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PROLOGUE


It was a beautiful thing.


According to Dennis Bergkamp, the Dutch footballer who did this beautiful thing, ‘it’s like your life has led up to this moment … you never play the perfect game, but the moment itself was, I think, perfect.’


This perfect moment took place in the second last minute of Holland’s World Cup quarter-final against Argentina in Marseille on 4 July 1998. Bergkamp was running hard towards the end-line, chasing a long pass from Frank de Boer into the Argentina penalty area. He gained complete control of the ball with his first touch, which was quite a thing in itself, but which on this day was the first of three sublime movements made into one. The second touch put the Argentina defender Ayala out of the picture, the third was a flick past the goalkeeper with the outside of Bergkamp’s right foot into the top left-hand corner of the net – and it was a beautiful, beautiful thing.


Some commentators say it is the physical elegance of Bergkamp that lends an extra dimension to his most famous goals, but it is also the quickness of his mind. It is the fact that in order to accomplish this, he had to have worked it all out instantly, instinctively: seeing the long pass from de Boer coming in his direction, deciding that the only successful outcome would have to involve this three-point manoeuvre, with the most extreme degree of difficulty. Then he executes it, just as he had imagined it, and he is running towards the corner flag, celebrating, until he is taken down by his orange-shirted team-mates, who raise their arms and roar with delirium as Bergkamp lies there under the perfect blue sky of Marseille, knowing that he has put his country into the semi-final of the World Cup.


The Dutch all over the world were feeling this ecstasy, not just because of the victory but because Bergkamp had done something so outrageously brilliant. That goal had immediately ascended to a high place in the illustrious history of the Dutch game. But this was not just a glorious day for the people of Holland. In Ireland, in the town of Carlow, in a pub called Scraggs Alley, there was a man working behind the bar who was feeling a similar ecstasy. He celebrated as he watched that beautiful moment, and he would continue to celebrate for the rest of the day and all through the evening. He celebrated like he had never known that such elation was possible. Like his whole life had led up to this moment.


♦ ♦ ♦


On the morning of 4 July 1998, Tony O’Reilly was in Scraggs Alley, standing behind the bar, chatting to a customer, Brendan, about the game and the day ahead. He was looking forward to all of it. He was due to go to a wedding reception later that night with his girlfriend. He had been at work since 9.30 a.m., organising the stock and the ice and giving the place an extra polish. He was looking forward to the big fry-up that he and his colleagues would enjoy at lunchtime, as they did every Saturday, about six of them sitting down together in the main lounge to eat a big Irish breakfast.


Tony had been working in Scraggs for a few years, but since February 1998 he was also working as a part-time postman, doing about twenty hours a week, which he fit around his bar shifts. Among the few worries he had in life, perhaps the main one was that all this working might interfere with his soccer, which he was taking seriously – he played centre-forward with a leading local team called Stretford United. For a Liverpool fan the name of the team was an obvious embarrassment. Indeed, one of Tony’s team-mates, John, who was also a Liverpool fan, used to cover the club crest with black insulating tape to make himself feel better about it. The team had been successful in the local cup competitions, but when it came to the league they were regarded as Jimmy White-type figures – forever coming second when they should have won it.


These were the issues that preoccupied the mind of this twenty-four-year-old on a sunny day in July, during the World Cup. He remembers it clearly as a sunny day, maybe even as sunny in the Irish southeast as it was in Marseille. Scraggs would be a bit busier than usual due to the match in the afternoon and the other one later in the evening, Croatia v Germany. The back bar would be open tonight, with Matt the DJ playing the music.


Maybe it was the promise of all the sport to come, or the wedding, or maybe it was just the good weather and the good vibes, but as Tony spoke to Brendan at the bar that morning, he decided to do something he had never done before. He decided to place a bet. They had talked about the football for a while, then Brendan got up to leave the pub and go down to the Paddy Power office. Tony was due to take his break, so he said, ‘Sure, I’ll go down with you.’


Just to have an interest. That was the thought in his head as he decided to go and put a few quid on the game. Just to have an interest.


He had reached the age of twenty-four without ever placing a bet, or even entering the premises of a bookmaker. When he did so on this day, he was not greatly excited by what he found there. There were a few televisions, but not the big bank of screens you would find today in any betting office. It was all relatively primitive, with prices displayed on sheets of paper, and generally not much to persuade the visitor to spend any great amount of time there.


Tony saw that Patrick Kluivert was 6/1 to score the first goal of the game. For most Irish football people, Kluivert had been a significant presence since the night, in 1995, when he had led Holland’s destruction of the Republic of Ireland in a European Championship play-off at Anfield. Kluivert had arrived that night as a young player of immense promise. Unfortunately for Ireland, his emergence ended the happiest period of our football lives, the years from 1986 to 1995, which became known as the Charlton era.


We knew how good Kluivert was. Too good for us, certainly.


Tony read the odds and with the clarity of thought of a man who had never done this before, and who has no intention of doing it again, he decided to have a punt. He put IR£1 on Kluivert at 6/1 to score the first goal.


Brendan had also seen a bet that he liked. He was looking at Holland to beat Argentina 2–1. With the pure enthusiasm of men who don’t really care all that much anyway, they decided to merge the two propositions. They each ended up having IR£1 on Kluivert to score the first goal of the game and Holland to win 2–1, at the wondrous odds of 45/1.


Kluivert scoring the first goal would not be enough. Holland winning 2–1 would not be enough. They needed both of these things to happen, and though Tony was new to this, he knew that the odds accurately reflected their chances of success, which were virtually zero.


But it was only a pound. And it meant he would have an interest.


He even needed help in filling out the betting slip, a scene which seemed to confirm the underlying absurdity of the notion that you can be sitting there in Carlow thinking you can predict with such ludicrous precision the outcome of a great event, with an infinite number of imponderables, taking place that afternoon in the South of France.


And it was a great event, a game with moments of high quality. Acting on the advice of Eamon Dunphy on his The Last Word radio programme, some had invested in Argentina at the start of the tournament, at odds of 14/1, which was looking pretty damn good now that they were in the quarter-final, this team of Diego Simeone, Javier Zanetti, Ariel Ortega, Juan Sebastián Verón, Hernán Crespo and Gabriel Batistuta.


But Holland had Edwin van der Sar, Frank de Boer, Edgar Davids, Marc Overmars, Patrick Kluivert and Dennis Bergkamp.


And they had Tony O’Reilly’s money too, bringing with it the luck of the punter who has never done this before, and who may never do it again, declaring that Patrick Kluivert will score the first goal and Holland will win 2–1, standing behind the bar of Scraggs Alley as the match kicks off at 3.30, wanting this to happen for him.


Kluivert scored the first goal, after twelve minutes.


Tony was lifted by this, but he knew enough about football to know that a thousand things could happen in the remaining seventy-eight minutes to wreck his hopes. They last for such a long time, football matches.


Five minutes later, Argentina equalised. The striker, Claudio López, in an act of almost disgraceful audacity, stuck it through the legs of Edwin van der Sar when he had easier options. It was 1–1. Kluivert had scored first. It was certainly not out of the question that Holland could win 2–1. Now Tony was seriously involved.


Until this moment it had been no big deal. From this moment until the end of the game, it all escalated for him. The adrenaline started racing through him. That equaliser by Claudio López had given him a feeling almost like the euphoria he got from scoring a goal for his own team, that same sense of being utterly alive, a feeling he hadn’t thought was available to him anywhere else in this world. And that was just the start of it.


For the next seventy minutes he was mesmerised by the possibilities and the permutations racing through his head, praying for Argentina not to score, praying for Holland to get one more goal, but not two. It looked like it was going to be taken away from him after about seventy minutes when the Dutch defender Numan was sent off for a foul on Simeone, who went spinning across the turf in a kind of ecstasy of agony. It looked particularly doubtful when both Ortega and Batistuta hit the post for Argentina. And in the last few minutes it seemed that the bet was about to go down when Ortega went flying, claiming what seemed like a stonewall penalty.


Somehow the referee saw what the replays later revealed, that Ortega had executed a truly convincing dive. And perhaps in his frustration that he had been thwarted in this dark enterprise, Ortega got into a confrontation with the keeper, van der Sar, which the referee interpreted as a head-butt. He sent off the Argentinian for that and for the dive, making it ten against ten for the last few minutes and for the extra time that seemed sure to follow.


For Tony O’Reilly, it had turned around again, it was an even contest once more. But it was still maddeningly uncertain – he knew just enough about the betting game to know that the 2–1 scoreline had to happen within the ninety minutes, that the score after extra time wouldn’t count.


He was so riveted by it now, it didn’t seem to matter anymore that it was only a pound – it felt like he stood to lose a lot more than that.


Still the bet was alive, so much had gone right that could have gone wrong. Still, for a few more minutes, there was hope.


Then Bergkamp did what Bergkamp did.


♦ ♦ ♦


Tony O’Reilly celebrated in Scraggs Alley with a few drinks, reminiscing about the glories of the day, the wonder of turning a quid into 45 quid, which at the time was maybe half a week’s wages. The wonder of it all.


He reflected on the fact that there had been an unwitting major contribution from a Spanish referee who, in the previous round, had inexplicably declined to send off Bergkamp when he had, equally inexplicably, stamped on the Yugoslavia player Siniša Mihajlović. So Bergkamp shouldn’t have been playing at all in Marseille. It was just another of the lucky breaks that had enabled Tony to win the bet, as if some force had decreed that this should happen, and nothing was going to prevent it.


By the time he got to the wedding that evening, Tony was quite exhausted by the beer and the adrenaline, but in the deepest part of his being he was still elated. He had seen something that day, and felt something, that was better than anything else he had seen or felt in his life. The man who had never been in a betting office until this day, who had never had much interest in gambling, had fallen instantly in love with it.


And when eventually he fell into his bed that night, he lay there thinking about what seemed to him the greatest thing of all: how easy it had been.




PART 1




CHAPTER 1


Tony O’Reilly is from Carlow, and he was formed by its unassuming nature. There is something understated about Carlow.


The second smallest county in Ireland does not draw attention to itself – even the fact that it is the second smallest, rather than the smallest, seems to suggest some underlying desire not to be noticed. There is no strong Carlow accent, you never hear Carlow people being impersonated like those of Cork or Cavan or Donegal. Sitting next to the counties of Wicklow, Wexford, Kildare, Laois and Kilkenny, it is the modest neighbour.


In towns such as Borris or Bagenalstown there are shades of a faded grandeur and yet these places, just like Hacketstown or Tullow, give the impression that they are not exactly desperately seeking your approval. There has been a large Regional College in Carlow since 1970, but you will rarely hear Carlow being described as a ‘lively student town’. In fact, it’s hard to even say what kind of town it is. This vagueness of identity is matched by the question mark over whether Carlow is in the south-east or in the midlands, or perhaps both. Yet it is quite attractive, this vagueness, this lack of posturing; it allows you to make up your own mind about the place.


It is unassuming too about its status as the town with the first large sugar factory in Ireland, founded in 1926, a result of a policy by the new State to encourage the growth of native industries with the result that generations of schoolchildren had the names of the four Irish sugar factories drilled into them – Carlow, Mallow, Thurles, Tuam.


Not only was the national reputation of Carlow based on the making of sugar, it dominated the atmosphere of the town due to the powerful aroma which would emerge from the factory, the smell of the beet being processed which some regarded as foul, but which was also fondly regarded for all it was bringing to the town – or is it only a town? With a population of around 18,000, Carlow is by some measurements a town, and by others a city, neither one nor the other. Which, again, is something about which Carlow people seem relaxed.


Tony O’Reilly’s father, Tony Senior, had worked for Irish Sugar since 1961, specifically for Armer Salmon, which was the trading name of the agricultural engineering section of the company. When Tony Junior was seventeen, he was offered the chance to do an interview for an apprenticeship as an electrician with Armer Salmon. He knew it was a chance to get a foothold on a decent career, and he told his father that he’d go to the interview. But he didn’t go to it.


His father let him know that he was very annoyed by this, and indeed his father’s annoyance was understandable. But deep down Tony’s wasn’t really bothered that he had adopted such a casual approach to this opportunity. What of it? And yet years later he would start to see a deeper significance in this refusal to step up and give it a chance. Looking back, he wondered if this incident had left him with a kind of a guilt complex, planting in him the need for affirmation. He uses words like wayward, carefree, bulletproof to describe his sense of estrangement from the forces of life in general and his attitude to this chance in particular. He thought then that he would have other chances that were more to his liking.


And as it turned out, it may not have been an entirely wrong decision. In the early 1990s when Tony was up for that interview, a job in the sugar factory may have seemed like a secure enough position, yet in 2007, after eighty years as a great institution in Carlow it was closed with the loss of 190 full-time and 130 seasonal jobs.


If he had gone for the job at the age of seventeen, and stayed there until it was shut down, moving up the grades, he would have been in his early thirties when he was given his redundancy, probably with commitments that would now be hard to fulfil.


But that’s not how it looked in 1991, when Tony O’Reilly got a chance in life that most young men of his age in Carlow would have been delighted to accept, and walked away from it like he was turning down a shift in the local McDonald’s.


It wasn’t that he was unaware of the need to make a living, far from it. In term time, his parents hosted students from Carlow Regional in their home, to earn a bit of extra cash. It was an arrangement that left Tony with a sense of not having his own space. It made the spare room, which was ‘his’, the place where he kept his large collection of CDs, seem like a holy place. He knew he wanted proper space of his own, and he was in no doubt that even a small amount of money could make a big difference.


But still he didn’t go to the interview at the sugar factory.


Whatever impulses blinded him to this opportunity, oddly enough it probably wasn’t a lack of ambition. He recalls his teenage years as being a strange mix of breezing through life and then being quite focused, of drifting along on the outside of things and then connecting with something that really engaged him.


He got into stamp collecting for a while – something about the neatness and orderliness of the process appealed to him. He was always eager to work for what he wanted, too. When he was thirteen he was a partner in a business. In a scene that would normally feature in the story of some tycoon explaining how he got started, Tony and his friend, Eddie O’Sullivan, set up a gardening business. They bought a lawn-mower and they cut grass and hedges. They called themselves Edmow. They even had business cards printed to promote their enterprise. Tony recently found one of the business cards, the last remnant of the little empire that was Edmow. It made him remember how the two of them had cycled down to Quinnsworth to get the cards done in a machine outside the supermarket.


Not many thirteen-year-olds in Carlow, or anywhere else, had their own business cards. It wasn’t his only revenue stream either. When the gardening was slow, he did a lot of babysitting work, not quite on an industrial scale, but enough that it could justifiably be called a business too.


He did not have the confident manner of the young businessman, however. When he was eight years old he’d struggled for a while with a stammer, and though he had overcome that, he was still guarded in his dealings with people. His friend Eddie was the extrovert, and at times Tony would feel like a loner even within this partnership. Though his ideas for making money were grown-up, he looked younger than he was. That strange mix again – young and old, drifter and focused, ambitious and shy.


He did like the feeling of having his own few pounds in his pocket, though, which was the driving force behind his schemes. And he liked the feeling of spending it more than the feeling of saving it. He would spend it not just on CDs and clothes, the usual stuff that young men might indulge in, but on quality goods in general. He bought the best sound equipment, for example, to satisfy not just his need to have music at the centre of his life but also a kind of a perfectionist streak. There was an obsessive quality to this, which emerged later, in his early teens, with the acquisition of an Amstrad CPC 464, which his father bought for the family.


The Amstrad gave young Tony access to games that would consume him for hours. In particular, he played a fruit-machine game in this compulsive fashion, so absorbed in it that he can still recall the sound of the cassette going into the Amstrad, declaring the start of another session on the green screen. More than thirty years later that sound is still with him, as is the noise it made when the three 7’s came up on the fruit-machine. He also remembers vividly the feeling he got when he had a near miss, and the urge to complete a three-in-a-row. Effectively, it was his first gambling experience, albeit one that involved no money.


He knew from early on that he would need some sort of decent cash-flow, if only to pay for his tastes in home entertainment, but he didn’t believe much success in that line could come from applying himself to school work. Could do better – these words or variations on the theme were used often in school reports. A bit of a dreamer.


Though his dreams had also helped to create Edmow, he did not have any use for them in school or even on the football field. He had been a promising footballer until he reached the under-14s, and then he stopped playing altogether until eventually he came back to it at nineteen.


He drifted out of contention for the Leaving Certificate by deciding, at the last minute, that he would take mostly Pass papers. He went for the Honours paper in English, but otherwise took the easier options across the board. His motives were mainly negative ones, to do with lack of belief in his academic ability, the thought of the financial stress on the family of his going to university, and his calculation of what he might need to scrape into Carlow Regional. He would even fall asleep during the Accounting exam, after working a late night as a ‘floor boy’ in the Seven Oaks Hotel, in the nightclub of which, Mimes, a young Ray D’Arcy could be found DJ-ing on Friday nights.


When his Leaving Cert results came through, they were mediocre, apart from one interesting feature. He achieved a B in Honours English. It has always been difficult to get a B or higher in Honours English. It shows promise, a definite talent for the subject. Tony figures it was the essay question that did it for him: write an essay with the title ‘The Power of the Imagination’.


He took a chance with it and set off on a track that most other students would probably have found a bit risky. He cited pornography as an example of the dark power of the imagination, contrasting it with the more creative side, which he illustrated with a description of the child who is given a big box of toys, and ends up playing with the box.


Perhaps the examiner was just grateful to be reading an essay about something other than the beauty of Nature and the urge of the Poet to give expression to it. Whatever it was, it was enough to gain him an impressive result.


He was delighted with his grade, but it did have the slight downside of making him wonder if he should have taken a more substantial risk by going for Honours papers in the other subjects. He wondered if he should just have worked harder, instead of looking for the easy way through. It wasn’t that he was expecting anything from his Leaving Cert. or himself – he was going no further than Carlow Regional no matter what. But it was another instance of this pattern whereby a sense of aimlessness and apathy would be blown away by some kind of success, once his energies were properly engaged. It gave him an uncomfortable feeling that he might be good at something, he just didn’t know what it was.




CHAPTER 2


There is usually a period in people’s lives they look back on most fondly, a time, often in their late teens and early twenties, when they seemed to have very little to bother them and all the time in the world to enjoy that happy state. This is how it is with Tony O’Reilly.


He had indeed managed enough points in the Leaving to scrape into Carlow Regional, and he spent an academic year there, nominally studying Electrical Engineering. All the while, though, he wanted to be out in the world with a few pounds in his pocket – deep down, ever since he was thirteen and running his own businesses, that’s what he’d wanted.


In the end, he got what he wanted. After one year of a two-year course he left the Regional in 1992 with no qualification, but now he was out there, working for a while in a petrol station and then as a waiter in a restaurant above Scraggs, a place called the Back Door. When that closed down he moved to Portlaoise, moved away from home for the first time, and cooked burgers and kebabs in a diner called Fat Bob’s. He will tell you that he cooked a mean kebab. He had never been much into drinking, but he spent a lot of time playing snooker at a club in Graiguecullen.


In late 1993 the offer of a full-time job in Scraggs brought him back to Carlow, maybe to the best place in Carlow for any young person at that time. It was not just a lucky break in itself to get a job there, it was a position that wouldn’t have existed at all if some existing employees hadn’t been let go, their misfortune becoming Tony’s good fortune. Thus began what was to become probably the happiest period in his life.


To get a sense of what a major operation Scraggs was, on Tony’s first night working behind the bar there was a Happy Hour during which pints of Budweiser were going for a pound. In that hour they sold 800 pints. On the following night it was Harp Lager going cheap, and 600 pints were sold in the hour. It was the busiest bar in town, and also the biggest venue. Artists such as the Saw Doctors, The Stunning, Don Baker and Aslan all came to play the room upstairs. There was also an excellent local band called Zak Same and the Similars and they played Stevie Wonder covers, funky music in general, and a version of ‘Kung Fu Fighting’ that always got Tony out on the dancefloor, no more the introverted teenager.


He recalls this local sense that if you got a job in Scraggs, you had made it. There were roughly forty people in all employed there, as bar staff, floor staff, bouncers, cleaners, in the cellar and in the office. They were not just colleagues, they were friends. Tony had a feeling that they were a kind of family – and he thrived on this sense of belonging. Scraggs sponsored his football team, Stretford United, so there were great days and nights when they’d win a cup final and bring the trophy back to the bar to celebrate. He was forming friendships that would last until the present day, with Paul, PJ, ‘Wully’, Ciaran, Paddy, Andy, ‘Uncle Muk’.


Niall Byrne was working the floor at that time, but he would move up and work alongside Tony when they became shift managers. A slightly built but a very large character in Tony’s life, Niall would become the sort of friend who, in the fullness of time, Tony found he could trust completely. He was smart and funny and unwaveringly loyal. If one of them needed to borrow money, the other would just give it to him, no questions asked, a courtesy that might even involve the handing over of a credit or debit card until such time as it could be handed back again, again no questions asked. On nights when they were ‘blackguarding’, as Tony calls it, Niall might use Tony’s name, or vice versa, when phoning from the pub for a Chinese takeaway, so that the other would get the blame if they weren’t in a position to collect the food. Or one of them would order a large round of drinks in the other’s name without the other’s knowledge, waiting to observe the reaction.


Eventually they would assume more responsibilities, and in fact Niall would eventually become the manager of Scraggs, but in these early days it was all about the blackguarding.


When he wasn’t free to perform variations of ‘Kung Fu Fighting’ on the dancefloor upstairs, Tony was in the downstairs bar, playing pool or just listening to the jukebox. He had always come to Scraggs for the music anyway, for the CDs behind the counter. He remembers hearing a lot of The Cure and Pink Floyd and Nirvana’s Unplugged and Pearl Jam’s 10 around that time. On the jukebox Gwen Stefani’s ‘Don’t Speak’ saw a lot of action, and ‘Ace of Spades’ by Motörhead would be roaring at all hours.


There were days of chaos when the students from the Regional arrived into Scraggs in large numbers on the day of a big college football match. Usually on these occasions the students were given a keg of beer by way of sponsorship, and issued tickets with which they could redeem their share of the keg. It might involve up to ninety tickets being handed out to them, but if somehow they failed to complete the course, Tony and his associates were always there to complete it for them.


Sometimes they’d end up drinking the students’ beer and their own beer in Scraggs, listening to the jukebox and shooting pool and playing pontoon and Texas Hold ’Em and generally acting the maggot and having a wonderful time. On these nights, long before the smoking ban, the atmosphere would be very, very smoky. There was an open fire with a big brown leather chair beside it, which was always in demand. It was called ‘the comfy chair’, too comfy in fact one Christmas for a late-night drinker who fell drunkenly asleep in it, and was moved outside the pub by the others, so that the next morning the good people of Carlow walking past the venue could observe him as he sat there, still semi-comatose in the comfy chair. Indeed, Tony became so attached to the chair, when the place was being sold he asked if he could have it, rather than see it possibly being dumped. He now has it at home, a memento and a trophy of the glory days and glory nights in Scraggs. But even though he got it upholstered, it never feels quite as comfy as it used to.


Morning would come and they would wander off for breakfast to Sally’s restaurant, a full Irish after the night’s debauchery. Other times on the way home they might pick up a freshly baked loaf of bread from Crotty’s bakery, then perhaps an Irish Independent from a bundle outside the newsagent’s.


Collectively they were given a name by a local ‘character’, who called them simply ‘The Scraggs Bollixes’. It struck such a note of truth with them, they had T-shirts printed bearing the legend, ‘Scraggs Bollix On Tour’. They wore these on what became known as their ‘away trips’, to Duncannon, to Fethard, maybe to Waterford. And then the famous occasion when they went all the way to Canada, a kind of a grand social outing to the city of Brompton to visit a Carlow man, Jim Kehoe, who had settled there. In all, eight people from the Scraggs community descended on Jim for a memorable away trip.


It wasn’t exactly Brideshead Revisited, but for Tony O’Reilly and his pals it was a time of freedom and friendship, a time when everything seemed to be a great laugh and nothing much could go wrong that couldn’t easily be put right, or just forgotten. If a similar bunch of boys were to come together in Carlow today, they would probably carry on no differently, except perhaps in one respect – in Tony’s recollections of this time, there are almost no references to gambling. It was something associated more with older men who watched the horse-racing on a Saturday, with the annual nonsense of the Grand National, or with the occasional big football match, maybe the All-Ireland final. Even the money that they used to win or lose in the games of cards in Scraggs seemed like a harmless bit of sport with no darker meaning, certainly with none of the slightly troubling connotations of the man in his early twenties in 2017, sitting at the bar of his local pub, drinking and betting on his smartphone.


In 1993 and 1994 there was no such thing as smartphones. There were the more traditional entertainments of the Republic qualifying for another World Cup, somehow getting the right result against Northern Ireland in the final qualifying match on a horrible, hateful November night in Belfast. And these had been the years, too, in which Ireland couldn’t stop winning the Eurovision Song Contest. There was even the odd rumour that the Irish economy might be moving in a better direction after the carnage of the 1980s.


In Carlow, for Tony O’Reilly, everything was fine.




CHAPTER 3


In ordinary terms, Tony was getting along nicely, he even had a car on the road, a blue Nissan Micra that he had bought from his older sister, Sandra. He had rededicated himself to the game of football, winning a lot of cups with Stretford United, training during the week and playing matches on Sundays. He was living at home with his parents, well minded. Then in 1997, at the age of twenty-three, he moved with two friends into a house in Carlow town centre, a ‘party’ house, a madhouse, but probably no madder than any other house in Ireland at that time inhabited by three freedom-loving men in their early twenties. Yes, he was getting along nicely.


And still … there were moments, usually after a few drinks too many, which seem in retrospect as signs of some immaturity in his nature, maybe a kind of self-destructive streak. While he was never greatly into the drink, there were times when it got the better of him. At one level he found that drinking with others gave him a sense of belonging, yet that need to belong also suggested an insecurity in him. Of course, that would not have been untypical of any young Irish person given to the odd bout of carousing – and yet Tony would come to be seen as most untypical, so there is always the temptation to look for clues in what may have seemed at the time like harmless indulgence.


He recalls one escapade, a trip to the Heysel Stadium in Brussels in late 1997 for the second leg of the World Cup play-off between the Republic of Ireland and Belgium, the first leg having finished 1–1, the away goal for Belgium meaning that a draw was not a good result for Ireland. He had just returned from the outing to Canada, and was sitting at the counter of the front bar in Scraggs with a few hundred pounds of the holiday money still in his pocket. When a few of the regulars suggested that he might want to go with them to Belgium for the match (leaving more or less straightaway), the fact that he had the few quid on him and the fact that he was up for any devilment anyway led him to say yes.


The only slightly unusual aspect of this particular skite was that the four men he was joining were older than him. In the course of the journey there and back, as with any group of Irish fans at the time, there was much drinking. Indeed, it was a matter of great pride among the Irish that they could drink and still behave themselves. But because these men were essentially better at drinking than Tony, more experienced, he found it hard to stay with the pace. It was as if he felt the need to prove himself, even if it was only on the level of his tolerance for alcohol.


So it was a joyous couple of days, most of the time, with this undercurrent of self-reproach on the part of the boy because he couldn’t quite cut it with the men. Or at least that’s how he saw it. They were men, and he wasn’t quite one of them.


In a café in Brussels, where the locals were not accustomed to such scenes, he remembers the Irish drinking like lords to the extent that the staff just weren’t able for it. In the stadium he felt something else, a sadness to be in the Heysel where, as a Liverpool fan watching it on television, he had seen the disaster at the 1985 European Cup final in which thirty-nine people had died.


These memories affected him more than the game itself, which finished 2–1 for Belgium, with Luc Nilis scoring the winner after Luís Oliveira had scored for Belgium and Ray Houghton had equalised. The defeat was not unexpected, and the members of the delegation from Carlow were still in raucous mood, with one of them becoming embroiled in a dispute with a mounted policeman – all of this taking place as they realised that they would need a taxi because they had missed the bus to the airport.


Somehow, chaotically, the taxi got them to the plane on time, though by this stage Tony realised he had run out of money. Today he will suggest that these wild scenes in which he is constantly trying to keep up with the older men, the ‘real’ men, may be another indicator of this need in him for affirmation. And he will also recall in mordant tones that vision of himself sitting in that taxi with no money in his pocket, seeing it as a clear example of this other weakness of his, for living beyond his means.


At this time he was also struggling to balance his work life with the serious demands of his football team, a situation that led to a meeting with the manager of Scraggs to try to reach a compromise. Tony suggested that if he took Sundays off, to enable him to play with Streford United, he could do a double shift on Thursdays. This was not acceptable, however, and something else would have to be worked out. On the way out of that meeting, as he walked through the front bar, he had one of those ‘chance encounters’ that usually happen only in soap operas – the sort of incident that seems trivial at the time, but turns out to have enormous consequences further down the line.


One of the men with whom he had gone to Brussels was a regular for lunch in the front bar of Scraggs. He also happened to be employed in Carlow post office. On this day, as Tony emerged from his inconclusive meeting with his manager, the post office worker was having lunch at the bar. Given the conversation he had just had about his work arrangements, Tony mentioned to him that if anything came up in the post office, he’d be interested.


A few weeks later, something came up.


It was interesting too that it came up in a way that was strikingly similar to what had happened when the job in Scraggs had come up. Two employees in the Carlow post office had left. A pattern was forming whereby whatever needed to happen to get him successfully to the next phase of his life would duly happen, without him doing very much to cause it.


So, in February 1998 he became a part-time postman. The hours were 7.30 a.m. to 1.30 p.m., five days a week. The contract was a short-term one, lasting seven months, but there was a chance he’d be kept on after that. There was also a chance that he wouldn’t.


He knew, though, that if everything went right for him, he had prospects here of a solid job, a career. Having turned down the sugar factory almost on a whim, he felt doubly grateful that this opportunity had fallen to him. On the Sunday before he started, he sprained his ankle playing for Streford United, an injury that would keep anyone from cycling around the town delivering the mail, but one that he was prepared to endure in the circumstances. Instead of calling in sick, he strapped up the injured ankle tightly and put on a pair of Doc Martens in the hope that they would provide whatever support was needed to get him through his round. If all failed, his father was on hand to drive him around the town with the post, door to door, just to get it done.


He got through it somehow, that day, and the next, and pretty soon he was not just healed he was flying fit, due to a combination of the football and the cycling and the fact that he had also given up cigarettes. On many days he was able to finish before the allotted hours were up, because that was the deal – when you were finished with the delivery, the job was done. So he could go home to watch a video, maybe to help his mother, Colette, around the house or to drive her wherever she needed to go. He was giving up rent money at home every week, too. He was in tremendous shape in many ways.


He was still doing Mondays and Tuesdays in Scraggs, after delivering the post – effectively he had moved from a permanent position at Scraggs to this part-time arrangement. Friends told him he was mad to give up a full-time job just for the half-chance that something more permanent might come from the post office. Indeed, there were no guarantees of any kind that he’d be kept on for a single day more than the seven months stipulated in his contract. He decided to take that chance, decided it was worth the gamble. And he was right.




CHAPTER 4


A few months into his time as a part-time postman, Tony, along with a colleague, was called in to the office of the manager and asked if he was interested in ‘working on the counters’. In the bureaucratic language of An Post, his grade would still be that of a temporary postman, ‘acting up’ to a clerical grade. Fortunately, he was suited to such a role. It sounded just right for him given his experience working in Scraggs, managing tills and stocks and dealing with customers.


It seemed that the gods were arranging things in a benign and orderly fashion. He had known there was a chance for such promotion, but now the opportunity had arrived. And if it worked out for him on the counters, not only was it less physically demanding than cycling around Carlow every day, there was the prospect of a permanent position and more money.


And so, as a ‘temporary postman acting up’, he went for a few weeks’ training in Portlaoise, learning about the daily workings of a post office, about counter balances and investment services, saving certificates and stock balances, customer service skills, stamps and postal orders, Western Union money transfers, and cash management in general. He also learned about Riposte, the An Post computer system.


At the end of the course there was an interview conducted by two senior managers, in a formal atmosphere, to get a sense of what sort of person was being taken on by the organisation. They wanted to see if they had missed anything about the candidate during the training that might lead to problems further up the road. Though it was conducted in a serious way, in suits and ties, Tony recalls that there was a feeling that you had already got the job, that only some major meltdown could stop you at this stage. But there was also a written exam at the end of it all, just to be sure.


This was the part of the procedure in which Tony would remove any doubts about his suitability, allowing him, as it did, to demonstrate his extraordinary skill at writing down whatever was in his head for page after pristine page, with none of the usual blemishes that afflict the vast majority of us – the false starts, the misspellings, the lines crossed out or the words inserted where they should have been in the first place.


When it comes to the written word, Tony’s work is always immaculately presented. In more recent times he has been keeping a journal, and it is striking how perfectly put together his thoughts are on the page. It is handwritten, but there are no words crossed out, virtually no mistakes of any kind, it is a perfectly ‘clean’ document. Yet it has also been written quite quickly, so the neatness and clarity have not been achieved by taking undue care with every detail, or by rewriting after a more messy first draft. It displays a highly developed sense of order that is almost disturbing, as if he is subconsciously keeping a lid on the wilder elements within him, known or unknown. Tony describes it as part of his ‘OCD tendencies’, but it is very impressive.


While he had had a few strokes of luck in getting to this stage, when the interviewers saw how meticulous he was in these matters, it must have been clear that they too were in luck here. That here was an outstanding candidate.


In order to get some practical experience, Tony went back to Carlow post office for a week, to sit behind the counter observing how it was done, moving from theory into solid practice. Cash management was a big part of it – counting it, making sure you didn’t have too much in case of robberies, keeping enough working stock and time-locking the rest. Though as it happened, the Carlow branch was close to the Garda station, and in Tony’s time there it was never burgled.


Tony started as the most junior of everyone in Carlow, but that was soon to change for the better. Around 2000, two years after he started with the company, An Post went through a large-scale restructuring and new vacancies opened up, with new working conditions and working hours. He was told that a position was coming up in Dublin, that the process would involve going to work for a period in Dublin and then putting in a request to be transferred back, but that he would then return as a ‘duty holder’, in other words full-time and pensionable.


He applied and was interviewed again, this time at Fenian Street in the centre of Dublin. He drove up in the Micra, with Niall Byrne along for company. When they reached the vicinity of what should be Fenian Street, they realised they didn’t really know how to get there. They were running out of time, and they were lost. As they found themselves going the wrong way down a one-way street, Tony felt that his big day was turning into something out of Mr. Bean.


Late for the interview, panicking, Tony jumped out of the car, searching for his destination, leaving Niall, who had only just started learning to drive, to park the car. It was a very hot day, so by the time he found the place he was not just late he was out of breath and sweating, to such an extent that he was told to go downstairs and settle down for a while before the interview.


But this too turned out to have a fortunate aspect, because to some extent it took the tension out of the interview. Thinking he had screwed it up already, his expectations were lower, so he could respond more naturally. He got the job.


The gods, it seemed, were on his side, even when it looked like they were against him. Even his bad breaks were turning out good.


Now he was driving up and down every day between Carlow and the post office in Tallaght, and he was still working Sunday nights as a DJ in Scraggs, getting about €60 and free drink for the night. For a man in his mid-twenties, this was an excellent state of affairs. The Cure, New Order, Blondie, Pearl Jam, Aztec Camera’s ‘Somewhere In My Heart’, these were the sounds he played, maybe even singing along with them over the mic, while some of the clientele pressed him to play inferior records – a curious reverse of the usual state of affairs whereby the DJ is playing rubbish and the punters want something better. Afterwards he would stay on with the staff, as he had always done, maybe having a crack at the karaoke, which would sometimes leave him struggling to get to work in Dublin on the Monday morning.


Indeed, at one point he was given a verbal warning about this pattern which had developed, whereby he would be absent from work on some Monday mornings and the odd Friday. His fatigue was not always down to carousing in Scraggs. There was a high sick-note rate in general in the Tallaght branch, located at The Square shopping centre. It was known as the office that nobody wanted, because it was one of the busiest in the country. But then that was part of the reason why the vacancy had come up in the first place, so on the whole he had got the better part of that deal too.


But those groggy Monday mornings led to his file being marked with the ominous initials PDP – Possible Drink Problem. He was taken aside and informed of this in a gentle sort of a way by his superior, who rightly felt that this possible problem would not be hard to fix.


This setback was soon put behind him and he continued to move upwards. The restructuring of An Post led to new pay grades being established and new positions being filled around the country. Many in the Carlow branch either got new jobs or took redundancy. At the end of this shakeout, somehow, Tony arrived back down to Carlow to take up a counter position, senior to a lot of people in the office. It wasn’t long before he was being interviewed for the position of Acting Branch Manager.


It had eventually come down to a contest between him and one other colleague, and during the interview process it was Tony who moved ahead.


Less than three years from the day that he had started in this branch of An Post as a part-time postman, Tony O’Reilly was now running the establishment. It might be tempting to blame fate for how everything had fallen into place for him, but then, he was highly intelligent, he was very good at the job, and from his years in the pub trade he was good with people too.


Years later, in a court of law, he would be called ‘the golden child’ because of the speed of his progress up the ranks while he was still in his late twenties and for how everything had worked out so well in his career, which he was enjoying without the slightest inkling of what madness awaited him.




CHAPTER 5


In 2001, Acting Branch Manager Tony O’Reilly was on good money, permanent and pensionable, and still working in his most permanent post of all, in Scraggs. He had no outlays. As a single man living with friends in a rented house in Cathedral Close in the middle of Carlow, he had acquired no mortgages or insurances or any of the other eternal burdens of middle-class existence. He was still able to buy another car from his sister Sandra and give money into the family home.


He was almost bored by the ease of it all. There was the ‘Monday night club’, which was essentially a drinking session with his friends, and which didn’t rule out some socialising on the Tuesday night either. There was the football team. There was work. There was Scraggs. He would sometimes have a bet, say a fiver accumulator on the Saturday football, or €1 on the results of ten games – the classic ‘fun bets’ as the industry likes to call them. And a few of them clicked, though it was never anything of any consequence. He was still a stranger to the addictive side of it.
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