
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Coaching Life 2

        

        
        
          Coaching Life, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Dr. Tony Fusco

        

        
          Published by Dr Tony Fusco, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      COACHING LIFE 2

    

    
      First edition. December 24, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Dr. Tony Fusco.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230323624

    

    
    
      Written by Dr. Tony Fusco.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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“Simone?”

“Yep.”

“And Jasper?” 

“Yep.” 

“Together?” 

“Yep.”

Kathleen slams her palms onto the windows running the length and breadth of her tenth-floor office. She stares out at the wide city views that always help her contemplate and concentrate. Liam watches as she leans forward on rigid arms. Her gaze darts over the rooftops and out towards the Thames and she thinks what she’s endured to get where she is. The bullies, the bigots, the racists, and half-wits. Everyone who stood in her way, whom she tirelessly navigated, managed, handled, and manhandled. Obstacles neutralised or vanquished. She’s left believing everyone should be grateful if they attain any station.

“The fuckers.” Kathleen turns and bangs the back of her head against the glass. “The fucking fuckers.”

Liam half nods.

“Do you know where they’re headed?”

Liam shrugs. “I don’t think they’re going anywhere.” “Meaning?”

“Meaning, they might set up in business together.”

“Simone and Jasper?” 

“Yep.”

Kathleen turns back around and rests her forehead on the glass and kicks the bottom with the toe of her loafers. “And they want severance?”

“Well, they certainly want severance, not sure they want severance pay necessarily.”

“Don’t be such a clever eejit, Liam.” Kathleen says, towards the floor. “It doesn’t suit a man who’s been out the bogs no longer than me.”

“I’m just saying it isn’t a tactical manoeuvre. The coaching you arranged opened up a lot of stuff for both of them. But fair play, they’ve done a grand job of handing everything over. I think they just need to follow their careers in their own direction now.” Liam stretches out on the couch and wraps his hands round the back of his creased, red neck. “So?”

“So?”

“So, what you going to do?”

Kathleen walks back to her desk and drops herself into her leather throne. “Liam, how long have we known each other?”

“Five years less than we are now, I’d say.”

“And what would your opinion of me be, if you were my manager and doing my review, headlines like?”

“Headlines?” Liam scratches his cropped grey hair. “Tabloid headline–three words.” Kat picks up a pencil and bends it against her thumbs.

Liam sits up and runs his hand over his stubbled head. “Brainy, brilliant and ballsy.” He runs a hand down his face. “There’s your headline, sure enough.”

Snap! 

Kathleen drops the pencil halves onto her desk and lowers her head onto her forearms. A shoulder blade shudders as she moans something inaudible into her silk sleeves. Her back begins to convulse violently as she howls into her arms and slams the desk with the flats of her hands. “What is the fucking point?” She screams her lungs empty, gasps them back full and screams again.

Liam looks around the office blinking. Then as Kathleen’s shakes and screams recede, he walks over and lays a hand on her shoulder.

“The hellhounds are coming again, Liam.” She sobs. “I can fucking smell them.”

Liam leans across the desk, lifts the phone and hits zero. “Occupational Health, please.”
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Chapter 1

Coaching, Life & County Leix


[image: ]




The drenching that gifts the Emerald Isle its name is wild and relentless. It makes the land shimmer and shine, and above this glistening emerald, into the sky from every household fire, drifts the biting smell of burnt peat, like boiled ham and cloves. In the middle of this verdant land, lost somewhere between Kildare and Kilkenny, lies Leix, a boggy back county pounded daily by its own ocean of Atlantic rain.

Kathleen crosses the road towards the cottage gate–worn, battered and hanging onto its last hinge. You look how I feel, she thinks.

A clanking noise runs along the old stone wall, and she forces a smile at the familiar figure creaking through the mist.

“Well now. How are you, Kathleen?” “I’m grand, Father Finnegan. Yourself?”

“Hanging on, I should say. You here to see your mammy?” “I am, Father.”

“You’re a good girl, so. Send her my best.” He squeaks past on the same old black bicycle Kat remembers propped against the church gates as a child.

“Tell me now, Kathleen, will we be seeing you up at Saint Fergal’s while your home?”

“Honestly, Father, the way I’m feeling at the moment, you’re more likely to find me down in O’Malley’s.”

The priest’s cheeks fold up into an ancient smile, revealing a yellow row of tombstone teeth. “Good enough, so.” He pedals past, wagging a long, leathery finger towards the heavens. “Remember now... the church has wine also.”

“Good night, Father.” Kathleen turns back to the cottage and rests her wrists on the gate, staring at the pebble-dashed chimney feeding its own smoke up into the Atlantic swirl.

She nods to herself, pinches her nose, blows out her cheeks and kicks open the gate.

A large fierce woman with white hair in a bun opens the peeling door and holds out her arms, not quite wide enough for a hug. “Ah, Kat. God love ya. Come in?”

“Thanks, Ma.” Kathleen pecks an imperceptible kiss on her mother’s cheek. She squeezes past and heads straight to the kitchen table of her youth, still covered in the heavy checked lino, at which, despite constant protests, she’d been served repeatedly through her interminably lonely childhood, a bit-of- an-egg.

Kat watches her mother kick the back door closed and then turn around to look back at her, thumbs hooked through the apron string, taut around her formidable frame. “Well, now?” 

“Please, Mammy. It’s been a long journey.” Kathleen spills the contents of her handbag onto the tabletop lino and fishes for a purple vape stick. “So, Ma, how’s yourself been?”

Her mother sniffs, raises her heels off the red-tiled floor and shrugs.

“I hear Mary passed,” Kathleen unwraps her vape. 

“She did.” “And Kieran?”

Ma Kathleen sniffs. “Also.” 

“Ah, Jesus.”

Ma Kathleen nods towards the tiles. “Bless Jesus, indeed.”

Kathleen watches her mother walk to the old Stanley stove and curl her callused knuckles around a flat fork iron. She hooks out the stove lid and kicks her daughter’s shiny loafer, nodding towards the peat basket. Kathleen drags the pail of peat from under the table and tips a log into the stove. Then, she dutifully lugs the bucket up two stone steps into the lounge and drops it at the fireside.

Ma Kathleen follows her in and drops herself into a decrepit armchair next to the fire. “Your room is made up, so.”

“Thanks, Ma.” Kat sits on the end of the hardened leather couch. The end far from the porch.

“How have ya been, Ma? I mean, really?” 

“Good enough, so.”

Kat takes in the unchanged room and all its remnants that haven’t shifted an inch since she left. A three-legged stool her father rested his ankle on after a collapsed barrel smashed it while he worked as a cooper in the town brewery. The small tin trough housing logs, that when emptied and plonked in front of the fire was her childhood bathtub. And the grey television that used to play static grey advertisements for all grey local concerns: Fitzpatrick’s Feeds ... MacGowan’s Fertilizers ... and the like.

Kat stares at the side of her ma’s head flickering in the firelight. Much as it did the night, she announced she was leaving for London. Not Dublin, she’d told her ma, London. She remembers clenching every fibre of her being, ready for the response. Fair enough, was all she remembered.

“Fair enough.” Kat spits a plume of vape towards the floor. “You know why I’m back, don’t cha mammy?” Kat tenses and awaits the quiet, brutal judgement of her mother’s own regret.

“I’ve heard,” she says.

“What have you heard, Ma?”

“I know all of it, Kat. I know you’re the biggest success from here and now you’re back.”

“I’m not back, though, Ma. Not back-back.”

Ma Kathleen grips the wobbly arms of her chair to hoist herself up. She walks across and places her hand on Kat’s shoulder.

“Bed now.”

Kat trudges into the damp relic room of her childhood. Still strewn with the ancient religious effigies slung over all four walls; constant companions that tormented her through her childhood, dancing nightly with the other Celtic superstitions of Morrigan’s and Banshees that forced their way into her fledgling imagination. Young Kathleen had no choice but to grow up believing in spirits, ghosts and ghouls. She never saw them but always felt them.

She thinks of the outside shed, full of twelve bores, fishing tackle and crumbling porcelain and how it always had a presence hanging from the cobwebbed rafters. The back bedroom, entombed in a different time, never felt empty. Even the main room at night closeted within it, some dark, curious corners.

But all were benign compared to the front porch: a rendered brick lean-to that housed the cool box where those bits-of-eggs were kept chilled for eons before the electric lines arrived. Occasional visitors who believed they had the sight often mumbled about this corner of the house being splattered with old blood, from some old horror. Even as an adult, Kathleen never ventured into the porch without a twitch between her shoulders.

Mother of God. Kathleen shivers in front of the lank curtains, staring at the faded paintings of every Station of the Cross. A modern rationalist and still not rid of the dread of all this banshee bullshit.

She climbs into bed and pulls the quilted throw and coarse wool blanket up to her chin. Flat on her back, she stares up at the wooden crucifix hung above the rattling window. Banshee bullshit.

She breathes shallow to hear the house that she knows doesn’t rest easy at night. Roof rafters creak and shift like old ship masts and windowpanes rattle in their decrepit steel frames, as if tapped by the fingernails of passing spirits. And then there’s that kitchen clock. The clock that has forever sounded like banshee footsteps themselves. In the first half of each minute, its ticking fades away down the street, growing fainter. Then, in the next half minute, inexplicably, it gradually returns, louder and louder. How does a clock mechanism do that? She swears to God she’ll take her heel to that thing one day.

Kathleen throws herself onto her side, disorientated by that silence that exists nowhere else. Certainly not in London. It sounds as if the Banshees and Morrigan’s have left the road now for the dark fields. All is quiet and still. A still and quiet you don’t just hear, but wear. It wraps around you.

She yanks herself onto her side and sees a shadow cast under- neath her door. A silhouette crawling over the floorboards and along the tattered rug. Motionless, she listens to a faint wheeze and a gentle tap at the door.

“I’ll be saying good night then, luv.” 

“Good night, Mammy.”

The shadow lingers on the skirting board and Kathleen stares through the gloom into the black iron fire- place; damp and inert, having not seen live peat for three decades or more. Kathleen holds her breath.

The shadow retreats along the rug and vanishes beneath the door.

***
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KAT BLINKS AWAKE, LONG after lunchtime.

Feck!

She swings the throw over her shoulders while heading to the steamed-up window. Ma Kathleen is busy doing something or other in the rain on the pristine triangle of lawn behind the house. Kat dresses and descends the stone steps back into the kitchen, ignoring the bit-of-an-egg sitting in a chipped bowl on the table. Holding her mac over her head, she strides out the back door, over the gravel, and through the ailing gate onto the lane.

“How are ya, Kathleen?”

Ah Jeezuz. “I’m grand, Eileen, and yourself?”

Eileen totters forward - a woman cursed with a stoop and a glass eye that missed nothing.

Kat ducks the pleasantries and heads straight for the town square, passing the grim landmarks of her childhood on the way.

She passes the gates to the old cattle mart, long abandoned but still smelling of hot manure and rot. She clenches her jaw as she passes the black convent gates through which she’d fled many a cruel and bewildering address from the nuns, especially from her main foils: Sisters Hildegard and Birgitta.

Brutal bastards. She mimes a spit at the gates. I hope they’ve finally found their way downstairs.

Then past Sheen’s pub with its narrow doorway leading into a narrow bar and out to an even narrower garden running alongside the brook. The scene of her first encounters with Smithwick’s beer, Carroll’s cigarettes, and both the Brannigan brothers.

She comes to the square and heads straight to the only corner emitting any light and warmth, O’Mally’s. She walks casually to the bar, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom.

“Thomas O’Malley, ya drunken ol’ bastard, ya.”

The towering lump of O’Malley turns from the optics. He throws his green beer towel over his shoulder, collapses onto his forearms and smiles.

“Kathleen Clare O’ feckin’ Connell.”

Kat thumps her handbag onto the bar next to him and reaches for his hands. “How the bastard are ya, Tom?”

Tom O’Mally offers a slow sluggard shake of his head. “Jeezuz, Kat, I’m grand. But never much drunk I have to say, not having a drop in fifty years.” Tom grabs and kisses the back of Kat’s hands. “Not since the last drop in communion when you were the ruin of me afterwards.”

Kat returns the kiss onto Tom’s knuckles. “I’ll have an Irish, please, Tommy lad, and make it a big one.”

Kat watches Tom’s sunken, shovelled face as he turns to his optics. How she’s missed him and his sanity, away from the big bullshit of London.

“There now.” Tom smells the top of the tumbler and places it on the bar. “A million times distilled and the best in Eire, so I’m told.” 

Kat throws it straight to the back of her throat.

“So, come on, big city girl. What the hell are ya doing back here among us mere mortals?” O’Malley nods to leaving customers. “Good luck, lads.”

Kat turns around and props her elbows onto the bar, scanning the room and reacquainting herself with its sporting and political wall hangings. “Do you remember when we used to hang around here, Tom?” She turns back to him. “Over at the hurling field or the chipper or wherever?”

“Ancient times ago now, Kat.” Tom runs a damp rag along the bar. “Times when I thought maybe we’d be wed and be off to make our millions over in Dublin or Cork.” He winks.

“And what was it I always said t’ya I wanted? Above every- thing, including your chips or your loose virginity or whatever?” Kat winks back.

“Well...” Tom leans back against his small, fossilized cash register and folds his arms. “To be some big deal boss-woman, I think. Of nothing in particular, that I recall. You were just mad after being the top rich bitch.”

Kat holds up her empty glass. “And I did it.” 

“Well, we all know that, sure. And?”

Kat draws in a lungful of air and sighs it straight back out. “And I fucked it, Tom.”

“Away with ya. You’re the only one of us who achieved anything.”

Tom leans over and tips her chin back up with a club finger. “There were twelve in our class at Saint Andrew’s, right? And now? Four on the farm, three on the dole, two addicts, one dead, one barman, and you-a Chief fucking Executive.”

You’re a smooth ol’ bastard, Tom, Kat thinks. 

“And yet I still fucked it.” She grabs her bag and heads to a gloomy window booth, waving her empty glass above her head.

Tom follows, slinging the whiskey bottle. “C’mon now, Kat. A girl who defiles a young lad among the tombstones on the Sabbath can talk to him about anything. It’s a Catholic rule, or something.”

“I fucked it up, Tom. All of it.” Kat drops her tumbler onto the greasy tabletop. “I was flying high, and like that eejit, Icarus, I burnt me wings and fell straight back down onto me arse.”

Tom lifts a hurling stick off its wall hooks. “Should I be having words with this Icarus eejit?”

Kat smiles and rests her chin on her fists, gazing for a while at the million wrinkles that now circle Tom’s bright marble eyes. The wild green pools she fell for a thousand years ago. You’re a kind old bastard, Thomas. Why did I ever leave you?

“So, what the hell happened to you over there, Kat?”

“It got to me, Tom. I thought I was made of strong Celtic stock, but the pressure got in and I folded. First, I got sick, and then I got sacked. So, I’m back here with my tail wedged firmly up me arse.” Kat drops her forehead onto her crumpled bag and mumbles into it. “What do I do, Tom? What the feck do I do?” Tom puts his spade-like hand on her head, and she turns sideways to look through the window into the afternoon gloom descending into the empty town square.

“English, London, corporate bastards.” Tom leans back into his booth seat. “Did you have anyone to talk to, Kat? It’s bollox to think of you going through that shite on your own. Any fella maybe?”

“No chance.” Kat mumbles. “I worked like a witch and lived like a nun.” She lifts her face out of her handbag and stretches for the Bushmills. “I had a coach for a time, though.” 

“And what good were they if they couldn’t stop you from getting into this state?”

“Ever the diplomat, Malley.” Kat lays her hands on top of Tom’s. “He was too corporate anyway–strategy this and strategy that. I thought I’d found a useful religion, but once the psychodrama set in, it was clear I needed someone else.”
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