close to the top of the chain. This is an opportunity we dare not miss. Let’s gear up! Let’s fucking do it!’

         Marcus Carruthers knew that Frank was blurring the lines between good practice and sharp practice, but he also knew that there was little to be gained from arguing the toss. His driven boss was hell-bent on pursuing a game of russian roulette, and it seemed pretty damn clear that his mind was not for changing.

         ‘How much time do I have to, shall we say, ‘‘reorganise’’ our finances to fund this … scenario.’

         ‘None, actually. I signed contracts yesterday for the acquisition of twelve hundred acres of zoned land on the Surrey-Sussex border south of Guildford, with a further thousand acres of mixed-development land near Cheltenham in Gloucestershire. Deposits have been released to the vendors on a non-refundable basis, and that effectively means the process has already begun. All the relevant details are on your desk right now, and I’ll be expecting to receive a comprehensive funding strategy no later than close of business Monday. Don’t disappoint me, Marcus. You’re part of my core team, and I’m anxious for you to remain so, but I’m an ambitious guy. My goals are set in stone and they will be achieved, and that is why I need to know if you’re with me on this. If you are – great – and if not, then now’s the time to say. There are only two choices. You’re either with me or against me. So tell me, which is it to be my friend?’

         Marcus stared thoughtfully at Frank wondering why he might ever have believed it would come down to anything other than a black-and-white call. All prior experience should have told him that there were only two colours in Frank Bannon’s kaleidoscope. To have ever imagined otherwise would have been bordering on naive.

         ‘Frank, I felt it would be remiss of me not to appraise you as to the possible downsides of the strategy, because knowing you as I do, I believe you’d expect nothing less of me. It is my professional duty to lay these matters out, warts and all, so that all of your decisions are founded on credible advice, and are fully informed to avoid any future eventuality which may have caused you to decide differently. But to answer your question. Yes, Frank – in for a penny, in for a pound. I give you my word. I’m with you on this.’

         Frank smiled for the first time, then poured two tumblers of Midleton. They clinked.

         ‘Thanks Marcus. That’s what I was hoping you’d say.’

         They downed them in one gulp and Frank placed a hand on his shoulder.

         ‘Let’s wander back downstairs. In case it has slipped your mind, I do have some guests to entertain.’
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         In the early hours of the morning the bar in the marquee gradually began to clear. The highlight of the evening’s entertainment had been the arrival on the stage of the Irish folk group the Clancy Brothers, their chart-topping song ‘Fine Girl You Are’ drawing rapturous applause from the delighted gathering. A lively rendering of ‘McAlpine’s Fusiliers’ raised a chorus of good-humoured groans and wolf whistles from the heaving boisterous crowd, the fabled song depicting the travails of one of Bannons’ largest civil-engineering competitors in England and Scotland.

         In the pre-dawn semi-darkness of the early morning, a minibus carrying the Saint John the Baptist party rolled in through the main gates. The group included the school’s headmaster Monsignor Charles Ingram, and rugby coach Steve Bishop, both automatic inclusions on Bannon party lists. The hunt, scheduled to commence at midday, was large by any standard, with one hundred and twenty riders participating over a distance of forty miles spread across various land holdings bordering the Grange Abbey estate.

         Originally intended to straddle both sides of the Liffey, whose waters dissected the Grange lands for a distance of five miles, this year the organising committee had been forced to restrict the event to the mansion-side of the river, a decision dictated by the ominous weather conditions which had been steadily worsening all week. From dawn the previous Sunday the rain had begun to fall in earnest, and by mid-afternoon the winds had blown up to storm-force, the precursor to an unbroken four-day torrential downpour. Late on Thursday afternoon the rains finally ceased, but the Liffey’s waters had by then reached capacity and were running at full flow, coursing across the estate’s western flatlands on a remorseless journey downstream.

         The storm had swollen the waters to their highest level since records began, with the river twice bursting its banks south of Straffan village, flooding the countryside for miles. The traditional river crossing, four miles upstream of the mansion on a shallow curve where the banks narrowed into a much favoured fording-point for hunt parties over the years, was now hopelessly flooded, rendering the crossing an impossibility, and forcing the re-routing of the hunt across lands exclusively to the west of the river.

         Shortly after seven, Frank sauntered into the marquee and made his way to the Saint John’s table.

         ‘Good morning Charles, Stevie. Glad you guys could make it. Mind if I join you for some breakfast?’

         Charles Ingram nodded sombrely, barely bothering to look up from his plate. Still the same cranky old bastard, Frank mused as he took a seat next to his younger brother. No standing on fucking ceremony here.

         They ate in silence as was the custom at Saint John’s. Old habits die hard, Frank reflected as he glanced around the table and smiled quietly.

         The marquee began filling gradually, the early arrivals looking disshevelled and weary from the excesses of the night before. Soon the place was in full swing, with teams of chefs firing out breakfasts in short order to the thousand-strong crowd.

         By the time the clock on the stable tower struck nine, the cavernous courtyard was already brimming with trucks, jeeps and horseboxes, the brooding presence of Jamie Sinclair calmly overseeing the unfolding operation with barely three hours remaining to the start of the hunt. A demanding boss, an uncompromising perfectionist, hard but fair, Jamie ran the farm detail on the Grange estate with fluid efficiency. The estate labourers, farm-workers, grooms and stable lads all knew that Jamie feared no living man. Those that crossed him did so at their peril and invariably lived to regret the stupidity of so doing. His innate physicality and volatile temper conveyed a veiled message to all who crossed his path that it would be unwise to tread on the dark side of this man’s aura. Jamie possessed an almost animal-like earthiness and self-assurance which women found attractive, and an underlying, smouldering aggression which most men thought best to avoid.

         By mid-morning the first riders and horses began to assemble on the cobbled sweep fronting the entrance doors to the mansion. Stable lads and grooms made feverish last-minute adjustments, and teams of catering staff moved among the riders carrying trays laden with champagne and whiskey-punch. As noon approached, the warm southerly breeze seemed to cool as it picked up strength. Ominous black storm clouds appeared on the horizon and the first droplets of rain began falling steadily.

         Seated on his bay gelding Frank stared into the distance and didn’t really like what he saw. Deep down he was beginning to have a bad feeling about the worsening conditions and thought briefly about calling the whole thing off. But then he decided, to hell with it. He, Frank Bannon, was master of the hunt, and that meant his guests would be expecting nothing less than business as usual. He suppressed his concerns and blew one shrill blast of his horn to call the hunt to order, then nodded to Jamie, the signal to unleash the side-paddock gate and release a hundred baying bloodhounds out among the riders. Frank kicked his horse smartly, coaxing him expertly up the steps to the front entrance, then turned to face the riders.

         ‘Reverend Fathers, ladies and gentlemen, let us observe a moments silence for Monsignor Charles Ingram to bestow his blessing on this year’s event. Monsignor.’

         The Monsignor swivelled in his saddle as a distant peal of thunder rumbled across the landscape. He glanced furtively in its direction as he began.

         ‘May God bless this hunt and all who ride these lands today. May he watch over those who participate, and carry each one of us home safely to the bosom of this marvellous house. As we prepare to begin our journey, I ask Almighty God to bestow upon you his solemn blessing.’

         The riders bowed their heads as the Monsignor’s lips moved in silent prayer, his hand raised high in the air, tracing the sign of the cross over the assembly.

         ‘And so,’ Frank bellowed, ‘without further ado, let this, the eleventh annual Grange Abbey hunt, commence!’

         The riders peeled off in single file and cantered into the spreading gloom, crossing the lower pasture and kicking out towards the distant hills beyond. It would be hours before the first of them reappeared, their quest today rendered infinitely more difficult by the rain, which had once again begun to fall from the low angry sky. The main body of riders cleared the blackthorn hedge on the brow of the hill, the hounds baying hysterically as they sought to home in on the elusive scent. Frank gazed back from the front of the group across the long line of advancing riders strung out behind.

         The storm was gathering pace, with peals of thunder breaking vertically overhead and rain falling in vast waves. Against this backdrop of ever-worsening conditions, Frank once again questioned the wisdom of continuing, but with the hunt now in full flow, he opted to let it run its course.

         The leading riders cleared an open ditch running high with storm water, and raced across the flatlands towards the mist-shrouded woodlands beyond. A shrill blow of a bugle sounded from far out on the left, signalling confirmation that the lead hounds had picked up on the fox’s scent, and now, finally, the chase was on. Horses and riders raced into the woodland, crashing through the thicket of low briars, forcing the pace, eager to stay abreast of the delirious hounds.

         Adam Gilbert pulled up abruptly at the next ditch and spun round, almost unseating Rex Chalmers, his riding companion and closest friend.

         ‘What the– ’Rex gasped, pulling desperately on the reins, his body half out of the saddle.

         ‘There he goes!’ Adam screamed, gesturing wildly down to the river on their left. Rex turned and stared into the mist just in time to see the fox break cover and race along the riverbank.

         ‘Let’s backtrack and head him off on the far side of the Grange bridge before the crafty little bastard eludes us. It’s our only chance. Let’s go now!’

         Sharon Baird had begged Francesca Sinclair to ride with her that morning. They had been best friends forever but during the months since Sharon had started dating Adam Gilbert, the girls had gradually begun to drift apart. Francesca despised Adam for the cruel personality hidden behind his haughty arrogance and had tried in vain to convince Sharon not to become involved.

         The previous autumn she had been part of a group of riders following behind Adam in a cross-county horse-trial when his filly hesitated at a stone wall and unseated him. His companions watched in dismay as he grabbed a riding-crop and began whipping the petrified animal.

         ‘Cowardly bastard!’ he had screamed. ‘I’ll teach you to fucking unseat me.’

         The pitiable screeching of the animal seemed to provoke his temper further. He lashed out in frenzied rage, oblivious to the other riders who had begun gathering at the scene. Jamie rode in from behind and dismounted quickly.

         ‘Swing that crop one more time and I swear I’ll use it on you the same way.’

         Adam turned and stared at him coldly.

         ‘You’d do well to mind your own fucking business,’ he snarled.

         Jamie walked forward and snatched the crop. A fist came flying but he caught it, as if squatting a fly. Adam lost his footing and fell backwards. Jamie stared down at him.

         ‘I’ve known the filly since she was a foal,’ he said quietly. ‘Since the day your father bought her from the yard up at the Grange. She’s as good as any I’ve seen, so don’t go blaming the filly. You lost your bottle on the approach to the wall, and she sensed it. Simple as that.’

         Adam glanced at the group who had gathered, then stared at Jamie with hatred in his eyes. He stood and brushed himself off, his thin lips taut with anger.

         ‘You think you’re something special in these parts, Sinclair, but you mean fuck all to me, and you’ve made a damn fool of me here today.’

         ‘You managed to do that all by yourself.’

         He spat on the ground and pointed an accusing finger, his hand mimicking the shape of a gun.

         ‘Someday I’ll have my revenge, Sinclair.’

         Jamie stared him down.

         ‘Have it now, you fucking weasel.’

         But Gilbert made no move and Jamie turned and walked away. Suddenly the crack of a gunshot filled the air and Jamie spun round. Gilbert stood facing him, a pistol dangling from his right hand, his face contorted in a self-satisfied sneer, the filly dead on the ground beside him.

         ‘Go on and say what have you have to say, Sinclair.’

         Jamie regarded him with such disgust that Gilbert took an involuntary step backwards.

         ‘To you I’ve got nothing to say,’ Jamie responded. ‘But to these others who bear witness to your brutality I say, between your life and the filly’s life, the best life is gone.’

         Jamie stood and watched silently as Adam Gilbert turned and strode away. His father Colonel Nigel Gilbert, a popular and highly-regarded former English army officer, lived up on the old Priory estate, an Edwardian mansion on six hundred acres of prime stud land. For as far back as anyone could remember, the Colonel, a long-time widower, had lived there with Adam, his only child, upon whom he showered everything a son could ever want. In contrast to his quietly spoken, mild-mannered father, Adam had a menacing, surly disposition, which had brought him to the attention of most police constabularies across the southern counties. The locals regarded him as an unsavory buffoon, to be treated with caution, or best avoided.

         Seamus Ellis, a senior course-steward, watched Gilbert in a party of four riders break from the hunt and swing south along the river. He cantered up to Frank’s position on the crest of the hill, shouting to make himself heard above the howling wind.

         ‘Mister Bannon, I’ve just seen Adam Gilbert lead a group of riders along the river. They must know it’s off-limits and yet they’re already halfway down the slope.’

         Frank gazed down angrily and cursed under his breath.

         ‘There’s not a lot we can do Seamus. Kick out along the brow and monitor their progress. Wave them back if you get the chance.’

         Paul cantered in beside his brother.

         ‘What’s the problem, Frank? Why are you guys all backed-up?’

         ‘It’s Gilbert’s group. They’ve broken down the slope towards the river, which they were warned not to do.’

         Frank turned to the steward.

         ‘OK Seamus, get to it.’

         The steward pointed into the distance.

         ‘Sir, I think you should know I spotted that young lass Francesca Sinclair, the foreman’s sister, riding with Master Gilbert’s party.’

         From his position high on the crest of the hill Frank had a clear view all the way to the river. He watched Gilbert and his companions gallop off the slope on a course close to the edge of the bank.

         ‘Crazy bastard,’ he muttered. ‘What’s he thinking!’

         Frank’s party of riders followed their progress as they cantered in the sticky mud along the water’s edge. And as they watched, they saw Gilbert inexplicably fall back from the main body of riders until the gelding carrying Francesca Sinclair, the last horse in the group, drew level. He galloped beside her stride for stride, then suddenly barged into her, forcing her onto the sheer edge of the bank. She struggled desperately to hold her position, but Gilbert raised his crop and struck out at her, causing her to lose her equilibrium and disengage her stirrups. From the hilltop Frank watched in trepidation as Francesca momentarily lost control and clung desperately to the reins. Suddenly Gilbert cut in front of her, blocking her momentum, and lashed out repeatedly at horse and rider, until finally the animal began to topple towards the edge.

         ‘What’s the madman doing?’ Frank gasped as suddenly the horse collapsed on the muddy slope and catapulted Francesca into the full flow of the current. Gilbert pulled left, then raced from the bank and kicked out in pursuit of his companions, who had ridden ahead and were no longer visible. He snatched a furtive glance over his shoulder, then disappeared into the rainy gloom.
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         Scarcely able to comprehend what they had seen, the twenty riders on the hill, led by Frank, set off down the valley towards the river’s edge. Paul kicked his three-year-old horse Ricochet into full gallop, and soon drew neck and neck with his brother, easing past him as the powerful stallion charged across the sodden terrain.

         ‘Go, Ricky, go!’ he commanded urgently.

         Sensing the alarm in his young master’s voice, the stallion raced out fearlessly, covering the treacherous terrain with lightning speed. The Liffey, swollen high from the deluge, thundered through the meadow, its heaving waters coursing relentlessly downstream. Paul galloped on a precarious line close to the edge of the flow, acutely aware that Francesca was somewhere out in those waters, and that each passing minute diminished whatever marginal chance of survival she still might have.

         From the back of his charging mount he scanned the water feverishly, straining towards the far bank for the faintest hint of movement. He glanced back to the chasing group and could barely make out their shapes as they advanced through the blizzard.

         ‘Good boy, Ricky, good boy,’ he whispered in the stallion’s ear when he realised how much ground he had made on this most formidable of all the horses on the Grange Estate. By now word had spread through the hunt that there was someone in the water, and gradually the main body of riders abandoned the pursuit of the fox and turned about, then fanned out across the crest of the hill to witness the dramatic chase unfolding before them.

         Paul gradually began to realise that the speed of the current was running at a similar pace to his, making any attempt to outrun the flow impossible. Ahead in the distance he saw the outline of the Grange driveway snaking across the open fields towards the mansion, and then the shape of the lake bridge looming in the mist. He stared ahead at the bridge and the rudiments of a different plan began to formulate in his mind.

         Then, in an instant he knew what he needed to do, and he galloped onwards through the storm until the grey ghostly span of the bridge materialised, the swollen waters sluicing through its five arches.

         ‘This way, Ricky! This way, boy!’ he commanded, slowing marginally to turn from the riverbank, then clattering loudly onto the Grange bridge. The stallion’s hoofs sparked on the sodden cobbles, but he miraculously maintained his footing and raced out into the open fields beyond. The chasing pack pulled up in disarray, bemused as to why Paul had broken for the far bank.

         Frank stared across the empty bridge into the darkness beyond, then waved his riders forward, opting instead to continue along the mansion side of the river. Paul stood on the stirrups and felt the stallion’s heat rising, the steam billowing off its chest, the froth foaming beneath the saddle. And yet the animal showed no sign of fatigue, no hint of nervousness as he galloped into the pitch-black night.

         Earlier he had realised that the only prospect of outrunning the flow was to cut a swathe across the pasture, and rejoin the river as it coursed down the far side on its eventual journey to Dublin bay and the ocean beyond. He sat rigid in the saddle, consigning his trust and his life to the care of the stallion beneath him, until, finally, somewhere in the distance, he heard the unmistakable sound of crashing water. He swept across the grassland and then suddenly the stallion hesitated and pulled up yards from the river’s edge. He stared into the swirling black water, then jumped from the saddle and scanned the current as it raced downstream, his mind pondering how a life, human or animal, could survive any length of time in these fearful conditions. Throwing his coat to one side, he kicked off his boots and focused on the foaming surface of the river. He stood immobile and watched the water flow muddy and fast as the seconds became minutes and the night became darker. He inhaled long deep gulps of cold air and forced himself to concentrate, conscious deep down that if he didn’t stay calm and alert, then all hope of rescuing Francesca Sinclair would be lost.

         It was then that he sensed a movement in the upstream flow. He stared out into the heart of the current and in an instant he caught sight of it again, a streak of golden hair trailing through the water, a split-second slash of brightness in the heart of the speeding river.

         He sprinted along the bank, forcing his mind to concentrate on what he knew he was about to do next, aware that the timing of this move would need to perfect: there would be no second chance. Running at full stride, his lungs straining for air, he sprang from the river’s edge and plunged headlong into the flow.

         Nothing could have prepared him for the numbing, deadening shock of the freezing black water. He was somersaulted through its icy depths, the power of the surge forcing mouthfuls of liquid black mud into his lungs. The current hit him sideways, dragging him down through the swirl, then tossed him back onto the surface in the centre of the flow. Up ahead he saw a cascading ribbon of gold disappearing into the depths.

         Aware that his own survival, and Francesca’s life, depended on what would unfold during the next vital minutes, he held himself in the water and swam with the current, trashing wildly, counting down the seconds until he sensed he was in the zone, beside where she must be if his sighting was correct. Earlier, on the riverbank he had tried to estimate the speed of the flow and concluded that it must be running close to thirty miles an hour. When he first broke the surface he guessed he was several yards behind his target, possibly four minutes in these appalling conditions.

         Suddenly there it was, barely in front of him, a golden mane of hair shimmering tantalisingly below the surface. He swam beneath a dark lifeless shape suspended in the water, then surged forward and enveloped her in his arms, enmeshing his fingers in the strands of her hair. He gazed briefly at the cold white face of Francesca, then turned on his back and projected her listless frame in the waters above him.

         The current spun him effortlessly, its pace and power defying him to extricate himself from his precarious position. He lay in the water, feeling at once exhilarated, then disconsolate, then drowsy, then when he felt himself slipping beneath the surface, drawing on some inner strength to propel him back to the top. As mile upon mile he fought the river, time became meaningless and distance became impossible to comprehend.

         In the end it was the soft brush of leaves that first surprised him, then jolted him out of a numbing, deadening fatigue as he floated into the calmer waters of the river’s edge. He swam closer to the side until he felt the thump of wet mud on his shoulders, then in one last exhausting scramble he propelled her to the safety of the bank.

         Paul lay her on the grass and placed his ear to her mouth but could detect no sign of life. He pressed her lungs, then held her nose and breathed into her mouth, repeating the process again and again, but she lay there dead to the world. Her skin was white and cold, her lips puckered and devoid of life, and yet he persevered in desperation, straining to breathe life into her lifeless body. The rains tore down remorselessly, drenching them to the bone, and still he pressed his mouth against hers, but Francesca just lay there, still. Finally, hot tears of frustration fell from his eyes, rolling down his cheeks onto her face.

         He gazed at her motionless body and screamed, ‘Wake up, Francesca! Wake fucking up!’

         It was then, when he closed his eyes and tilted his head to the sky, that he imagined he heard the faint sound of a cough. He looked to where she lay before him, wondering could it have been real. His body rigid, his eyes wide, he watched her lips part and spit a mouthful of water. He gazed at her in disbelief.

         ‘Francesca,’ he whispered in her ear, ‘stay a while longer … it’s time to go home.’

         He gathered her in his arms and walked slowly through the trees away from the river.
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         Simon watched the skies darken and shivered in the pouring rain. He sighed in exasperation and swore under his breath. The elements were mercilessly compounding his sense of bewilderment and abject misery. The search for Francesca Sinclair seemed interminable and beyond futile. Almost three hours had elapsed since her body had been subsumed by the river. Earlier, following a fearsome burst of thunder, his skittish horse had unseated him and raced panic-stricken towards the river, leaving its hapless rider spreadeagled in the sodden terrain. He gagged at the vision of the animal plunging into the swollen waters, his greatest nightmare bar none. The realisation of how precariously close he had come to that very fate had he somehow remained on board, made him spew his guts up.

         He sat with his back to a large tree-trunk and massaged his throbbing hip, the left side of his body having taken the brunt of the fall, and yet still, he was here in this place, miserable but alive.

         Earlier he had witnessed his chivalrous sibling’s daredevil gallop along the riverbank to try and save the life of Francesca. Hours had passed since then, with the two of them still unaccounted for, both most likely swallowed in the depths of the flow. It made him sick in the pit of his stomach to ponder their watery fate. He’d always fancied the cold, unapproachable bitch – fancied breaking her in the way his brother tamed the fieriest horses on the estate.

         And yet as he lay there in the rancid smell of his own puke he could hardly believe what he was now seeing. His heart missed a beat. A shard of lightning lit the sky, and he gazed at the trancelike silhouette of his brother clutching a lifeless shape in his outstretched arms. The apparition passed in front of his eyes and seemed suddenly to disappear. He remained rooted to the spot until the skies lit up again, but there was nothing to be seen. The ghostly vision had evaporated in the night.

         He rose shakily and glanced wistfully towards the distant lights of the mansion. He had pondered returning there earlier to the luxury and warmth of its fires, and the myriad aromas of hot food filtering up from the kitchens, but hesitated in the end knowing that too early a return would be frowned upon in these tragic circumstances. He pushed through the brambles and stumbled to the place where he had seen the eerie spectacle, then stared in disbelief at his brother’s lifeless body, the frozen face of Francesca Sinclair half-hidden in the nape of his arm.

         He struggled to make sense of it, not knowing if they were dead or alive, wondering how they could ever have disentangled themselves from the ferocity of the flow. And now all of a sudden his mind was racing.

         Could there be an opportunity to capitalise on this fateful circumstance, and demonstrate to the world that it had misconstrued his mettle, and that he, Simon Bannon, was the equal of the rest of them?

         He knelt on the grass and painstakingly disentangled her from his brother’s embrace, watching for the hint of a movement, but seeing none from either. He eased her slowly away, then lifted her in his arms and walked out of the woodlands.

         Only then did he begin to notice the frantic activity: riders with lanterns skirting the riverbank on either side, and up at the mansion the swirling blue strobes of police cars and ambulances parked along the entrance. A Land Rover cruised the driveway in his direction, its twin roof-mounted searchlights scanning the terrain. A beam traced across his face, then disappeared, then swung back instantly, blinding him with its power. He heard the growl of the engine as the vehicle gathered pace and crunched to a halt in front of him. He saw Jamie and his foreman Tim Davies jump onto the driveway and gaze in astonishment at the sight before their eyes.

         ‘Is she alive?’ Jamie whispered.

         Simon nodded. ‘I can’t be sure, but if she is, then only just.’

         When Simon appeared to falter, Jamie surged forward and steadied him. He gathered his sister in his huge arms, then turned to him.

         ‘I can never repay you for this.’

         ‘There’s nothing to repay,’ Simon said quietly. ‘All of us would have done the same.’

         Jamie stared at him and nodded slowly.

         ‘They still haven’t found Paul.’

         ‘Then I must continue the search.’

         ‘Are you crazy!’

         He nodded to the foreman.

         ‘Get him in the car. He’s done enough.’

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         At midnight a flare lit the sky. An ambulance sped to the spot where Paul’s body lay partially hidden in the long wet grass. The news that he was unconscious but still breathing lifted the pall of gloom that had descended on the day. Jamie ran through the long grass and saw Frank climb in the ambulance.

         ‘How is he?’ he shouted.

         ‘He’s alive but I just can’t figure it. The stallion must have thrown him.’

         The doors slammed closed and the ambulance accelerated into the night. If Frank had looked back, he might have caught the bewildered expression on Jamie’s face.
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         In the dead hours of the morning Simon walked along the corridor to Paul’s bedroom and opened the door quietly. He switched on a lamp and made his way silently towards the bed, hearing only the sound of his brother’s deep breathing. He sat on the edge of the bed and shook him gently.

         ‘Wake up,’ he whispered. ‘We need to talk.’

         He stirred but lay still in the depths of sleep. Simon shook him again, harder this time.

         ‘Wake up, I must speak with you.’

         Earlier Doctor Rupert Kearns, the family physician, concluded that the boy had come through his ordeal relatively unscathed. His temperature had risen sharply and Kearns prescribed a course of penicillin to be repeated every four hours. He left instructions to be contacted in the event of any change in condition.

         He turned slowly in the bed, trying to shake off the drug-induced sleep, then stared at his brother.

         ‘What is it?’ he asked, speaking in low tones. Beads of perspiration covered his brow and his throat felt like fire. He stared at his brother, a feeling of dread building in the pit of his stomach. Instinctively he began climbing from the bed.

         ‘It’s Francesca! Something’s happened!’

         Simon placed a hand on his shoulder and eased him back on the pillow.

         ‘Relax. This is not about her, or at least not in the way you think. Francesca’s fine. Her doctors say she’ll make a full recovery.’

         Simon stared into his eyes and a wry smile crossed his lips.

         ‘Congratulations, little brother. It seems you saved her life.’

         He wiped the sweat from his brow and turned on the pillow. He was beginning to feel feverishly hot.

         ‘Why are you here, Simon?’ he whispered, but there was no response.

         He struggled to focus in the gloomy light.

         ‘Why are you acting so … strangely?’

         Simon’s smile evaporated. His tone sounded ominous.

         ‘Francesca will never know you saved her.’

         He stared mystified at his brother.

         ‘But you’re telling me she’s fine … ’

         ‘She’s traumatised,’ he snapped impatiently, ‘but otherwise OK.’

         He lay back on the pillow and closed his eyes.

         ‘Francesca will know I saved her … ’

         Simon’s face was so close he could smell the alcohol on his breath.

         ‘When Francesca wakes up she’ll be told that it was I who saved her. She and those other morons will believe that Simon Bannon dived into that evil fucking river and plucked her from the jaws of death. That’s what I came to tell you.’
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