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Chapter
One

CONNECTIONS






The Sergeant
clears his throat and he has our attention. “I’ve a couple of
people coming. I’ll slip into the Public Bar when they arrive.”

This intrigues
the group. Saturday afternoon is for horse racing, not for meeting
people.

“But…” the Parish Priest is speechless.

“I’m part of the bigger picture,” the Sergeant
apologises.

Disgusted, the
Barman goes in search of other customers.

It is left to
me to heal the gaping wound.

“Some people?” I ask.

“Not ‘til four.”

“Why didn’t yeh say that!” the Parish Priest relaxes and sips
his pint, his mind easy again.

The time gap
was clearly sufficient time for our little Syndicate to do its
business. I catch the Barman’s eye and he makes his way back to the
snug.

“Not ‘til four,” I say.

He nods, a
tense smile, signals his apprentice to stand in with the public and
takes out his notebook.

“We, the Syndicate, has a balance of two hundred Euro to the
good,” he summarizes.

We organise our
respective newspapers with the racing pages uppermost. The Parish
Priest favours the Independent and the Sergeant has laid hands on
the “Horse and Field”. As instructed, I have the Irish Times.

After
discussion, some heated, and pints, all Guinness, we have reached a
point in our deliberations where we have sketched out the field.
All we need now is input.

“I’ll bring in the Twitch O’Brien,” the Sergeant pronounces and
puts his head out the door. Twitch is in attendance and responds
instantly.

“How are you today Mr. O’Brien?” the Parish Priest enquires in
the tones of a Parish Priest enquiring after the fate of an
unenthusiastic parishioner.

“Fine,” the Twitch stammers, nervous in such exalted
company.

“How’s the family?”

“Fine,” Twitch offers, becoming more at ease. “The daughter Una
got a qualification from Fas,” he adds mistaking the Parish
Priest’s polite interest for a deeper concern.

“Fas,” I say approvingly, also seeking to put Twitch at ease.
“The State retraining agency. They do good work.”

“In nail care,” he adds

“Very good,” the Parish Priest is encouraging.

“Where’d she get her training?” the Sergeant asks, ever the man
for detail, yet joining in the effort to put Twitch at
ease.

“She got a placement in Brown Thomas.”

“What?”

“She got a placement at Brown Thomas.”

“Good stuff,” I remark.

“Far too posh,” the Twitch is apologetic.

“What?” the Sergeant is struggling. He cannot tie the Twitch’s
daughter to training in the most up-market shop in town.

“She got a placement through Fas at Brown Thomas,” the Twitch
elaborates for the Sergeant.

“Top customers,” the Parish Priest adds with a smile and a
raise of the eyebrows.

“Very posh,” the Sergeant adds.

“That’s the problem,” Twitch smiles, relaxing a bit. He thinks
the Sergeant has got it.

“Problem?” the Sergeant enquires relentlessly.

“Too posh,” Twitch explains.

“She didn’t like the customers?” I clarify.

“Too posh,” he agrees.

The Parish
Priest is dismissive, “Who else will pay to get their nails done?
They have to be posh.”

“Or dead,” the Twitch corrects.

“What?” the Sergeant is roused.

“Una, the daughter, she got a job in the Undertakers. You know,
hands folded on the chest, that sort of thing.”

“True,” the Parish Priest concedes, “In those cases the
fingernails must look right.”

We defer to the
Parish Priest’s long experience of Funerals and turn our attention
to the business in hand.

The Barman
provides the Twitch with a “ball of malt”, his favourite tipple,
compliments of the Syndicate budget, just to get him started and to
lubricate the proceedings as it were.

The Twitch is
in his element now and leans in to the company, the better for us
to hear him and the better to exclude the possibility of a casual
outsider ear-wigging on our conversation. We listen, as one does,
to the oracle.

“I took meself out of Dublin,” the Twitch explains in tones,
barring the accent, that Stanley might have used in conversation
with Livingston while discussing darkest Africa. The Twitch is a
Liberties Parish man, born and reared. A man reluctant to leave his
parish to visit into the city itself, let alone to venture where
there are green fields and where sheep and cows roam
unsupervised.

We nod in
appreciative silence, instinctively grasping that something of
importance must have impelled him to take such a step.

“To the Curragh in Kildare.”

“Good horse country,” I say, calling to mind a visit once made
to the plains of the Curragh and remembering the steamy early
morning breath of the horses in the frosty winter’s air as the
Jockeys exercised them across the rolling green open
spaces.

“One of me associates,” the Twitch continues, eyes rolling left
to right around the company, sipping his ball of malt in a
confidential manner and confusing us with a seeming change of
subject.

“Known associates?” the Sergeant cuts in with technical jargon
familiar to the Twitch in his other roles in life.

The Twitch is a
recognised reliable source of good intelligence on horse racing,
assuming he can be persuaded to part with the right
information.

The Sergeant
also knows the Twitch in his other life as a suspected associate
and runner for a number of known fences in the area, transporting
the proceeds of crime. Known to the Garda as an associate of
criminals rather than a criminal, Twitch’s real stock in trade is
information.

Twitch combines
good social skills with moderate intelligence and limited courage,
hence his continued existence on the bottom rung of the criminal
feeding chain. But he has a certain charm of manner and the cunning
to know that a favour to the Sergeant is likely to be
reciprocated.

From the
Sergeant’s point of view, as long as the Twitch is not caught
red-handed, he can do business with him professionally and has, at
our urging, also tapped into the Twitch for the purposes of our
small betting Syndicate. But the relationship is fraught; like the
dog and the cat they regard each other with careful
consideration.

“Sergeant, I can’t name me sources,” Twitch protests. He has
his professional standards and good survival skills for his
milieu.

“Hmmp,” the Sergeant grunts, unimpressed.

“A friend of me aforementioned associate,” Twitch continues
un-phased by the Sergeants disapproval, “works in a certain Garage
in Inchicore.”

“A Garage in Inchicore?” I clarify.

“What’s that to do with horse racing? We don’t have much time
today.” The Parish Priest is impatient.

But the Barman
is on the ball. “Is this information pertinent to today’s Track and
Field or is a longer term issue?” he asks.

“I have nothing special for you today,” the Twitch is
apologetic but firm. “You can pick one as well as the other and I’d
only have a personal opinion.”

“What about Eagle Spirit out of Doncaster,” the Parish Priest
floats one of his fancies.

“They’ve changed the jockey,” the Twitch remarks, like the
parent stating the obvious to the inattentive child.

“And the Devil’s Own in the four o’clock?” the Parish Priest
adds by way of conceding the Twitch’s telling point on Eagle
Spirit, but none the less showing where he has ringed his fancy for
the four o’clock in red biro on his newspaper.

“Ah now, there’s one,” the Twitch concedes under
pressure.

“But yeh’d not put money on it yerself?” The Barman is
perceptive in his enquiry, though making it sound like a
comment.

“Not this week.” The Twitch is regretful, wide-eyed and
troubled, aware that he is disappointing his audience. “A gambler
has to know when to hold back and not bet for the habit of it. But,
that said, a small wager on Devil’s own, in my view, for the
interest and excitement, would not go too far astray. He should at
least get mentioned on the run in, if his dislike of the soft to
wet going doesn’t cause him to fall to the tail of the
field.”

“Yeh'll have another Ball of Malt for yer troubles?” the
Sergeant offers.

“I might, now yeh mention it.” The Twitch gives a tight smile.
He knows his advice has been taken on board and whether we bet or
not he is in the clear, having given his professional advice and
the rest is up to us.

“I might just take it in the public bar,” he adds by way of
suggestion, seeking exit from such august company where he feels
impelled to be on best behaviour, so that he can go back and relax
with his lady friend who is awaiting his presence back in the
public bar.

But the Barman
holds him. Astutely, the Barman has not lost the thread of the
previous conversation in the excitement and pressure of the
discourse on today’s betting possibilities.

“Kildare? Yeh went to Kildare with an associate?”

As the Barman
speaks, he makes the Ball of Malt a large one, and as Twitch’s eyes
glaze the Barman pauses almost imperceptibly at the end of the
sentence, with a frown as if worried he has accidentally put too
much whiskey in the glass.

Twitch is
conflicted. He knows that he can have a large one on the house as
it were, but if he accepts it and is drawn further into
conversation he can hardly then leave with the drink half finished.
His preference is to have his usual and drink it in more convivial
company.

But he is
seduced by the moment and as the barman extends the large one he
confirms the question. “That’s right,” he says, and allows half a
cheek to slip on to one of the bar stools. The Barman smiles his
encouragement, with a raised eyebrow thrown in, as he hands over
the drink.

Twitch adds a
trace of water to soften the flavour. He likes a drop to take the
edge off an Irish whiskey, although he has been known to take a
scotch undiluted. We wait expectantly but without urgency, as the
Twitch’s previous remarks have dulled our enthusiasm for immediate
bets on today’s races. Twitch takes a sip of his drink and then a
deep breath and, as a reflex, looking around as he speaks to ensure
no one else is listening.

“There’s a certain Bookie,” he almost whispers, his voice
dropping out of fear and respect for said Bookie. “A bookie that
lost a large sum to a certain Builder.”

“Not the Builder?” the Parish Priest enquires in
surprise.

“The Euro M.P. Recently appointed European Commissioner,” I
clarify as Twitch looks confused.

“The Member of the European Parliament commonly know here
locally as the Builder,” the Sergeant throws in, just to show his
technical grasp and that he is with the conversation.

“Not him.” The Twitch is dismissive, “a certain Builder from
the U.K.”

“Is the Bookie called Dwyer?” I enquire to Twitch’s surprise. I
am remembering a story that went the rounds a couple of years
ago.

“Yeh might be right.” The Twitch takes a sip of his ball of
malt, looking furtive and anxious that word of his conversation
might now get back to a certain party who is a bookie.

“Then the Builder is the Red Kelly,” the Barman
suggests.

Twitch is
astonished, “How do ye know this?”

“Talk of the parish a couple of years ago,” the Parish Priest
adds.

“Aye,” the Sergeant chips in, “That’s old news.”

The Sergeants
dismissive aggression is making the Twitch a bit tetchy. “Sure I’ll
go inside so,” he remarks, “for yeh seem to know all about it.”

“Hold yer horses,” I say, “you’ll not leave us hanging with
only half a story.”

“I assume there are more recent developments?” the Barman
encourages, with a warm, winning raise of an eyebrow.

“Developments,” Twitch agrees.

“Developments?” the Sergeant enquires, his tone
softening.

“Me associate is in the loop,” Twitch elaborates watching to
check we understand what he is implying.

“In a Garage in Inchicore?” the Barman has an inkling about
where this is going, while the Sergeant and me are floundering and
the Parish Priest has resorted to prayer.

“No that’s the friend of me associate. They grew up together in
the same street. Went on the labour together for years.”

“The labour?” The Parish Priest is further confused, given he
would associate “the labour” with the females in his
flock.

“The Labour Exchange,” the Twitch clarifies.

“The Social Welfare,” the Sergeant elaborates for the Parish
Priest, “for the unemployed.”

“Ah yeh mean the dole.” Now the Parish Priest is on
board.

“Thanks to the Tramp,” Twitch continues to elaborate, our
little difficulty cleared up, “The friend of me associate now has a
job in the garage in Inchicore.”

“Where does the Tramp fit in?” I ask.

“The brother of the Red Kelly and the Tramp are one and the
same.”

The Twitch is
grinning now, enjoying our surprise and the revelling in the
general state of the human condition and the connectivity of the
small Irish population where amongst the four to five million of
said souls, brothers might not be all they seem and persons
nicknamed the Tramp might just be a brother to a well heeled
brother who runs race horses occasionally and might have taken
Dwyer the Bookie for a considerable amount in a betting coup not
this two years ago.

The Sergeant’s
antenna has detected the need to follow the leads and lags of the
Twitch’s narrative in some form of written notes to ensure clarity
and subsequent post audit. Trouble is, by mutual agreement his
notebook is forbidden use in this sanctum of the Snug in Mulligans.
It is a long-standing arrangement that he must respect, although he
is clearly uncomfortable.

However the
Barman’s great brain is up to the task unaided by the written word,
and he attempts to summarise for our benefit. “Yeh and yer
associate, who has a friend who also works in a Garage in a job
thanks to the Tramp…”

“I thought the Tramp worked in the Civil Service, not a
Garage?” the Sergeant cuts in.

“He is,” I confirm. “He works the desk in the Social Welfare
office in Werbourg Street.”

“And for some reason found a job for the friend of an
associate...”

“Of mine,” the Twitch adds to the Barman’s attempt to continue
his summary.

“Aren’t the Social Welfare people in Werbourg Street obliged to
assist the unemployed in their search for work?” the Parish Priest
wonders why this seems to be special.

The Barman is
relentless in refusing to have his summary sidetracked. “Yer
associate has a friend who is linked to the Tramp who links to Red
Kelly, a known builder and now revealed as brother of the Tramp,
and is mentioned by you in a conversation which includes Dwyer the
Bookie, in recent years a bookie rumoured as taken to the cleaners
by said Red Kelly.”

This summary
reduces us to awed silence, but the Barman is not finished. He
scores a telling point. “And yeh mention that yer associate is in
the loop,” he adds with a flourish, raising two eyebrows and
smiling to emphasise the point as he scores.

We sup our
pints, eyes flashing in understanding. But the Twitch is cool. He
is pleased that the Barman has pulled it together. It confirms the
Barman’s renown as a man of fine intellect. That said, a mere
glance at the cold bottle cooler would alert the aware to the
presence of an orderly mind behind the bar.

“The associate knows that the Bookie Dwyer burns a deep anger
at the Red Kelly and is anxious to know when he might be back in
Dublin,” the Twitch elaborates in confidential tones as we lean in,
the better to hear him.

“The associate that’s in the loop?” I encourage.

“Exactly” the Twitch confirms.

The Sergeant
digs deep and calls on his detective training, taking a sup of his
pint. When he speaks all previous sarcasm is gone from his tone and
he is sweetness and light.

“Yeh need to explain why yeh mentioned the friend of the
associate, the one who works in the garage?” he
enquires.

Twitch smiles.
He has the answer and he understands the change in tone. The
Sergeant is showing him respect. “The Red Kelly never ever looks up
his brother the Tramp when he comes to Dublin. It is always the
other way round. The Tramp always finds the Red Kelly so as to
touch him for a few bob, being the poor Civil Servant with a rich
builder for a brother.

“Ah sure, the Tramp was the brains of the family,” the Parish
Priest remembers. “He got a scholarship to St Patrick’s college to
go for the Primary School teacher training.”

“Not the Civil service?” the Twitch asks, surprised at this
information.

“Hated the teaching, and so switched to the Civil Service,” the
Parish Priest elaborates. “But the brother, never one for books,
had to go digging ditches in London. But fair do's, he made a go of
it. A rich man now the Red Kelly, runs racehorses and the
rest.”

“Exactly,” the Twitch picks up again. “Now the deal is, the
Tramp gets a friend of me associates a job in a garage in
Inchicore.”

“Why that particular garage?” the Sergeant enquires
sweetly.

“Yeh got it in one.” The Twitch marvels at the detective
instincts of the Sergeant. “The Garage is owned by an O’Boyle who
is an old friend of the Red Kelly.”

“And he looks O’Boyle up every time he comes to Dublin?” the
Barman guesses.

“Jasus, yer on the ball!” the Twitch exclaims. “Now, we are
getting to it. It’s like this…”

But before the
Twitch can say another word there is a peremptory rat-tat-tat on
the door of the snug in a manner conveying authority and
command.

Like a
frightened rabbit, the Twitch stands startled off the stool and
throws back his whiskey, ready to bolt. “Jasus, it’s Stephenson,”
he gasps as a head appears around the door.

When the door
opens fully, Stephenson is revealed and, over his shoulder, in
background as it were, we can see his two enormous lackeys, his
driver and his assistant.

“Inspector Stephenson of the Special Branch!” the Parish Priest
exclaims in surprised welcome, being the first to recover from the
shock of unexpected entry by said eminent member of the
Constabulary.

The Twitch is
gone, slipping through the gaps in the company with nodding smiles
and a startled look of flight in his eye.

“I’m a bit early, Sergeant,” Stephenson explains with a nod to
the rest of us, adding, “Was that the Twitch?”

“It was… A private matter,” the Sergeant replies, and as he
speaks he stands, finishes his pint and moves to Stephenson at the
exit of the snug. “Mr Stephenson… sir, the Barman has reserved us a
private table in a corner of the lounge. Perhaps we should talk
there in private?”

The Barman nods
in confirmation and the Sergeant leads them out. The Barman follows
from his side of the bar, the better to help them find their place
and to be available should a drink be called.

I shrug. The
Parish Priest sighs. He enjoys our Saturday afternoons and does not
take kindly to the Sergeant arranging conflicting business on the
same day, notwithstanding the fact he knows that given the business
is with Stephenson, it is likely the Sergeant had little say in the
choice of time and place.

I wonder what
the Twitch had to say. He was just getting there,” I complain.

“Stephenson took the wind out of his sails. Never seen a man
sneak away with so much tail between his legs.”

“Stephenson is known to the criminal classes and they avoid his
company where possible,” I suggest.

“So the mystery remains such,” the Parish Priest
concludes.

“I assume we hold off on bets this week?”

The Parish
Priest takes my remark on board. He weighs the advice of the Twitch
against his natural desire to have a flutter, but is mindful of the
corporate nature of our Betting Syndicate. He passes the buck.
“With the Sergeant now absent and the Barman not available, I would
be reluctant to have a flutter, given there’s not much we fancy,”
he says and looks to me for support.

“I’ll second that,” I say, agreeable.

There is a long
silence as we two old friends relaxed in each others presence, let
our minds drift to other things, sipping as we do the dark
bittersweet nectar of our pints, a nectar so reminiscent of the
realities of life.

But our minds
are still attuned, for we both are pondering the events of the
morning, hoping to make sense of the confidences of said
Twitch.

“To go out of the city to the Curragh of Kildare...” the Parish
Priest remarks and lets it hang.

“He’d have to borrow a car,” I suggest.

“Or steal one,” and we both laugh.

“Why do that?” the Parish Priest persists.

“To see a horse run the gallops. They use the green folding
plains of the Curragh to run out and test horses,” I
explain.

“They’d stand out like a sore thumb. They’d see nothing.” The
Parish Priest is certain in tone and I have to concur. The Twitch
standing on a green hillock in dawn’s early light with a stopwatch
would be difficult to miss.

As we puzzle
on, the Barman comes back checking the state of our supplies, and I
nod for another round.

“The Sergeant is well provided for in other company,” he
remarks, suggesting by inference that I limit the round to the
Parish Priest and myself.

“The Twitch?” I enquire.

The Barman
smiles, “Stephenson put the heart across him. We won’t see him for
a few weeks.”

“What does Stephenson want?” I ask, but the Barman just smiles
and concentrates on pulling two perfect pints.

“The bigger picture,” the Parish Priest suggests with a
laugh.

“To the bigger picture.”

I toast with
the fresh pints and we both clink glasses and take a swallow.

“No bets?” the Barman suggests. We nod and he removes surplus
copies of the daily papers.

We slow to
contentment, not rushing not dragging, letting peace come slowly
through the cracks in the soft brown wood around the door and from
the golden chink of sunlight touching on the ceiling and reflecting
on the window. Somewhere outside the window, an agitated sparrow is
discussing the state of the nation in a chirpy voice, but we ignore
the distraction. We know sparrows find it difficult to relax. The
murmur of conversation from the public bar is mellow, and we are
too far from the lounge to pick up any distress signals that might
emanate from the Sergeant’s discussions with Stephenson.

The Barman
remains with the company, rubbing down the bar in soft, languorous
strokes. We know the signs and we wait. For wait we must. It is
clear that the Barman is thinking.

But we leave
him to it. My mind is on some remarks the good lady made this very
morning; something about getting a bottle of wine for the dinner,
for she wished an evening in, and not to drink too much, or at
least not enough to sap my energy. All said with a smile full of
promise and a nervous giggle and a soft look that would melt your
heart and make a man feel he was a man.

What engages
the mind of the Parish Priest remains like his confessional, a
secret intact forever, but when we reached for our pints for the
occasional sip we do so in mutual warmth and ease, each accepting
that the other might not share the same thoughts as we share the
same moments.

“A horse, the Red Kelly,” the Barman concludes. “Something is
afoot; something which might be to the advantage of our betting
Syndicate, and the Twitch is in the loop”


Chapter
Two

STEPHENSON’S
ROCKETTE






“Is it love?” the Barman asks with sardonic eye.

“Trouble of the woman kind,” I reply with quiet restraint,
wondering how he had guessed.

“The Headmistress?”

I sip my pint
and the Barman knows he has hit the nail on the head.

Then I can
restrain myself no longer.

“God forgive me for a sexist remark,” I blurt out, “But if
there was a clinic somewhere with a huge black man on a chain, I
would send her to get a good seeing to, that’s what I’d
do!”

“Sexist, racist and probably perverted,” the Barman is
dismissive.

“Jasus,” I say in exasperation. The Barman has met my boss the
Headmistress. Built close to the ground, broad and large bosomed,
she is a formidable woman.

“Married to the job,” I explain. “A spinster at the height of
her strength and energy. She eats and drinks, sleeps and breathes
school.”

“That should take a load off you?” the Barman suggests with a
little smile to tease, accompanied by a raised eyebrow.

“Not a bit of it,” I respond, rising to the comment. “She goes
home, rethinks all the problems and comes in the next day blazing
mad because things are taking time to get done. Dumps it all on
me…”

“Time?”

“Problem kids don’t turn around overnight. Then there are
things to be progressed, like The School in the Community, but
teachers are hard pressed enough with their daily
duties.”

“But as Deputy Headmaster yeh do yer best?”

“Who else has she to call on? I get all her problems, all her
worries.”

“There yeh have it.” The barman sounds like he’s scored a
telling point.

“What?”

“She gives yeh all the problems and yeh try to solve
them?”

“Well?”

“Wrong move.”

“Wrong move?”

“Exactly. Women don’t always need their problems solved. Yeh
just put yerself under pressure.”

“What should I do then? Tell her to “f” off?”

“Wrong move again.”

“Wrong move?”

“Women, yeh see…” The Barman pauses.

I understand
why this is a difficult subject. Even men of the Barman’s broad
intellect and perspicacity struggle when it comes to women. With
women, you can either know where they are at or where they are
coming from, but not both at the same time. We both instinctively
grasp this mystery, but still I wait. Perhaps there is a nugget to
be gleaned. But I would not have put money on it.

“Women…” he repeats, searching for insight, staring at the
ceiling and simultaneously drying a clean pint glass in relaxed
unhurried motion. Then he has it. His eyes meet mine, and he grins,
happy, companionable.

“Women,” he says.

“Women?” I ask.

“They need someone to listen. With yer Headmistress, the right
move is to listen to what she says. Listen with a good ear, give
feedback to acknowledge you have heard, but just
listen.”

“Just listen?”

“Listen to learn. Adopt an open, I am here to understand, frame
of mind.”

“To learn what?”

“If she is talking to yeh about what she is worried about,
that’s one thing.”

“She does that.”

“But listen openly in an attentive but relaxed way. She’ll
sense you’re listening. But listen to see if she is asking yeh to
solve the problem.”

“Listen? She gives me the problems. I take notes and update her
on progress.”

“She needs to share her worries on the job. To talk about
them.”

“Just talk?”

“Yes, just to talk them through. Yeh can oblige her in
that.”

“But I do me best. It’s just that the problems are intractable.
There’s no easy solutions.”

The Barman
straightens up, withdrawing from the position he had adopted in our
discussion of leaning confidentially towards me over the bar. I
frown at this.

“Yer not listening.” There’s a touch of impatience in his
tone.

“O.K.?” I concede, wishing him to elucidate further.

“Listen to what she has to say. Show yeh understand the
problems. Indicate sympathy for her burden.”

“The burden she is unburdening on me?”

“Yer not listening.”

“What?”

“She sharing, not unburdening.”

“Sharing?”

“Unless she tells yeh to, that is instructs yeh, or asks yeh to
do something, take it that all she is doing is sharing.”

“Sharing, not telling me?”

“Sharing. So yeh share back.”

“Jasus,” I say.

But my time is
up. There are other demands on the Barman’s time, other souls in
need of liquid sustenance and perhaps a word in his ear.

As I sip my
pint, I take care to consider. The Barman’s advice is not to be
shrugged off like pearls before swine. After a bit of cogitation, I
begin to see what it is he means and I wonder has he given me a way
through. I’d need a root and branch change in approach, and maybe
to practice my next conversation in my mind before I next meet with
the Headmistress.

I’m distracted
by a large hand.

A large hand
reaches over the snug door and slips the catch. As the door opens a
large guard in full police uniform trips over himself and enters
the snug headlong, saved by his long reach and the proximity of the
bar.

He has large
brown eyes and a friendly, pink faced and somewhat embarrassed
smile. His clattering almost knocks over two of the barstools, but
he embraces them, one hand on the edge of the bar stopping him from
hitting the floor. Then he rights all six foot six of himself and
settles the barstools.

Paused, as if
paused button pressed, pint half way to waiting lips, I can but
stare. This is a mistake.

“Stephenson,” a voice says, but the sound is not coming from
the Junior Guard. I’m startled but then a limp hand reaches around
the Junior Guard and instinctively I respond by putting down my
pint and shaking the hand, eyes turning to ascertain to whom this
extra hand belongs.

Endomorphic
might describe Stephenson. Seedy could add a dimension to the
description as might one suited with matching soiled, worn, grey,
gabardine coat, spectacles and a smile to frighten the fishes.

But it is the
eyes that undo me. Steel blue, not hidden, but almost under the
brows, of lazy droopy appearance, they exude intelligence in a
malignant impersonal way. I wonder if the last thing I’d enjoyed
doing was a crime to which I needed to confess, but then shake this
off as I remember it was within the bounds of matrimony.

“Inspector Stephenson,” I say, surprised to be addressed and
recognised by one of such eminence. But the movement of the Junior
guard attracts my attention as I observe him, now precariously
balanced on the edge of one of the stools, vigorously rubbing the
next stool down as he prepares it to receive Stephenson’s
arse.

“Garda Rockette,” Stephenson says in response to my unspoken
question. The Junior Guard smiles warmly and extends a slab of a
hand to absorb mine in a brisk, slightly painful
handshake.

Stephenson
seats himself without taking the off his Gabardine Raincoat. It is
rumoured he wears it in bed, but only his wife knows for sure.

The Barman
arrives. “Whiskey” Stephenson calls, “but none for the Junior Guard
as he is still on duty.”

“Cup of tea?” Junior Rockette says hopefully.

“With milk?” the Barman asks, without batting an
eyelid.

My peace is
shattered. I reach for my pint, with a view to an early exit.

“Seen the Sergeant?” Stephenson enquires.

“He was in good form about a week ago.”

“Today?” the enquiring eyes bore relentlessly.

“No,” I reply, cool under interrogation.

“We’ll wait.” Stephenson sounds dogged. He splashes his whiskey
with water.

The Junior
Guard acknowledges his superior’s remark with a forced grin, and
shovels sugars into his tea, stirs carefully. He then takes out the
tea bag, which has wrapped its string around his spoon, and adds a
dash of milk.

The Barman,
renowned in the field of the perfect pint and pulling of same, does
not extend his expertise to the cup of tea. His tea bag in a mug is
very much a do it yourself affair. That said, when a green tea is
called for it is a different story, and he will employ care as well
as a teapot together with a cup and saucer.

However, Junior
Rockette seems happy enough to have something to occupy his
hands.

Two swallows
and I’m home free, I think, eyeing the remains of my pint.

There is a
silence as Stephenson inspects the price list, something that
requires reasonable eyesight even if he is wearing spectacles.
Rockette fidgets and hides his mouth behind his mug of tea. The
Barman hovers nervously, and one wonders will Stephenson expect him
to produce his pub license.

“Is it part of the bigger picture?” I ask, unable to resist
fishing for the reason for this unexpected visit.

Stephenson
focuses on me like a ferret. I resist the urge to bolt.

“What do you know of the bigger picture, Teacher?” he asks with
malign menace.

I hold my hands
facing out in surrender, seeking peace. “I assume a man of your
stature, Superintendent Stephenson, only deals with the bigger
picture.”

“Call me Stephenson,” he offers in a gesture of friendliness,
mollified by my remark.

“Guard Rockette here,” I ask indicating to the junior man
opposite, “is he a part of yer staff?”

“Special Branch business…” Stephenson begins.

“Me uncle,” the Junior Guard says with pride, and
simultaneously gives a nod in Stephenson’s direction.

“Less of that!” Stephenson snaps. “There’s no nepotism in the
Guards.”

“Right so,” is the affable response, and he sips his
tea.

“This Junior Guard needs ‘on the job’ training,” Stephenson
explains, almost smiling. “He’s assigned to the Sergeant as a
special assistant.”

“I’m sure the Sergeant will be delighted,” I offer politely,
but somewhat doubtful.

“He’s due here,” Stephenson says, looking impatiently at his
watch. “I wanted a brief chat before sending Guard Rockette direct
to the station.”

“Good thinking,” I offer.

Stephenson is
restless, shifting and fiddling with his whiskey. Clearly, he is
due somewhere else. He looks at his watch again.

“Perhaps the Sergeant was delayed, police business?”

“Would you like me to call the Station?” the Barman offers, no
less anxious than myself to speed the uneasy presence of
Superintendent Stephenson to other parts of this small island of
Ireland.

“He’ll be here.” Stephenson is brusque and looks at his
watch.

His impatient
tension is infecting us all.

“A pint for the teacher,” he calls just as I finish and am
about to stand.

“And a mug of tea,” Rockette throws in.

Refusing the
Superintendent’s offered drink might give offence, so rather than
risk it I slump back in my stool. But I am uneasy.

“Leave him with me,” I offer. “I’ll pass him to the Sergeant
and get the Sergeant to phone yeh when he arrives so yeh can make
what points yeh wish. That is… if you have a pressing engagement
elsewhere…?”

Stephenson is
conflicted by my offer, of which desperation has lent me
inspiration, but he is quick to decision.

“You’ll have another in case it’s a bit of a wait,” he offers,
signalling the ever-vigilant Barman and placing some notes on the
bar.

“Right so,” Rockette offers, “I can drink tea
forever.”

“Not you, yeh ejit,” Stephenson snaps crossly. “A drink for the
Teacher while he minds you. Yer not to move, that’s
orders.”

“Right so,” Rockette replies, suitably admonished, and he looks
to me with hopeful brown eyes, seeing me as his new temporary
leader.

“Teacher, please oblige me and look after this ejit. I expect
the Sergeant won’t be much longer, but I really have to
go.”

“Right so,” I offer agreeably.

“Tell the Sergeant I’ll ring him soon whenever I have a moment
for a private word. I want to mark his card,” Stephenson adds,
rolling his eyes towards Rockette, to indicate that it is in
relation to Rockette that cards would need marking.

“A word,” I promise with a smile.

“The sister…” Stephenson pauses, clearly not wanting to go
there. “Tell the Sergeant I need to mark his card.”

“On the bigger picture?” I suggest densely.

“That too, but no… On Junior Rockette here also.”

“Will do,” I promise, and Stephenson seems easy. He takes his
change and is gone. His faintly unwashed aroma lingers for a while,
but I discover that it is not discernable while my nose is buried
with a pint of Guinness to my sensate lips.

“So you’re Stephenson’s nephew?”

“Me da calls me his rocket; Stephenson’s Rocket.”

“Stephenson’s Rocket was one of the first Steam Engines, or so
I believe.”

“That so?”

“You a Dub?” I ask, knowing the accent suggests the west of
Ireland, but Stephenson is a Dubliner.

“Galway born and reared,” is the reply.

“What’s yer Christian name?”

“Anthony, but call me Rockette; everyone does.”

“Will yeh have a pint?”

“Better stick to the tea.”

“What’s the time?” I remark, hoping to ascertain details around
the Sergeant’s expected arrival and voicing an inner concern that
perhaps I should be on my way home to the good lady before I was
late.

“No watch.”

“What, a Guard with no watch?”

“Not part of the standard issue uniform.”

“Oh…”

“What about socks?” I throw in after a moment’s reflection,
giving a nice smile.

He pulls up the
trouser of his uniform to reveal a bare ankle, well turned, but
resembling the hock of a large horse.

“Not part of standard issue uniform,” he says
gravely.

“No socks?” I grin. “What about underwear?”

“We’ll not go there,” he grins an open friendly grin, “But not
part of standard issue uniform.”

His eyes have a
determination about them, like Stephenson’s, but exuding warmth and
concern and a certain flavour of innocence or naivety, but none the
less resolute.

“So if they don’t supply it, yeh don’t wear it,” I
summarize.

“Yeh got it in one” he confirms.

“Not very convenient?” I suggest.

“If they want me to be in uniform when on duty, then they
should supply the lot,” he says with utter conviction.

“Yeh have a point there,” I say, not to be
disagreeable.

He nods and
there is a silence as we both contemplate the implications of a
full uniform dress code.

“Yeh are fresh out of Templemore Garda Training College?” I
suggest.

“Graduated a month ago.”

“Yeh passed anyway. Tough course I hear?”

“Mmm… well… difficult… Some difficulties.”

“Difficulties?”

“They did not take kindly to me stand of principle on the
matter of what is supplied as a uniform.”

“But yeh passed out anyway. Well done.”

“With flying colours,” he says proudly and then adds, “Barring
the accident.”

“Accident?”

“Role play.”

“Role play?”

“Part of the training. Role play.”

“I get it. Role play to understand how the criminal mind works.
Good training, role play.”

“Terrorism… role play. We took turns in being the
baddies.”

“Which were you?”

“I was role playing the Terrorist and a team of four trainees
Guards were playing the stake out squad who were to be the
arresting officers.”

“So it was training practice?”

“Right. I was supposed to be wired with a bomb.”

“Were yeh?”

“Well yes. They supplied everything except the
detonator.”

“Safety measure?”

“I thought they’d forgot it… that I was supposed to use me
initiative.”

“But had they forgotten?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Why so?”

“When I told them I’d put in a detonator, they took it
badly.”

“Badly?”

“I was only trying to keep it realistic. They didn’t have to
evacuate the training area.”

I understand
his hurt at being misunderstood and try to mollify, “Well yer still
here,” I offer.

“The four stakeout guard trainees were supposed to overpower me
and stop me detonating the dynamite at the end of the
mission...”

“Dynamite?”

“Well, I think it’s something else. They called it plastic
explosive, but the effect is the same.”

“Did yeh set it off?”

“They rush me, the four fellow trainees.”

“And yeh are overpowered?”

“Sure, they were only little fellows.”

“Not able for yeh?”

“Ah, they’ll graduate with the next bunch when the Hospital
gives them the all clear,” he reassures.

“Well, yeh didn’t blow yourself up.”

“Not then. Yeh see, in the role play, I was supposed to
approach Templemore Training School, scale the outer wall and then
enter the building and kidnap the Chief Superintendent and then
blow him up with the building.”

“And the four trainees were to stop you?”

“Ah, they were the stake out, but if I made it into the
building they were all to try and apprehend me.”

“Jasus.” I take a deep sip of my pint and allow a pause to
envision the scene.

“So I proceeds into the school having shaken off the arresting
four stakeout officers and use a ruse.”

“Ruse?”

“They have these ink shot guns, and if they get me I’m supposed
to play dead.”

“Better than the real thing”

“The night before the exercise I use me initiative and hide the
paint balls.”

“They can’t shoot you?”

“I make the building at a run and get up into the conference
rooms. The real Garda don’t know what’s up. No one has ever made it
to the building before.”

“The Superintendent in charge, is he surprised to see
yeh?”

“I proceeds to where he is speaking in the conference rooms and
grab him by the scruff of the neck.”

“Jasus.”

“He seems shocked. No one seems to have told him about me
mission.”

“What did yeh say?”

“I inform him that I am a terrorist infiltrator and I have a
detonator in me hand and I am to blow him and the school to
bits.”

“How did he take it?”

“Awful, he shits his pants and pees… Jasus the smell, but I
sticks to me task.”

“Yeh blew yourself up?”

“Not yet. The script for the role was to demand a television
broadcast to set out the aims of the terrorist group and then blow
up the school.”

“Aims?”

“The script did not cover that, but I knew I could improvise.
They expect yeh to show initiative.”

“So what did they do?”

“There was a bit of a stand off.”

“And then?”

“They sent for me mother.”

“Good thinking.”

“She sent for Stephenson.”

“Yeh graduated anyhow.”

“Stephenson gave a solemn pledge to take me under his
wing.”

“And yer mother?”

“She gave a solemn pledge not to send any more of her children
to Templemore for Garda training.”

“All’s well that ends well,” I suggest.

“They were very pleased when I gave back the explosives. They
say the Superintendent went on a binge and only came back for the
closing ceremony to see me graduated. He told me he was delighted
to see me pass out to the Special Branch with Mr
Stephenson.”

The Sergeant
arrives, flustered. Takes in the young Guard with a glance as
Rockette comes to attention, not spilling his tea as he stands up,
eyes forward.

“At ease,” the Sergeant orders, and Rockette smiles and sits
again.

The Sergeant
notices the absence of Stephenson and relaxes. I call him a pint,
the better to settle his nerves, but he stops me.

“In uniform and I have to go, pressing duties. Come on young
fellow. You’re Rockette, I take it?”

“Yes Sergeant, Mr Stephenson…”

“I know, I know, come on, out the door, to the Station, talk to
no one. I’ll catch yeh up in a minute. Wait outside the station;
don’t enter without me. Understood?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

Rockette gives
a grin and then a wistful look at the remains of his tea, but duty
calls and out he goes giving me a parting friendly nod.

I smile in
understanding. “Stephenson said he needed a word to mark yer card.
Yer to ring him.”

The Sergeant
changes his mind and decides on a pint.

The peaceful
wait for the perfect pint of Guinness with its dark amber colour
and creamy head of frothy yeast serves to calm the Sergeant’s
troubled brow.

Before he lets
the nectar touch his lips, as an act of deference to his
profession, he removes his cap and police jacket, knowing he is not
supposed to drink in uniform, but none the less needing to settle
his agitated soul.

“Stephenson’s revenge,” he says after a swallow that consumes a
good quarter of the pint. Three more swallows and he’ll make his
way back into his world of fighting crime and domestic
disturbances, his moment of peace passing like a blink in a world
of pace and pain.

“How so?” I enquire and the Barman lingers, held by the
Sergeant’s remark.

“I once kicked Stephenson in the arse and he’s never forgiven
me,” the Sergeant confesses.

“Jasus,” I react. “I’m surprised you are still on the
force.”

“Ah, it was on a social occasion.”

“Still, a Superintendent?”

“It was a bachelor party in the old days. I just emptied a pint
of lager over his head and as he bent down to retrieve his glasses.
In the enthusiasm of the moment, I kicked his ass.”

“Yeh like to live dangerously,” the Barman remarks with a
grin.

“It was a bet, and given the nature of the social
occasion…”

“Understood.”

“But he never forgets or forgives, and now I have been given
Stephenson’s Rockette.”

“Seems a pleasant lad,” I remark.

“Rockette has a certain talent,” the Sergeant says grimly. “He
even managed to break a little old lady’s wrist last week as he
helped her across the street.”

“So yeh have to break him in.”

“Or be broken trying. Stephenson will be watching like a
hawk.”

“Why don’t yeh get Junior Rockette to work on the bigger
picture?” the Barman suggests.

“Jasus, that’s a great idea,” the Sergeant proclaims, and we
can see he has cheered up.
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Chapter
Three

THE
SEARCHER






Tall, mid
thirties, lived-in face, slim and wearing black jeans, black tee
shirt, black leather silver buckled belt and black leather ankle
boots, he looks out of place, as indeed he is.

His silver
ringed pinkie finger taps out an irritation on the bar, some tune I
can’t quite place, and he is watching intently as the Barman pulls
him a pint of Guinness.

He has come
into Mulligans during what is usually a quiet time in the late
afternoon. Watched by the Barman from the public bar, and by myself
in the mirror, which can be seen from the snug as it reflects back
the public bar it faces. He first looks about and then heads for
the toilets.
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