
Dublin – Summer 1981.
Chapter One

As there were no spaces at street level, Cora parked in the underground in the Setanta Centre just off Kildare St. Parking here was expensive, but she had been warned how obsessive he was about punctuality. The reception on the radio went fuzzy, as she drove down the ramp, but not before she caught on the news headlines that the condition of H Block hunger striker Mickey Devine was worsening. Nine people had already died. The deaths had cast pallor over the whole summer. She parked up quickly. Outside the temperature was already twenty four degrees. The low ceiling made her feel claustrophobic and the air putrid. The last thing she needed was a headache. She checked her watch. There was no point in arriving too early either. He was the one who had to feel needy, if they were to make progress.  

Charles Haughey, the man they called the Boss was an enigma. He had been a dynamic and innovative young Minister for Justice and Agriculture in the Government of Sean Le Meas. That the Taoiseach was also his father-in-law did him no harm, but even his detractors acknowledged that he had performed the portfolios with conspicuous ability.  Some were even disappointed that he did not run for the leadership of the party when Le Meas retired. It wasn’t for any lack of ambition. After Jack Lynch was elected leader in 1965, he Brian Lenihan and Donogh O’Malley  plotted strategy over long sumptuous lunches in the Russell Hotel. Sometimes they were joined by John Healy, now author of Backbencher the influential column in the Irish Times and still one of his most powerful supporters. 

The civil rights marches in the north got underway in 1968, and the Troubles, that great euphemism for a state at war with itself and its colonial master, were born.  Protestants, angry at what they perceived as an attempt to subvert the six county state, ran amok and burnt Catholics out of their homes across Belfast. Jack Lynch made a speech in which he said that the Republic would not stand idly by.  Haughey actually bought into the rhetoric. Along with Neil Blaney, Kevin Boland and an Irish Army captain James Kelly they hatched a plan to import guns from a Belgian arms dealer Albert Lukyx. The guns were to be used by the Catholics to defend themselves. 
In due course the Special Branch learned through its informer network of the plan and informed officials in the Department of Justice. The four conspirators were charged with gun-running. 
Lots of people knew things. Most lied. The difference was that as an accused, Haughey’s were under oath. 

After his acquittal, his cheering supporters carried him shoulders high out of the Four Courts. The three TDs were all expelled from Fianna Fail. That was the difference between official and unofficial Ireland. On one level it was a place which was conservative priest ridden and sexually repressed. But that wasn’t to say people weren’t having sex. Pre-marital sex, extra marital sex, same sex were all tolerated on an extraordinarily easy going basis provided it wasn’t in anyone’s face, or it wasn’t suggested that it was an entitlement, or ought to be legal or the acceptable norm. The gap between the two countries was a place in which government ministers plotted to import arms, in which perjury was celebrated, where shady deals and evading tax were bands of honour. Blaney had remained an independent TD with formidable support. But he was Fianna Fail in all but name. Boland imploded, a real broken reed Haughey was different. He still had a burning ambition to be back at the centre of political gravity. He spent the seventies in the wilderness dining out on the rubber chicken and chips circuit building a support base. 

In the 1977 general election Fianna Fail swept to power with the biggest majority in the history of the State. Fianna Fail bought the electorate with a host of ill advised promises which it could not afford. The country was in the doldrums and had for the first time being running deficit budgets. 

Incredibly, Haughey was appointed Minister for Health by Lynch. It was a remarkable turnaround.  

This was only the beginning. Two years later there was a heave against Lynch and in the bitter leadership contest that followed he defeated George Colley to be become not just leader of the party but Taoiseach. He immediately delivered a nationwide televised address, in which he warned we were all living beyond our means and that corrective action had to be taken now, or future generations would be paying in perpetuity. Even Cora’s Jack, who hated Haughey, had been impressed. But he did not have the bottle to cut expenditure in an election year and instead actually dramatically increased public spending. On the day he was elected Taoiseach in the Dail, the Fine Gael leader, Garret Fitzgerald, put a lot of noses out of joint by referring to what he described as his flawed pedigree. But it was no more or no less than the truth. Stories of shady deals, and favours involving jiggerpokery still persisted. Meanwhile, at the very time he was advising people to tighten their belts he lived lavishly and the gossip in financial circle was that Allied Irish Banks were just about to write off over a million pounds in debt. No favours asked or given of course. 
Cora was an avid Fianna Failer. But even she had to acknowledge Haughey’s lack of leadership during the hunger-strike had been a major disappointment. People did not expect him to wave a magic wand. Many thought he would use all those legendary Machiavellian powers to outmanoeuvre Thatcher and bring about some sort of an honourable victory for the men. Instead he dithered, and came across as uncertain, hesitant and ineffectual. He had gone into the election with the biggest majority the party ever had, and it had been his abysmal handing of the hunger strike, more than anything else in her view which had cost him the election.

Loyalty to the party dictated that she supported him as leader, but otherwise she didn’t’t care very much for Mr. Haughey. Jack, needless to say hated him. 

She walked up to the Green to meet Fr. Brendan. She had first met the priest through their shared membership of the Pro-Life movement. She was impressed by his willingness to serve on the less glamorous committees. The organisation was top heavy with people who only wanted to be at the rostrum giving vent to their opinions.  For this alone, she would have liked him, but it was complemented by an easy going manner, and the fact that he was a superb mimic. He often had her in stitches taking off the more pompous members of the national executive. 

She found him sitting on a bench reading his Irish Times. 

“Well?”
Cora had contacted party activists around the party for advice. It was the small stuff she was after. 

“Under no circumstances are we to shake hands with him?”
He mimed shaking a bell “Unclean unclean!”
“He has spent the last twenty five years shaking hands. And every day all day during the election.”
“And?”
“The tendons in his hand are sore and it hurts.”
Some commentators had indeed written that he had a flaccid handshake. She had found it hard to believe. A weak handshake was such a fundamental flaw, (you did not get a second chance to make a first impression) that was so easily remedied. Haughey had made a career on attention to detail. The articles made more sense now. 

“Anything else?” 

“Don’t mention the Arms Trial.”
“Doh. You’ll be telling me next not to ask him how he got the big house in Kinsealy.”
“Apparently more people bring up the case than you think and he flies into a rage. The hunger strike is a sore subject too.”
Fifteen minutes later P.J.Mara Charlie Haughey’s right hand man ushered them into the Boss’s office. 

Haughey stood up from behind his desk to greet them. He bowed respectfully while keeping the palms of his hands pressed down on the table, a position not conducive to shaking hands she noticed. Brendan smiled a touch to obsequiously she thought. Cora, who had met her fair share of Archbishops and Cardinals was comfortable with power and formality and bowed back respectfully. 

 “You’ll have to excuse my present surroundings, which let me assure you, are purely temporary.”  The challenging stare masked by the laconic smile gave off that legendary whiff of sulphur. He beckoned to them to sit down. 

Cora had heard all the stories about his lack of stature, the Saville Row suits, Charvais shirts, the gravely gravitas, the socialite mistress who had flung an expensive crocodile handbag he had gifted her into the Liffey in a tantrum, but she was still impressed in spite of herself.  

“Now to business.” 

As expected, he was well briefed. Gratifyingly familiar with the experiences in other jurisdictions, which had liberalised their abortion laws in response to hard cases, only to find out very quickly, that it was the thin end of the wedge.  

Twenty minutes later they left with a promise from the leader of the opposition, the man who would be Taoiseach (again), that he would support, and in Government, propose a referendum, to amend the constitution which would guarantee that abortion could never be introduced into Ireland. 

Outside Cora punched the air and hugged Brendan. 

“Jesus, Cora it was like meeting with the Mafia (he pronounced it maw-fee-a). ‘Mara – Cora Jackson and the Young Turk priest here want to protect the life of the unborn. They want to know whether Fianna Fail will be found wanting.’”. They laughed fuelled by the fact that they high on the improbability of it all.

LOOKING TIRED AND DRAWN, she stood on the doorstep, brown as a berry, arms folded a 20 pack of Silk Cut purple and a disposable bic lighter sticking out of her hand, Wayne standing alongside, her expression defiant.  No longer the beauty that you could see she had once been. She was still attractive mind, but four kids, a hankering for cod in batter, and twenty years of living with a psycho like Christy Clarke had taken their toll. Back then a pretty scouser in the inner city must have been as rare as an exotic bird.  

The glass of wine he had with Cora over their celebratory lunch had made him groggy and he had fallen asleep only to be woken by the doorbell. 

In the living room he went to turn off the television, but she gestured that it should be kept on for Wayne while they talked. One of his first initiatives was to start up a music class in the local national school. Fr. Peter, of course, had scoffed at the idea, but Wayne was his vindication. He played wonderful guitar and piano and with little bit of coaxing might be a prodigy. Brendan was giving one to one tuition free of charge. Seeing such an exciting talent develop was payment enough. 

 “It’s not right.” She paused. “Bastard.”  The thick scouse accent made it sound almost like a term of endearment. Her voice broke, and she hastily wiped a tear out of her eye.  “Sorry about the language father,” and she mustered a wry smile. 

“Well Deirdre these things often aren’t’t as bad as they seem”. 

“But, where do I stand Father, I need to know where I stand?” 

Melodrama had given way to petulance. She was at the end of her tether. She wanted answers. But they both already knew that it was the answers that were part of the problem. Canon law was clear. 

Despite her directness, he knew it would take a bit of time to get to the nub of it. She started on about how Maurice, he was 16 and her eldest was out of control, drinking and staying out all night. About how difficulty living with the four kids in a two bed flat. About the black mould on the walls of their flat. How the clothes were too damp to wear and it was a waste of tine to complain to the Corporation. 

The she turned her attention back onto her husband. 

Christy, Brendan already knew, didn’t’t work, at least in a conventional sense. He robbed - banks, payrolls, and supermarket takings were his favourite targets. Unusually, (most criminals in his experience were utterly inept) he was even very successful at it. But he never gave them a penny and squandered the proceeds on drink and betting on dogs and the horses.  A mean drunk he beat her regularly. 

After a decent interval the real bugbear emerged. Lately, it turned out, Christy had started staying out all night, and she couldn’t’t get a straight answer out of him. Strangely enough, Brendan thought, she would have stoically endured everything else, except his philandering. 

“The solicitor says that I can get a barring order and that the court can rule a separation agreement.”
“The solicitor says that does he? 

He said it lightly enough, but with admonishment too. It was happening more and more. Lawyers, politicians, media commentators, feminists, and even the social workers, relentlessly pushing their own secular agenda. And Brendan knew if the priest in the presbytery could not hold the line the game would be up very quickly. 

“Well I don’t know a huge amount about the law. But I do know that marriage is for better and for worse.”
“Fuck that Father – he is melting my brain.”
“Now, Deirdre, if you are asking me to given my blessing to breaking up your marriage, - It’s a non-starter.” He did not resent her profanity. He liked her feistiness. 

“Jesus H. Christ, so the next time he is sticking my head down the toilet, I just say that he is entitled to get away with it under God’s law.”
Again, the answer was perfectly clear. She should call the gardai. However, the last time he had given that advice, the errant husband had called around, and told him that if he ever stuck his nose into his business again, then priest or no priest, he would break every single bone in his body.  

“The Church runs a perfectly good counselling service.” 

She snorted. Brendan felt ashamed, as he had really only suggested it as a way to avoid answering her question. 

“Look Father,” and here she looked over at Wayne, before theatrically leaning over to talk in a tone that was all confidential. Wayne was sitting on the stool, shoulders hunched, hands clasped together down between his thighs, chewing gum and watching television. Brendan had no doubt, that he had heard ever word so far. Whatever was she going to say that could be any worse than anything than had gone before? 

“Orla is developing. Wayne is sharing her room. The two older boys are kipping in the living room. I caught Christy coming out of her room twice in the last week. With drink on him, if he wants to do anything, he is unstoppable.” She paused on the word “anything” for emphasis.

“Yes, well - That’s an appalling state of affairs. But it’s not enough to bring about the dissolution of your marriage.”
“What about an annulment? I was sixteen, pregnant, fucked up, scared out of my wits.”
“Well, maybe if you had made that case a little after the marriage. But what is it now, twenty years?”
Brendan saw them to door.  It was ten past six - if he legged it he could still get the seven o’clock showing of the movie The Deer Hunter. 
“Wayne is doing a grand job serving mass.”
“Let me tell you Father, that one is my future. Wayne is as bright.” She spoke with that unmistakeable pride which a mother reserves when talking about her favourite.

Wayne stood there all bashful, but it was natural and not in the least coquettish. It was one of the qualities that made him such a likeable kid. That he could smile at all, in the environment in which he was living, was a testament to the resilience of human nature he thought.

Chapter Two 

LARRY PUT DOWN his book and pulled the curtain back to grab the last bit of light. 

Martin had had celebrated doing his Leaving, by kicking his schoolbooks around the bedroom. One hit the wall with such force it almost split in two and loose leaves scattered everywhere. Larry picked up the inside page which said: “Animal Farm - a fairy story”. 

The title whetted his curiosity enough to reunite the pages, and to bring it up to his own bedroom, where he promptly forgot about it. Until yesterday. He had been reading it ever since. 

The evening was muggy, the sheets sticky, and he was restless. Tomorrow, he was going on holidays, to Cornfields, the farm owned by Uncle Jack and Aunt Cora. On his own. Eddie was in the Gaeltacht. Martin was working a six day week in a peanut factory in Eindhoven in Holland to save money for college. 

Even though Uncle Jack had never lifted a finger to them, and never would, they were all still a bit afraid of him, even Martin.  Uncle Jack had studied in Berlin before the War and, and had once shook hands with Hitler, who was out on the hustings. Dad said - only half joking, - that it was a matter of some debate, by those who had witnessed the event, as to who was in more in awe of who.

Last summer a leveret had come into the yard, and scurried for cover under a milk pail covering a culvert. The galder he had let off, when Larry tried to lift the pail, might have been the only one directed at him over the entire holiday, but the memory of it still crushed him. 

The mere sight of Charlie Haughey, the latest IRA bombing, or news coverage of the 

hunger strike was enough to catapult him into a rage. It would precipitate an angry outburst, which inevitably activated a nervous tic, and he would be forced to pause in mid-sentence, while facial muscles involuntarily twitched pulling his cheeks in. That such anger was politically motivated, was a nuance lost on a ten year old boy. 

Jack and Cora drank a glass of wine every night with their evening meal, but Dad said that was only because he had read an article in the Sunday Times magazine that said red wine thinned the blood. And every September, once the harvest was in, he hitched his 14ft caravan to their car and the pair of them headed off to the South of France for a month. 

But there was still something parsimonious about him. Larry reckoned that it was much for this reason, as him being a protestant, that Martin gave him the nickname Calvin. It stuck till the day he died.

AS BRENDAN WALKED out onto the street, he squinted as his eyes readjusted to the fading evening light. The first hour showed a bunch of guys on a deer hunt and no detail was too mundane to be excluded. Then in a single frame the action switched to Vietnam, and some of the guys were being tortured by the Viet Cong, and then forced to play Russian roulette for their entertainment. The sudden change from the idyllic had underlined the barbarity of the war. 

There were pretty women everywhere wearing short skirts and high heels to show off their impossibly long legs. The last week had been a mini heat wave and many sported tans that were still tinged with sunburn. A man stepped into to his path from the laneway between Arnotts and Independent House. Brendan saw a pool of urine carried by the camber of the ground trickling onto the street. He saw a girl standing outside the newsagent, pale and upset. She noticed him staring and looked at him suspiciously. Up to that point he had been on the verge of asking was she okay, but held back for fear that his inquiry would be treated with hostility.

Saturday night was always a great night to go into town. There was always a great air of expectation waiting at the bus stop. You would see all the girls from the estate dressed to the nines, on their own if they were meeting a chap, or in groups of two or three if going out together. Brendan used to go out with a few of the lads to Mulligans in Poolbeg St. or maybe to O’Neills in Suffolk St where it was more of a student crowd. At quarter past eleven there was the crux of whether to run for the last bus or to chance that there would be a party going. It had been great fun in the beginning, but it took a while to realise that the sense of anticipation which lay ahead at the beginning of the night was rarely realised in practice.  

These days, on the three Saturdays out of four, when Brendan wasn’t serving evening mass, he liked to go to the pictures in the Adelphi cinema and then go to the Oval bar on Middle Abbey St. for a pint. The seminary had encouraged students to work during the summer to cultivate their vocational skills. And so Brendan had got a job in the Oval. It was poorly paid, but in addition to as much drink as he could down after closing time, there was a never ending supply of movie passes as all the ushers drank there – a perk which was still ongoing.
The All-Ireland Hurling semi-final was on tomorrow and there were little bands of supporters decked out in their team’s colours walking around the streets. The sense of gaiety which it would ordinarily have brought was dampened down by the fact that to a man they wore black armbands to show their support for the hunger strike. The GAA had never forgotten its republican roots. It was a hotbed for what Brendan called the sneaking regarders, people who tacitly supported the IRA’s campaign of murder under the guise of freedom fighting. 
Murder is murder is murder Thatcher had famously remarked.  This was the new battle line. Thatcher had not conceived the criminalisation policy. But she was an enthusiastic supporter. It started five years ago with the withdrawal of “special category status” for newly convicted IRA and INLA men. Eight blocks configured in the shape of an H were constructed. Known as the H Blocks they very quickly came to be seen as a living embodiment of British oppression. The term H Block even sounded unjust, in the way that incarcerated, sounded so much more unfair than imprisoned. Aerial photographs of the jail were much used by the republican propaganda machine to emphasise the point.  

The prisoners were determined to win back political status. First they refused to wear prison clothes. They covered themselves with a blanket. The blanket men then went on dirty protest, refusing to wash and smearing their excrement on the cell walls. They grew their hair long to the waist, their teeth went yellow and their breath was fetid. They had the appearance of cavemen. Once a week they were forcibly bathed by prison officers with power hoses. Some screws used a nailbrush to scrub their testicles, anus and face in that order. 

Last year Brendan Hughes had proposed the first hunger strike. Ninety men volunteered and he chose six, one IRA man from each county and one member of the INLA. After 53 days Thomas McKearney went into a coma. The Brits made some watery proposals which were hastily accepted before anything was committed to writing. Hughes biggest regret was that he had promised McKearney that he would not let him die. There were no promises the second time round. 
They would all go the distance until such time as Thatcher complied with their five demands – the right to free association, to wear their own clothes, not to do prison work, more visits and educational facilities, and restoration of loss of remission.    

Bobby Sands went first. Every week he was joined by another volunteer. The phased introduction of new volunteers was designed to create windows of opportunity between each prisoner which might be used to maximise negotiating power. In April Sands was elected in Fermanagh-South Tyrone as a MP to Westminster. Naively, many people thought, that as he was now an MP, Thatcher would not allow him to die. He died on the 5th of May. And they had been going down like flies ever since then. 

As he reached the top of Middle Abbey St. he saw Willie sitting on the steps of Eason’s. Head characteristically down, he was supporting himself off one of the pillars. Two empty naggings of whiskey, with the tops screwed on, were neatly stacked behind the column. He clasped a baby power tightly in his hand. Willie was a small wiry man in his fifties, and all in all, Brendan thought, looked remarkably good, for someone who lived on a steady diet of hard liquor, tobacco and burgers. 

“How’s it going, Willie?”  

“Fine, Brendan, do you like being a priest?” The curiosity in his voice was genuine. 

“I like it just fine, Willie.”
“I don’t believe in God.” He said it matter-of-factly. There was no disrespect. 

“Well Willie, we all get a bit of that. It comes and it goes.”
“I never believed in God. And at this stage I don’t suppose I ever will.”
“Never say never, Willie.”
Not once had he lifted his head. Silence indicated the conversation had run its course. 

MUM HAD MADE him go to bed early on account of the early start. He was glad of his book.

The idea that he was reading a book on the Leaving Cert syllabus made him feel 

all grown up. Also he knew Uncle Jack would approve and he wanted that validation.

But that wouldn’t have got him beyond the first ten pages if it wasn’t a good story. The old boar Major, called together all the animals, to tell them about his dream, in which the animals had overthrown Farmer Jones and run the farm for themselves. And that was just what they did. They all worked just as hard, but now it was for each other. Except for Millie that was, a vain little filly, who wanted to parade around all the time in frilly ribbons. 

But gradually the finely balanced axis of power tilted towards two pigs Napoleon and Snowball.  There was subtle rewriting of the rules: “All animals are equal”, was modified, by the addition”that some are more equal than others”. The less intelligent animals, like the sheep, were encouraged simply to bleat: “Four Legs Good Two Legs Bad.” 

Napoleon then ran Snowball off the farm and imposed a regime that was every bit as tyrannical as the one run by Jones. 

The other animals did not like what was happening but were afraid to speak out. 

Larry rejoiced when the animals repelled Jones and his men in the battle of the Cowshed. He thought Snowball’s ambitious plan (which Napoleon at first had opposed, and then later stole as his own) to build a mill for electricity which could be used to heat their stalls was ingenious, and he willed Boxer, the old carthorse along every step of the way, as he lugged boulder after boulder up the hill, and then let them roll down so to break into smaller pieces.  

BRENDAN SAT UP at the counter and ordered a bottle of Heineken.  Except for the caricatures of the Indo hacks (past and present), which covered every inch of wall space, the Oval was an ugly bar. It was all Formica counter tops, lino tiles and sticky carpet. Even the journalists only drank there because it was next door to the paper. It was good for gossip, and there was always a buzz whenever there was a big breaking story. The headlines for tomorrow’s paper mind were already written. Mickey Devine was unlikely to last the night and he would be the front page lead.
Irish History was taught gently enough at least in the beginning. The children learned about the exploits of  Cuchulainn, the Children of Lir and the adventures of Oisin in Tir Na  Nog.  But then the images of Strongbow, Cromwell, the persecution of the Catholic faith under Poynings Law, the famine and the 1916 rising were emblazoned on their mind in national school where History was seen as a way of building patriotic national character. It was a crude form of programming designed to ensure that the eight hundred years of repression endured at the hand of the old enemy became part of the national psyche.  
But up close it wasn’t like that and didn’t live up to the mythology. 

A brother of one of the seminarians who was in the RUC Reserve had been gunned down by the IRA. Brendan had gone to the house to pay his respects. His young widow was inconsolable. The house was on a quiet road in the countryside Brendan had stood behind the three foot breeze block wall, at the back of the house, where the IRA active service unit had lain in wait. The dead man went with his wife and three young kids to his mother in law for dinner, on a Sunday and always got home for eight. As soon as he got out of the car, three men stood up from behind the wall and shot him practically from point blank rage. He was gone before he even hit the ground. Such operations were reported breathlessly in An Phoblacht Republican News as the brave actions of IRA volunteers. The sudden appearance of the balaclavaed execution squad, always struck him as ghoulish. The image of the men wasting away was a powerful one but for him the image of the execution squad was always going to be a more striking.
But was any of this was really surprising? Ambivalence was at the core of the Irish State. Behind all the romanticism of the struggle against the imperialist colonial power the Free State had been more oppressive than the Brits would every have dared. In the 1930a the State set up military courts to try and condemn to death by hanging the same republicans who had been eulogised a decade earlier as having fought for Irish freedom. The Courts were not even presided over by judges and the rules of evidence such as they were, made the current lots complaints about Diplock Courts and our own Special Criminal Court tame indeed. In a move that would have left Thathcer breathless, the military courts handed out the death sentences in over 40 cases. Many of them under a Fianna Fail Government led by De Valera. Nor was were any catfarting American style besieging the Courts with petitions or pleas for clemency. The President of the High Court, Gavin Duffy, of blueshirt fame, had refused point blank to even conduct an inquiry into the lawfulness of the detention of an inmate on Irish death row.  Nor was this ancient history. In 1972 the year he had done his Leaving the remains of Frank Stagg, who had died on hunger strike in an English jail were brought home for burial. The manner in which the authorities had policed the funeral was more heavy-handed than the funerals taking place in the north at the moment. And moreover, no one batted an eyelid. 
He would wager that most Fianna Fail supporters under 40 were blissfully unaware of the military courts which De Valera had operated with such clinical efficiency The Civil war rivalries and politics of the 1920s lived on. In contrast this phase was taboo. It wasn’t an easy thing to forget, and one would have thought given the attitude of the surviving family members would have been allowed forget. Not that such collective amnesia was unusual. In Spain, where 200,000 had been killed in the civil war and another 100,000 disappeared they called the el pacto del olvido, the pact of forgetting.  Sometimes shameful things were buried so deep they never got spoken about. But you didn’t need to be a psychoanalyst to know that persons or nations engaged in that were neurotic. 
Besides, the strike had been cynically exploited by the Adams, Mc Guinness et al. The IRA Army Council regarded the strike as a distraction from the military campaign and was vehemently opposed. But then seeing the nerve it touched, and its concurrent propaganda value, it had ruthlessly wrung every last drop out of it. 

Willie appeared at the service hatch looking for another baby power. Brendan noticed that the barman, who was new, was a bit off hand with him, and this made him Brendan angry. 

Willie was no beatnik. Willie had once been head waiter in the Russell hotel, where it was said, he had been on very good terms with Charlie Haughey Brian Lenihan and the Irish Times political correspondent John Healy among others.. Folklore said they practically lived in the place so Brendan reckoned that was probably true.

On Tuesdays, when Willie got his labour, he would get drop down comatose drunk. The rest of the week he sat at various vantage points around the city, head down, cap out collecting odds. 

Morning times, once Willie got a cure, he was all chat, but even at that hour he hung his head low. 

As the day wore on, and he got more whiskey into him, he would get obstreperous and it wasn’t safe to give him any more.  

Only then, would he actually come into the bar proper. It fell on Brendan, or one of the other staff, to see him off the premises. Invariably he would drop to the floor, and crawl to the door shouting that he was being treated worse than a dog. The real sad thing was that in his head this was real.
He drank up and then bought Willie 40 Rothmans and a burger. Willie immediately stuck the smokes into his pocket but did not otherwise acknowledge the delivery. 

“What do you reckon about the H Blocks Willy?”
“You’ll never beat the Provos”.

“Thatcher won’t capitulate!”
“That’s why they’ll win. Down the line.”
“How do you think Charlie will come out of it?”
“Smelling of roses. But even Charlie won’t beat the Provos.
THE PICTURE OF the ol’ carthorse Boxer struggling to his feet, looking through the rear window of the horsebox, as the other animals ran down the farmyard after him in a panic, was one he could not get out of his head. 

Boxer built the first mill virtually single-handedly, only to see it blown down in a fierce storm. Then, he built another which was blown up by a rival farmer jealous of the achievement. Undeterred, Boxer announced that he would only work harder. In the third attempt he collapsed with exhaustion. 

Napoleon told them that Boxer was going to the veterinary hospital. But Benajamin, the curmudgeonly old Mule, who was one of the few animals who had learned to read, saw the writing on the van. The animals ran down the yard after the horsebox shouting that Boxer was sold to the knackers. 

That was when Boxer struggled to his feet, and for a few brief moments, his face was visible to them. In his hey day Boxer would have kicked the box apart. But now mustering all his failing strength he could only manage a couple of feeble kicks. 

Larry felt Boxer’s sense of betrayal at being taken away from all his friends as if it were his own. He was not a sissy and did not cry for nothing. And certainly not over something he read in a book. But he couldn’t help himself.
Chapter Three
.

Brendan awoke to the sound of metal bin lids being banged on the ground. The digital clock blazed in red neon 5:57. The noise meant Mickey Devine had died in the last few minutes. “May the Lord have mercy on your soul”, he said aloud. He got up, went to the window, pulled back the curtains and looked, into the flats below. 

There was about thirty people altogether, mostly women, kneeling on the ground, the lids clasped in their hands like shields. 
He silently mouthed the names: Bobby Sands, Francis Hughes, Raymond Mc Creesh, Patsy O’Hara, Martin Hurson, Joe Mc Donnell, Kieran Doherty, and Thomas Mc Elwee. Their death certificates recorded cause of death as starvation. The Iranians had already named the street in Teheran, where the British Embassy was situated as Booby Sands St. But outside of Sands, who was assured of iconic status, how many would he be able to name his compatriots in ten or twenty years? Not too many was his guess. People remembered Thomas Mc Sweeney the former Lord Mayor of Cork who had fasted to death in 1905. But the three others who died with him barely registered a footnote in the history books and were anonymous as far as the general public was concerned. 

Mickey Devin was the tenth hunger-striker to die and the announcement of each death in this way was now a ritual.

He saw Wayne in the middle of them tapping a hurl off a wall. Another kid stepped forward and tried to prise the hurl from him. Brendan could see the determined look of resistance on Wayne’s face.  

The intensity of the banging was growing. On a Sunday when the city was so quiet the sound would travel for miles. 

The practice had originated in west Belfast in the 1970s, as an early warning system against British Army raids. Now, it had been resurrected, not just to mark a death, but as a form of post hypnotic cue, to call the masses to riot. And no doubt even now, in Belfast and Derry they had already responded, wreaking havoc, under the watchful eye of the IRA, who cynically misrepresented the mayhem, as spontaneous demonstrations of popular support. The reality was that the Provos had stockpiles of petrol bombs, nail bombs and youths, all on standby ready to be choreographed on the banging of a bin lid. 

And dozens of TV crews obligingly beamed it around the world. 

Brendan admired Maggie Thatcher’s resolve, but any fool, even a street drunk like Willie, could see that her dismissal of the strikers, as criminals starving themselves to death, was playing right into the IRA’s hands - turning thugs and non-entities into martyrs. Bobby Sands had already been elected to the House of Commons. The re-election of a Sinn Fein candidate, Owen Carron, in the bye election after Sands died, showed that it wasn’t a one off. In the south Kieran Doherty and Paddy Agnew had won seats in the Dail. 

Here, in Dublin, Sinn Fein might control enclaves like St. Teresa’s Gardens and Fatima Mansions, but the banging of the lids was as good as it got, and was no more than a symbolic gesture, albeit he had to admit a powerful one. The scarcity of work, ignominy of their living conditions and the day to day frustration of always being short, fermented into a vague anti-authoritarianism but it was unchanelled. And would remain so. The kids were too busy swapping drink for heroin. There were no visionaries. Just a growing army of junkies, robbing all round to feed their habit, their ranks already decimated by a new deadly virus called AIDS.  Lately the IRA had starting flexing its muscle by evicting a couple of two bit drug peddlers. It cut the head of the weed but did not go to the roots. 
The banging was winding down now. 

By now the kids were playing soccer with a tennis ball. Wayne dribbled round three players, and now just had the keeper to beat. His body leaned one way, his foot tapped the other. It all happened so quickly that the keeper was rooted to the spot without time to dive even the wrong way. In celebration Wayne ran out flanked by his team mates, arms aloft swinging first to the left, while his hips swung to the right, and then vice versa. The exuberance of the movement had a dance like rhythm about it, and for a few moments transcended the boy out of the drabness of his surroundings. 
LARRY AND HIS Da were stopped at the lights right outside the flats. . 

“You are seeing a bit of history there. Commit it to your memory”
“Dad, let me tell you, the kid the one that scored that goal, - I will remember him long after I have forgotten a bunch of auld ones banging bin lids.” 

The lights turned green which spared him a lecture. 

At the station Dad went off to buy his ticket and he waited at the barrier.
The ticket-checker was leaned up against the door frame of his booth. Unshaven, and bleary-eyed he looked like he wanted to be any other place than checking tickets for the 6.35am mainline Dublin to Cork train. 

Larry was only travelling as far as Naas, which was the nearest town to Cornfields. He dug his hand deep into his pocket for the umpteenth time, to run his hand over the crisp tenner Mam had slipped him just as he was getting into the car. That was another good thing about this holidaying on your own lark: you got to manage your own money. 

All the shops and cafes, except for the little newspaper kiosk, were still closed. Later, the station would be teeming with culchies returning to Dublin after spending the weekend at home. 

Now, there wasn’t a sinner. 

Dad returned with his ticket and a can of Coke, a Catch bar, and Goal magazine. 

He handed him his ticket and shook hands with him. That too made him feel all grown up.  

“Tell Cora to give us a ring when you arrive.” 

All week Mam was on the phone to Cora, fretting that he might be bored. Maybe Eddie or Martin. But not him. Every day he was up at first light (the only clock he ever used or needed) to help milk the cows. After breakfast he would feed the pigs and the cats and dogs. He would take Ricky the border-collie for a walk up the fields. The heifers would be calving. Sheep would be shorn. Afternoons would be spent over in the Robinsons riding horses. And at the weekends there would be gymkhanas. Last years he had won two first places rosettes. The combine had to be got ready for the harvest. There were a million and one things to do. 

Larry loved every moment on the farm. 

And his Aunt Cora. 

The checker clicked a neat round little hole in the corner of his ticket and handed it back to him. 

Larry kept walking up the platform until he found a no-smoking carriage. Dad was still standing at the barrier, smiling, a little uncertainly, Larry thought. The look unsettled him, but only for as long as it took to stick his bag in the rack, and spread out his goodies. The carriage brightened up once they left the station. He drank his coke and read his magazine. As the train got closer to Cork it would undoubtedly pick up more passengers. But for the moment he had the carriage all to himself. 
CORA TOOK ONE last look around. The attic was the boys' favourite bedroom, and usually went to Martin. But as Larry was on his own this year it was all his. The house was over two hundred years old, and the low eaves, exposed beams, and polished oak floorboards gave it a real den feeling. It had the best view of the Cornfields. The farm had got its name, from four fields, in which corn and wheat had been grown for as long as anyone could remember. The land around the fields was undulating, and sloped gently upwards away from the road and in the summer time their golden hue could be seen for miles around. In the distance she saw Jack heading up to check on Maisie who was just about to calf.

Downstairs, she put on her Wellingtons and headed down to the back field to take a look at Maisie for herself. Cornfields comprised almost two hundred acres of some of the most arable land in the county. It was a mixed farm – dairy, cattle and sheep alongside wheat barley and maize. It was a sizeable holding, but not so big, that they didn’t have pet names for some of the more long-standing animals. 

Cora was from Newbridge and was really a townie. 

They met at the annual Macra na Feirme dinner dance in the Gresham Hotel in 1942. At six foot four in a tux, his balding pate, and his habit of chomping at the bit in conversation, he must have looked a bit like a nervous Ming the Merciless. At five feet nothing she passed for petite. She was dyed in the wool Fianna Fail, Jack a blueshirt. They ate roast chicken and turnip for the main course. There was custard made from fresh eggs. Food rationing was at full tilt and it was all quite extravagant. 

Jack wanted to marry straight off. Her mother insisted that she finish off her degree. At thirty-six Jack had seventeen years on her. It was his religion though, not his age, or whether she would do anything with her degree that worried her parents. Jack converted in anticipation of the children they never had. Cora was proud that it was no lip service conversion either. He already had a good understanding of the scriptures in the way educated Protestants did. But he took special instruction in Catholic dogma. He was a big supporter of Vatican 11, and did the readings at mass every Sunday. 

She taught for a while. Even though he did not complain she knew Jack disapproved. When she was ready, she gave it up to work on the farm. In time, it was Cora who knew which was the best ram to service the ewes, what crops would grow best in which field, and could always pick the best working dog from a litter.  

They also ran an open house. Each month they made a contribution by direct debit to the Kitegan Missions towards the cost of recruiting and training for ordination young men in Nigerian and Kenya. From time to time, the brighter prospects came to Ireland for special instruction from the Order. Many availed of the hospitality of the Cornfields. The tranquillity of the surroundings was much remarked upon. Cora and Jack, missed out not having children, and the missionary priests were in their own way surrogates. 
Jack liked to think of himself as a progressive farmer.  Cora always smiled to herself whenever he made the claim. It was true that he was one of the first farmer’s to grow Maize and rapeseed (and to run his tractor off the oil he produced from it). He also bought the first combine harvester in the area, and now cut all his neighbour’s crops. Financially, there was no return, but it gave him a certain standing. He was always testing out some new- fangled idea he had read up about in the agricultural journals. But he wasn’t what you would call commercially or practically minded. Cora didn’t mind. If anything it was this lack of practicality that endeared him to her. Outside the farm he acted in, and in latter years directed, various productions in the local amateur drama group, and he had played a big part in transforming it into one of the most successful troupes in the country.

They worked themselves hard rather than the farm hard and were self sufficient. Cora was big into her antiques and was always in the auction rooms. She did a bit of buying and selling on the side. They were what you would call gentleman farmers. 

After Ireland went into the EEC in 1972 the value of land soared. Lots of his contemporaries had sold out for big prices to so-called super farmers, investors who were buying big tracts of land and then hiring managers to run them for profit just like any other type of business. Some of his friends had taken out big loans to modernise their own holding, so that they could take full advantage of the guaranteed prices under the Common Agricultural Policy. Jack disapproved of price guarantees. He saw the butter mountains and wine lakes as the inevitable consequence of such naked distortion of market forces. But more fundamentally he thought that any regime which paid men not to work by subsidies was immoral. It did not do so out of any altruism and would ultimately only benefit the rich and powerful. So he had not borrowed. Had not sold up. Now he was glad. The last few years there had been a recession, the banks were foreclosing, and you couldn’t give away some farms. Money was never their thing. His family owned the land for generations and he wouldn’t have willingly parted with a blade of grass. 

At seventy-six he was in rude good health but there were signs. The TV blared at full volume, and even then, he was always nodding off. During the damp weather he complained of arthritis in his elbow and knee joints and numbness in his feet.
Politically, Jack was the opinionated one but Cora was the activist. Her father had stood for Fianna Fail in the first elections after the foundation of the State. She had sat up on the truck outside mass, and listened to her father make speeches. The fire in her belly, ignited by those addresses, had never been extinguished.

Cora was secretary of the local Fianna Fail cumainn, and was an expert on proportional representation and local voting patterns. She had been director of elections in the constituency for last three elections. But she did not have a profile outside the party. She was happiest in a smoke filled backroom plotting and planning strategy. 

The effect of the EEC wasn’t confined to CAP – it was all pervasive. There were new battles to be fought. In the last few months Cora had been instrumental in setting up the Pro Life movement. The power to make laws went beyond the Oireachtas now, and she, and lots of others like her, feared that the faceless bureaucrats in Brussels would bring abortion in through the back door. These civil servants talked of the right to uniformly avail of, and supply, services within the community.  The description of an abortion as a service always struck Cora as obscene and always made her angry. 
When Cora got to the field Jack was already there looking at Maisie. 

“Is she ready?” she asked. He shrugged non-committedly. 

Cora lifted Maisie’s tail and put her hand up to see where the calf lay. 

“Any time soon”, was her considered pronouncement. “You better pick up the young fella.”
ASSISTANT CHIEF OFFICER, Peter Reynolds, stood in the driveway outside his house and admired his brand new Audi 80 motor car. The spearmint green metallic finish gave it a certain élan. He had parked the car leeside of the railway bridge for shelter. He pressed the remote and heard the satisfying click of the locks falling into place. Peter liked his gizmos, and the remote had been the clincher on the deal. There had to be some compensations, working eight days a week in a shit hole like Mountjoy Prison doing endless overtime, permanently surrounded by scumbags. 

Peter had just finished a week of nights, and was running on autopilot. That was probably why, initially anyway, he was only vaguely conscious of someone walking up behind him. He was just thinking that there was something inappropriate, about the closeness of the contact, when he saw a bright yellow-gloved hand cover his mouth, followed almost immediately by a searing pain rushing from his groin. His brain initially supplied him with the useless information, that it was a marigold glove, the same type Eimear used when washing-up. The pain increased, and intensified so quickly, that he would have given anything to pass out. The hand over his mouth meant that he could not even get release by screaming. He looked down to the source of the pain and saw his attacker was squeezing his testicles with a device, appropriately known as nutcracker. They had one just like it in his cutlery drawer which he used once a year every Halloween night to open Brazilian nuts. Even through the excruciating pain, he felt himself gasping for breath, not just, or only caused by the hold his attacker had upon him, but by fear and panic. Fear as to what these men might do. Panic that yellow glove would castrate him and that he would never be able to have sex again.

It was probably only a second or two, at the most, before his body began to involuntarily spasm, but of course it seemed much longer. Next thing, he was bundled onto the ground. Yellow glove tied a gag around his mouth. That was quite unnecessary, he thought, as he was by now to petrified to cry out. 

There were three of them, all balied up. One was back heeling him right into his nuts. Oddly, even though this pain was also unbearable, it was offset by the relief he felt that yellow glove was no longer holding his balls in a vice grip. Another was cutting orange nylon cord with a Stanley knife, while yellow glove ordered, “cut his fucking prick off him”.  Back heel turned his attention to kicking him full force in the face. He felt his head whip lashing. But he still feared yellow glove’s threat to cut off his penis more. 

Their viciousness left him in no doubt they were well capable of it. The action would be performed in seconds, the cutter holding it up like a trophy, before throwing it onto his immaculately manicured front lawn. Yellow glove stamped his size nine down hard on his mouth. There wasn’t a pick on him and he was full of wiry aggression. Immediately his mouth filled with blood, and bits of shattered teeth. The gag prevented him spitting out the fragments. He was choking and he was sure he was going to die. He could tell from the feel of his tongue on his lip that his mouth was all swollen. 

Yellow glove dragged him by the back of his shirt out onto the street and over to his new car. Orange cord man tied him to the door handle. He felt a hot sticky viscous liquid on his head, which ran down his face and onto his clothes and onto the roof of the car. It was black as ink. For a terrible second he thought it might be boiling oil. Orange cord, who was clearly the logistics man, had a green plastic bucket in his hand, which he could see contained something white. He heard the sound of a train passing over the bridge. He saw a boy leaning out of the window of the carriage door. He used to do this as himself as a kid, even though his mother had forbade it. It was strange the useless thoughts that crossed his mind at a time like this. Orange Cord threw the contents straight at him. Peter steeled himself for the impact but it never came. The stuff came out into the air as if in slow motion. Hundreds of tiny goose feathers hit him in the face. 
Yellow Glove held up a white piece of cardboard so that he could read the inscription. “ACO Reynolds – prison abuser”. He then looped it around his neck, and for good measure, fixed it onto his geansai with a staple gun. Peter’s first reaction was to point out the grammatical error. Orange cord produced a camera, and back heel and yellow glove posed for a photograph. 

Peter then realised that he had just been tarred and feathered. It used to be a favourite tactic of the Provos, when outing informers or discouraging girls from dating British soldiers. This picture would be passed around pubs, probably make its way into the tabloids, screaming indignant outrage, but getting off, on making public the obscenity and private hell of this moment. Peter felt ashamed and humiliated, and this feeling was compounded by the thought, that there would be plenty in the prison, even among his own staff, who would say that he had bought this on himself. 

Yellow Glove then leaned close enough for him to smell the stale cigarette smoke on his breath. He lifted up his balaclava, so that Peter could see his face “Take a good look at that fuckface. It might be the last thing you never see.”   He heard the sound of a couple of high-powered bikes racing off and then silence. 

The morning air was still. You could tell that it was gearing up to be a scorcher. He could feel the tar congealing in his hair. And see it on his brand new car. The sweet cloying smell was giving him a headache. It was an hour before his next door neighbour Brian Hennessey who was going to an early mass found him. When Peter saw the look of shock on Brian’s face he burst into tears. 

LARRY WAS DISSAPPOINTED to see that Cora wasn’t there to pick him up. 

 “Maisie is going to calf.” Jack said by way of explanation. 

“You’re shooting up young fella.” 
It was true. He had sprouted four inches over the winter. But Uncle Jack said that every year.   

How was your journey?” 

“I saw a man throwing a bucket of feathers over this guy. He looked a right mess”. Larry couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice. 

“Where?”
“Below in the housing estate under the bridge just outside the town.”
“Sure it was feathers?”
“Yeah. I am. The train slows right down going over the bridge.”
“I wonder what that was that all about?” Larry was pleased. It was quite rare for Jack to become engaged with things said by a ten year old. 

“It was weird. One of them was wearing yellow rubber gloves. 

“Maybe they were making a film.” Jack suggested.

But he dismissed that explanation as quick as he advanced it. Tax incentives had meant that a lot more production companies were using Ireland as a location.  They often did some shooting in the area and used members of the Kildare Players as extras. Invariably nothing moved in the area without him getting to hear about it. 

“I didn’t see any camera crew,” Larry said as if he had picked up on his doubts. 

“Probably, young fella’s out on a stag or something like that”. 

Larry still wasn’t convinced but thought better of arguing with Jack.  

Chapter Four
THE SEVEN- THIRTY NEWS bulletin reported that a 16 year old youth from the Divis flats in Belfast was critically ill, after he had been shot in the face with a plastic bullet. The RUC and British Army were blaming each other while maintaining the ultimate responsibility rested on the rioters. Buses had been hijacked and set alight. For the next few hours large parts of the city would be no-go areas. 

At twenty seven Brendan was still very excited about being a priest. Since he had come to the parish two years ago he had worked tirelessly to try and make the Church more relevant to parishioners. Since he had come to the parish two years ago he had devoted his considerable energy to a mission to make the church relevant. He set up committees, to deal with issues as diverse as marital breakdown, single mothers, money lending, joyriding, and meals on wheels and a pilot scheme which organised volunteers to make sure that every person over seventy five was visited once a fortnight. Two nights a week he visited the hospice. He was a good listener and comfortable around illness, and they were always glad to see him. 

But in truth his favourite part of the week was the weekly homily. 

Maynooth which had once been exclusively for seminarians was now open to all. eThe secularisation of the University only mirrored the changes which were going on all round. And to a man he was against them. He participated in the very lively college debates on the burning social issues of contraception, abortion and homosexuality. As a result he was often invited as a panellist onto current affairs programmes on radio and television. 

When Brendan was ordained he had assumed that he would be put to work in some area of the Diocese where policy was formulated, or in the Theology faculty in the college

Somebody clearly reckoned he was in need of a little humility. And so he had been sent here instead.

Whoever this person was clearly didn’t know him. Sure, his family was well off, and had grown up in affluent surroundings. But, he actually had zero interest in material things. But taken away from intellectual stimulation he wilted. And intellectually this place was a desert. 

Most of his parishioners thought Mickey Devine was a martyr. The fact was that the strikers had willed their own deaths, and been allowed to die with a greater dignity than many of their victims was overlooked.  The power lay in the deed itself. He went back over his speaking notes, keywords, just to remind him where he was going. He always left room for spontaneity. Often he found the best lines came to him on his feet. 

Just then, Brendan heard Fr. Peter rushing down the stairs.  It was ten to eight, and as usual, Peter was up against the clock. Three weeks out of four Fr. Peter served the eight and nine masses. Brendan did the ten, half-eleven and evening mass. As the junior man Brendan did not object. If anything, he relished the extra responsibility and the opportunity to celebrate mass before bigger crowds. It was the fact that immediately after he did his nine o’clock, Fr. Peter was half way down the South Circular Road, before some of the old biddies were even off church grounds. And wouldn’t return to the presbytery until the early hours. 

Where was the spirituality in that?  

Peter picked up one of Brendan’s crusts and spread it thickly with butter and popped it into his mouth. Brendan could not conceal his disgust 

“It’s alright Padre.” Peter cupped his hands piously. “Bless me father for I have sinned. I ate some crumbs from a rich boys table and did not observe the hours fast before celebrating the Eucharist. Absolution, please.” 

He made for the door. 

“Eh, before you go, I was wondering, maybe, you could do a meet and greet on the steps at my masses. Mickey Devine died last night, and it would be a good time.”
“I have been meeting my parishioners all week. I am not one of those Sunday priests.” The tone was light, gently mocking, bordering facetious.  

“It’s just, - things are moving. The Church is dead in the water if we don’t interface.”
“The Church has survived very well for two thousand years thank you.”
Sub-text: We were all getting on perfectly fine before you arrived. 

“And will continue to do for a very long time.”
Meaning: We will be just fine after you are gone too. 

WAYNE WAS IN the kitchen when he heard the front door open. 

Immediately, Ma let a roar:

“And what time do you call this?” Wayne liked that his Ma spoke with the same accent as Cilla Black. He looked at his watch. It was twenty past ten. 

Without answering, Da sat down in the chair in the corner to read his Sunday World. Ma stood in front of him, her right foot slightly bent and stroking it off the ground, a bit like a bull getting ready to charge. Except it would really be more like a Jack Russell going for a Rhino. 

“Well?”
“Fuck off woman.” 

She pulled the paper out of his hands. Wayne winced. They say that there is an invisible arc around the mouth of a dog, when it’s eating, that once invaded provokes, an immediate involuntary snap. Da instantaneously reached out and grabbed her by the hair. He then used both his legs to kick her on the ankles until she lost her balance and fell to her knees. He had not even moved out of his seat. He gripped her hair tight and pulled it in close to the seat. She bit hard and deep into the fleshy calf of his leg. His Da barely grunted. He tightened his grip. Wayne saw tufts of hair on the ground. 

“I told you woman. Fuck off.”
“I want to know where you were.”
“What part of fuck off do you not understand?”
“The part that says I am entitled to know what fuckin’ floozy you’re screwing.”
He stood up and walked across the living room pulling her in his wake by the hair. He pushed her down close to the ground so that she had to use her hands to stop herself falling over. 

“You don’t fuckin’ ask me anything. Capiche?”
Her breathing was coming quick and very loud now. Wayne prayed that she wasn’t going to have an asthma attack. It was a matter of something approaching pride that she never vocalised any pain. The fights were punctuated only by the sound of the blows.
He stepped onto her hand and put all his weight on it. Still she did not utter a sound.

“I am going to let you up woman, and if there is one word out of you, I am going to batter yah. Understand?” He was the one roaring now. 

This wasn’t the first time he had seen Da clatter his Ma. But it was something he never got used to. The worst was last Christmas Eve. Da had arrived in at closing time full of vim and stout. Ma complained that he should have come home earlier for the kid’s sake. Without any further prompting he grabbed her left arm and used it as a lever to repeatedly bash her face into the doorframe. The actions were so mechanical he never even removed the fag from his mouth. 

Ma spent Christmas and New Years in the Meath Hospital. And when she got out, her jaw was wired, and she lived on Knorr soups and Birds custard for six weeks. Da said this was a great improvement. He said he had never known such peace and quiet. 

Same old, same old - or was it?  For one thing it wasn’t the middle of the night. Da wasn’t drunk. Ma was the attacker.

She went at him with closed fists. She didn’t land a single blow. He grabbed her by her wrists and propelled her hard into the wall on the other side of the room. To Wayne’s relief, he grabbed up his paper, and slammed the front door behind him. 

She curled up on the floor sobbing. Wayne took her hand and begged her to stop. She squeezed it but did not say anything. 

EVEN THOUGH HE KNEW it was working Brendan tapped the mic on the lectern out of habit. It gave back the reassuring thud. The seats were all full and there were people clustered around the back door and side porches. 

“Good morning.”  He spoke slowly and clearly. Delivery was as important as content Nerves fluttered until he got the first few lines out. 

“On Friday, Mickey Devine’s sister brought his two kids, Louise and Michael into the prison infirmary to say goodbye. She told friend that it was the hardest thing she has ever had to do. Over the previous few weeks she had noticed his knuckles getting thinner, his cheeks going sunken, his hearing and sight failing. Now he was blind. She took his hands and guided them onto the heads of his children. They didn’t even recognise the skeletal figure in the bed as their Dad.”
He paused to let the effect of the scene sink in. 

“At the end of the visit she stood at the door and looked back at her brother in the bed. She saw tears in his eyes.”
The congregation looked at him rapt and quizzical. 

“That is a haunting picture. Just the sort of black propaganda which the IRA is so adept at engineering. Or is it? You see, I can’t work out whether the image is for or against the strike? Sure, it makes the Brits look bad.  But the inability of the children to recognise their dying father, you might think is equally a potent symbol. 

“Outside the jail journalists maintain a presence that turns into a vigil with each impending death. Unsurprisingly, the Unionists are very unhappy at the level of attention the hunger-strike is attracting. Coverage which they say is at the expense of the victims of IRA violence. Peter Robinson, the deputy leader of the Democratic Unionist Party, was angrily denouncing Mickey Devines and the other striker’s actions as ‘a suicide stunt.’
“That is unfair. It takes courage to refuse food for sixty plus days. Courage to lie in a hospital bed with your organs failing to the point where your own child does not know you. Resolve to extract a promise from your loved ones not to interfere when you lapse into consciousness the first stage in the descent to death. But sometimes there is bravery and a determination of a different sort needed. The courage to realise that once a point has been made it is time to get down off the mountain. The resolve to go against the tide. 

“It was not for Mickey Devine, or those who follow in his footsteps, who have to find

that courage. That is for Mr. Adams and Mr. Mc Guinness. To have the courage to call a halt and end needless further suffering.

Mickey Devine. Ar Dheis de go raibh na hAnam.

Let us stand for the creed.” 

“I believe in God the father almighty who came down from heave and earth….”
The voices of the congregation joined in and carried the prayer. He read the prayers of the faithful but it barely registered with him. The Church needed to give a lead Brendan admired Fr. Denis Faul who had been quietly working behind the scenes, leaning on the families to take the men off the strike once they lost consciousness, on the basis that further deaths were not achieving anything.  Under his arms were wet. As he carried the wine to the altar to commence the offertory his nerve endings were coursing, awash in adrenaline. It was good to give direction. When he looked up at the congregation to start the consecration he saw row upon row of half empty pews. 

AS SOON AS they arrived, Larry went with Uncle Jack up the fields to relieve Aunt Cora.

Jack lathered his arm with soap, and inserted his arm up her to see if he could help the calf along. Maisie let off a long impatient moo.

“Ah she’ll come when she’s ready,” Jack said impatiently. “Watch her and give me a shout for when I am needed. I will be down in the cornfields.” 

Nothing happened, for what seemed like ages. Then, without warning, Maisie pushed, and then first the head, and then the front legs appeared. She let off a deep sustained moan. The calf was encased in a transparent fatty film. It always reminded Larry of the scene in the movie Invasion of the Body Snatchers, when they stumbled upon the cloned bodies of their friends in the final stages of transmogrification. 

Larry got hold of the legs as he had seen his brother Martin do, and leaned backwards. There was still no give. He was just about to go fetch Uncle Jack, when she gave another almighty push. Simultaneously, Larry pulled down with all his body weight on the legs and out the calf popped. Straight away Maisie began licking the sticky mucus in which her calf had been encased. He, - Larry saw that it was a he - was enjoying the sensation of the mother tongue on his pelt. Larry stroked his face gently with his knuckles. The calf looked up appreciatively. 

On the spur of the moment, Larry christened him Bo. 

Uncle Jack arrived and took charge. After Maisie finished cleaning him off, Jack tried to stand Bo up, but he kept falling down. The problem was his front legs. He kept on trying to stand on his knees. Jack bent over and examined his joints. Larry saw a look of thunder on Jack’s face. 

Larry felt afraid. He had watched difficult births before and had often seen Jack and Cora and Martin hang out of the legs in the same way.  It always looked so easy. 

“Her legs, Uncle Jack, it was me. I was trying to pull him out.” Jack ignored him. 

“Bloody bow-legged. Probably never walk. Useless.” Jack spat out the words with contempt.

Larry’s heart sank all the way to his boots. This was a working farm. Even the cats had to be good mousers. Jack would surely get his gun and finish Bo off on the spot. 
With that Jack picked Bo up in his arms and set off back to the farm. Larry ran after him. 

“No. Uncle Jack. No.” Try as he might, he could not keep the panic and pleading out of his voice. “I strained his legs pulling him out. He’ll be fine. I can pay the veterinary.”
“Born bow legged. Bugger will never walk.” Jack muttered in reply.

They could hear Maisie bellowing in the field below, distressed at the removal of her new born. 

Consumed with fear and guilt Larry was fighting back the tears he waved the tenner Mam had given him and repeated his offer to pay for the veterinary. 

Jack walked down to the yard and took Bo over to one of the outbuildings. Larry did his best too keep up and stroked Bo’s leg all the way.

 “Young fella. I have a job for you. Gather up that straw there and make him a bed. Use the pallet as a gate to make sure that he is blocked in. We won’t be able to leave her out with Maisie. So I want you to feed her.” 

It made a certain sort of sense. The longer Maisie bonded with Bo the longer it would take for her to get over being parted. In an extreme case it might take two or three days. By removing Bo immediately it meant that Maisie would get over the loss more quickly.

But how long was Bo going to be spared? 

Larry set about making up the bed. A few minutes later, Jack came back with a bottle of warm milk. He fed the teat into Bo’s mouth and tilted the bottle back. He had him suckling in no time. He then gestured for Larry to take over. 

“And another thing. When you’re finished. Lock the door. Don’t even turn on the light.

Bo lay down in the straw after he had his fill of milk. Larry lay down beside him. Bo licked his face. He still smelled all sweet from the afterbirth.

Larry stayed there all afternoon until he heard Aunt Cora calling for him his tea.   

Larry thought the whole business strange. However, as Bo was not going to be shot, and Uncle Jack had given him the job of looking after him he did not dwell on it. Maisie was still mooing forlornly. But Larry knew that she would have forgotten about Bo in a few hours. In the meantime he would work day and night to get his feet working and he would suckle him up on the bottle to be a strong member of the herd. 

Chapter Five
THE PHOENIX PARK was teeming with walkers, picnickers, kids and people lying in the sun reading a book or the papers. Everywhere there seemed to be couples. One or two of them, he noticed exchanged sharp words, the way people do when they get on each others nerves, and have lost respect for each other, but no longer even notice. But mostly they looked happy and relaxed. People whose life’s purpose was each other. Smiling happy confident people who only served to underline his own sense of isolation. 

Sunday ought to have been the equivalent of match day in the premiership. Thanks to Fr.Peter’s ridiculous roster it was the loneliest day of the week. When he did the earlies, Fr. Peter went off to his brother for lunch and never arrived home before midnight. That was the official version anyway. A few months ago, something urgent had come up, and after a ringaround he had run down a telephone number for him. The brother told Brendan that Fr. Peter was not there, and then politely but firmly added that they had not spoken in years. 

Cork was playing in the hurling semi-final and he heard snippets of the commentary from radios. One of the parishioners had left in a ticket at the presbytery. But the thought of being alone in so crowded a place as Croke Park was more than he could bear. His committee work kept him busy. He spent Tuesday and Thursday evenings up in the hospice. Wednesday doing house calls with the St. Vincent de Paul. Fridays he did MC at the Bingo. The phone never stopped ringing. But outside of the pastoral milieu all was quiet. He never got invited to go for a pint (as Fr. Peter did) or to someone’s house for dinner.  Socially he was a bit of a stick in the mud. Away from a work setting he was painfully shy in any group of more than three. 

It wasn’t the case that Brendan had any fear of his own company. On the contrary - most of the time he revelled in it. And always had. As a kid he spent countless hours strumming on his guitar standing in the bath because the tiled walls made for great acoustics. Working out riffs and notes of pop songs by ear. Read avidly. Quite happily spent the day working a piece of wood on a lathe. His Mam was sometimes unnerved by it, and used to complain that he was too self-contained. She would ask in exasperation when was the lat last time that boy ever cried.  No one could remember least of all Brendan.

He had felt lonely since the pub last night. Mam had gone to seed after Dad die. Was this what she meant when she cried inconsolably that she was a social animal and not meant to be alone?

Earlier, he had gone over to help Fr. Peter give out communion at nine o’clock mass. He had done it more to underline that Fr. Peter was leaving him to do the busier masses on his own, than out of any friendship or even duty. Fr. Peter’s sermon had been a hackneyed address about snobbery, which he said went beyond money and status. Clever priests for example often looked down on their less scholastic brethren. There was a lot of that, he said. Brendan was sure that was a dig at him. 

Fr. Peter had already warned him against proselytising. He was sure to hear all about the walk out. Bridie Gargan the church cleaner would bend his ear after eight o’ clock mass in the morning. He had that to look forward to. 

INSPECTOR DICK ROCHE looked around the table. There was nothing these men wouldn’t do for him and yet there wasn’t a yes man among them. It was unusual to convene a conference on a Sunday, a measure of the seriousness of the crime. 

On one level the case was already solved, even before the Commissioner had made his telephone call. Reynolds, unsurprisingly, was a basket case. In intensive care. His testes were mush, and he was lucky not to be singing soprano. Reynolds had identified his lead attacker, the one who in a moment of bravado had pulled up his balaclava, as Christy Clarke. In the old days he was one of the smartest criminals on the block Planned everything to the nth degree. But drink and his ego had made him soft. He was mouthy and like so many others before him had fallen for his own publicity. Reynolds had already said he wouldn’t give that evidence in court, so proving it was going to be another thing. 
Dick had passed out of the Garda training college at Templemore the same year the civil rights marches in the north got underway. The changes which the Northern conflict brought about changed the way of policing forever and such changes were not just confined to north of the border.
The senior men were disgusted by the events which gave way to the Arms Trial. They saw subsequent spawning of the Provisional IRA as an attack on democracy and the State. It was a busy time. He served his time in Store St. garda station and went head to head with the local hard chaws. In time, the protagonists learned mutual respect 

But those were the old rules of engagement and they became rapidly outdated. The Provos robbed banks and securicor vans at will to finance their campaign. And it was a green light to regular hoodlums like Christy Clarke to up the ante. Privately top brass had advised the Government that the garda needed longer periods of detention to question suspects, that the opinion of a Chief  Superintendent that a person was a member of the IRA should be evidence in court on membership charges, arming more gardai and that the Government should temporarily at least re-introduce internment. But the civil servants in justice said it wouldn’t play politically. The multi-seat constituency meant that in Ireland all politics was parochial. The lack of leadership and direction was the vacuum in which the arms plot thrived. The very fabric of the State was torn, and would very quickly be in tatters, without effective remedial action. 
The key to solving cases moved away from forensics and detective work into the interview room. The senior men did not hold back. They took their own steps. Some of it was fairly harmless, low key mind games designed to give a willing confessor a little help along the way. It never ceased to amaze him how many people would buy into the line that if you just sign this statement here admitting your involvement we can all go home. It was testament he supposed  to a person’s ability to believe anything from an authority figure if they were in enough trouble. Other times it was a a bit more elaborate, a cloudy drink (usually dispirin) presented as a truth serum. The placebo effect was strong to those who believed. Or a range of inducements capped with something fantastic like a new life in South America with a 1,000 acre farm. And if there was an attempt to re-cant in court, well the story itself sounded so utterly implausible that even raising it mortally damaged the credibility of the accused across the board 

None of this was going to have any effect against a dedicated Provo or criminal. Soon there were allegations of a heavy gang operating within the force. Good cop bad cop routines were elaborately worked out, People would be lifted off the floor by their locks. One of the first big investigations he worked on was a Securicor robbery in which the driver of the van had been shot dead. Christy Clarke was a prime suspect. Roche had helped dunk him in an cold bath for two hours in an attempt to get him to incriminate himself. He remembered going around the pubs in the town to get bags of ice from the publicans. Christy had effed and blinded his way through the ordeal but there was no admissions. When they took him out he blue, ,shivering for hours and hypothermic. 

More and more of the confessions were later disputed in court. The judges were under pressure too and invariably believed the guards. 
Dick had been one of the first to see the limitations of the policy. It was hard to tell the good confessions from the bad when the control group were inveterate liars. He could also see that it was compromising good policemen. M any turned to drink and it was put down to stress. But he reckoned the adrenaline rush, the power trip and the pangs of conscience that followed were more likely explanations. The prisoners benefited too. They had one u p on the gardai involved and weren’t slow to let them know that they were comfortable that the police were working at their level. It was a quick fix.  But it didn’t take Dick very long to work out that there was no future in it, that long term it would more harm than good. He personally believed that a psychopath who felt that there was some moral justification for his behaviour was more dangerous than the ordinary common-or-gardener version 
On the lunchtime news the Minister for Justice was vowing to crush the so-called Prisoner’s Revenge Group straight out of existence. The usual windy rhetoric. There was nothing more surely to get the gander of a politician up than an unelected self-appointed moral guardian. In private the Minister was busting the Commissioner’s ass. The Commissioner busted ass downwards. Roche had got the call to put together a team comprised of the bright and the good and get some convictions. 

He had seen it all before. The case was political now. There was nothing more to raise the gander of a politician than self-appointed moral guardians who were not elected. Particularly when the exponents were violent. The reaction of the Minister was only partly explained by the depravity of the attack, or as a counterweight to the enormous publicity which it had had garnered. Politicians were prepared to acknowledge through gritted teeth that there were at least elements of the Provos that were politically motivated. But, thankfully they recognised this so-called Prisoners Revenge Group for what it was, an umbrella under which violent psychopaths could ply their trade with a veneer of respectability. That worried them. The requirement that the Provos had to act rationally was its own restraint. Scumbags like Christy Clarke were under no such inhibition. Today, it was a guard or a prison officer. Tomorrow a judge, or heaven forbid, even a politician. . Dick had no doubt that this was what was causing the panic. 

Intelligence reports on Clarke’s known associates pinpointed the most likely make up of the gang. Arresting any of them, other than for obtaining forensic samples, was a waste of time. They would pick a spot on the wall and refuse to answer any questions. By the end of the detention period they would have gleaned more information about the state of the garda investigation from the questions asked than the gardai would about their alleged involvement. Not that any of that would stop his own bosses, from passing it off in the media as turning the heat up on suspects. 

He called the meeting to order. 

 “Gentlemen. Read the briefing document carefully. Be discrete. Headquarters wants results.”
He paused to let the message sink in.  He turned to Sgt. Jim Martin.

“Jim - Give us an overview.”
“Christy Clarke and his lot are the suspects. We will be making arrests in the hope that we can get some forensic connection.”
There were snorts of derision from around the table. 

Roche interrupted. If morale was low, they weren’t going to get anywhere. 

“It’s a long shot alright. But Clarke is losing it. Pulled up his bali and showed his face to Reynolds just before he made good his escape. Behaving like that you won’t be too surprised to hear he is getting careless.”
“Well why are we here then? Charge him”. Wally Drennan wasn’t a man to hold back.

“Reynolds has said that he won’t give evidence in court. So we have got to do this another way.” 

That was fine. For now. Dick would give Reynolds some space and then go to work on him

“Tell them what we have got Jim?”.

“Two leads. A kid travelling on the train saw the tail end of the incident, one of them was throwing a bucket of feathers over Reynolds. He also saw one of the raiders, the man we believe may be Clarke stamp on an object on the ground, which we are confident is the remote control device for the car. We are hoping for some trace contact there. The kid also knows his motorbikes. He has identified the bike that we think Clarke escaped on as wine coloured twin exhaust Kawasaki 350cc, yellow coloured rear number plates. He got part of the reg – it contained the letters IK, and numbers 93 and had an IRL sticker on the tank. A very similar bike right down to the sticker of the national emblem was found abandoned in Donore Avenue, a few hundred yards from St. Teresa’s Garden’s complex. The real unusual feature is that the boy says that the passenger rested his feet not on the footrests, but on the twin exhausts. His account is corroborated by the fact that we found melted rubber on both exhausts pipes. We are looking for trace evidence there as well. In short, we is looking for shoes in which the sole is slightly melted that will match the rubber on the exhausts.” 

There was a murmur of approving chat around the table. A buzz. The odds were shortening. The ball was in play. 

BRICKTAPPERS, THE NAME he gave to the voices that were so adept at manipulating him were out in force. Brendan called them that, because every time he silenced one, others piped up, tapping relentlessly, in pursuit of the elusive loose brick. 

If he was honest, he had known all along, that once he had decided to forsake the hurling for the Phoenix Park that it was the bricktappers at work. All that malarkey about feeling lonely in the crowd was a smokescreen. He wanted a bit of discretion, and there wasn’t too much of that going in a Cusack Stand packed to capacity,  

The voices would disappear for weeks or months on end, and then would re-emerge when conditions aligned. As strong a cue, as the post prandial cigarette for the smoker, or the doughnut to the comfort eater, and just as hard to resist. In the beginning the crazy excitement they brought made up for what came after. But this happened less and less he noticed. 

Sometimes the tiniest little whisper was enough. Today, he had arm-wrestled, but he suspected that each of them (man and voices) were only engaging in a charade, to heighten the anticipation of what lay ahead. 

In the distance he saw an unmarked patrol car signal a motorist to pull in. Brendan had seen the car cruising in the area for the last two hours.  He felt sorry for the driver. The garda would ask him awkward questions about what he was doing there, in a sarcastic tone, calculated to humiliate him. Part of the psychology was to make him squirm.  

Being careful up here was an occupational hazard. He had already seen Charlie Fitzer a young drug addict from the flats, hanging around with an eye to the main chance. Quite aside from the danger of being seen, or infection, there was the danger of being rolled over. Punters weren’t exactly running to the gardai to complain. Since his first introduction to the scene three years ago, ironically during the Pope’s visit, he had returned many times. Drawn back, again and again, to this dark seedy place where men met to have anonymous sex, with the same force that a binge drinker gravitated to a sticky carpet pub – the allure of what lay ahead was so powerful it blocked out any feelings of guilt he knew he would feel afterwards.

Usually, he came under cover of darkness where there was less chance of being recognised. A man in his position had to be extra careful. The cloudy blackness of the night sky, also added to the sweet sense of subterfuge. But some days the bricktappers worked overtime, and he would find himself strolling around in broad daylight trying to look nonchalant. 

The motorist was standing on the side of the road answering questions. The guard entered his replies into his notebook. His colleague walked around the car inspecting it critically. He called out the registration details which his colleague also put into his notebook. The man answering the questions knew there was now an official record held by the State of him being in this place and looked agitated. 

The sight of it was enough even to silence even the bricktappers. He headed for home. 

WAYNE FROZE AND GINGERLY pulled the handle down on the kitchen door, but the noise from the spring still seemed deafingly loud. Da was out cold on the settee. There was congealed blood between his thumb and forefinger. The shattered remnants of a pint tumbler, the fresh cut, and a beer stain trailing down the wallpaper told part of the story. Da had come in drunk roaring for his grub. Ma told him there would be no more fuckin teas until she found out where he was last night. She flung the pint glass at him. She then kicked him in the hand when he was picking up the fragments, and a shard of glass had stuck in his hand. It was a bleeder. But Da was too drunk and crashed out. 

Wayne ran all the way to the Church. Fr. Brendan sacked any altar boy who was late. Wayne liked being up on the altar. Slouching across the steps during the sermon elbow resting deep into the pile of the purple carpet.  But he worried that he would drop the offertory gifts on the tiny little tray which housed the bread and wine, or forget to ring the bell, when Fr. Brendan held up the host, followed by the chalice, and when he put his hands over the wine. He always liked being told that he had done a good job, and it helped that Brendan was always generous with his praise. And, of course, he liked the pay.  Fifty pence was a lot of mullah.
After the final blessing Wayne walked in front of Fr. Brendan behind the altar into the Sacristy. The air inside smelt sweet and musty from incense. Once inside, he heard the lock turn. Fr. Brendan said they had to do this in case robbers would come and steal the plate money. What sort of people would stoop to that he wondered?  

Fr. Brendan took down a mahogany box. Inside it was lined with green felt and there were hundreds of communion wafers packed into recessed lines which made them look like poker chips. He replenished the chalice with fresh supplies for tomorrow’s mass. He poured what was left of the wine into the cut glass receptacles and placed them onto the offertory tray. 

Then, he changed his mind, picked it up, and handed it to Wayne. 

The priest saw the confusion on Wayne’s face and smiled to allay his fears. 

“It’s okay. It’s allowed.” Wayne was not convinced. Ma had said that he had to take the pledge for his confirmation next year and that he couldn’t drink before he was 18.  

“Drink it. This is God’s nectar. It’s not like alcohol. If it was, how would alcoholic priests ever serve mass?” Wayne thought about this for a minute. It made some sense. He took a sip and put it back down. Fr. Brendan quietly chuckled and patted him on his back. 

“Throw it into you man, it won’t kill you.” The taste was vile, and Wayne knew that later it would give him heartburn, but he did not want to displease the priest. Ma would go mad if he cancelled his precious music lessons. She said it was his passport out of the flats. He swallowed it in three gulps. He felt a bit light. But he also had a warm glow in his chest which spread outwards. 

Fr. Brendan opened a wardrobe which contained red, green red and purple vestments. He was asking him something about whether he had a girlfriend when they were disturbed by a knock at the door. 

The priest unlocked the door and stepped out of the room. Wayne heard him mumbling outside to some parishioner. When he came back in he locked the door again. 

Wayne was taken back by the priest’s next question. 

“How are you developing?” Wayne understood the question but did not know what to say.

“Come on. Pull down your pants and let me see.”  He hesitated. “Come on, come on, he said a bit impatiently now. Obediently, Wayne dropped his pants. 

The priest pulled down Wayne’s underwear and took his thing into his hand. He was close enough now for Wayne to get the sickly sweet aroma of alcohol on his breath. Given that the wine had been changed into Jesus’ blood during the consecration why was that he wondered?  

The priest cupped Wayne’s balls and stuck his free hand up under his altar boy’s smock and began to rub his tummy in an anti clockwise circular motion. The sensation was pleasant and to his horror Wayne felt his penis go hard. 


“Lift up your arms.”  Fr. Brendan took off his robe. He then went behind him and rubbed his hand over his pubic area. 

“You have started to get hair there then. Good.”  Fr. Brendan went about his examination in the same workmanlike way Dr. Connolly had examined him after he had been kicked in the goolies by one his classmates. This was reassuring. 

“Close your eyes and I want you to breathe long deep slow breaths.”
Then the priest moved the foreskin of his penis up and down. Wayne jerked hard against the motion. Wayne often played with himself at night in the privacy of his bed. The older boys in the yard had warned him that the helmet in his thing would fall right out if he pulled the skin to far back.  A thousand times, and more, he had pulled the skin back to the brink and stopped.  The priest held him in a strong grip and moved the foreskin faster and faster. His thing was rock hard now. The helmet did not fall. Suddenly, he felt a rush between his thighs. It spread up his thing and out into his groin. He was so frightened he thought that he would burst. Then he felt something shoot through his penis, white viscous stuff that looked like milk of magnesia, - it must be spunk, the stuff he had heard, but not understood, the boys in school talking about so many times 

Wayne looked down and saw there was a big drop of it on the eye of his penis and globules on the floor. Fr. Brendan flicked his hand in the air and Wayne saw specks landing on his green surplice in the wardrobe. 

Fr. Brendan handed him his hankerchief and told him to clean up. The priest then went over to the basket with the collection monies. He dipped his hand in and grabbed a pile of change. 

“Cup your hands,”
He trickled the money into the well.   

“That’s between us”.  There was enough ambivalence for Wayne not to know whether he was referring to the money or what they had done 

Back home Wayne counted up the money. There was nearly £4 altogether. That part felt good. The stuff on the floor that he had cleaned up had gone all cold. Later, when he went to the toilet, he saw that his underpants were stained and he was frightened what his Ma would say if she saw it. 

FR BRENDAN LIFTED UP the white drying cloth covering the tray which Mrs. Hennessey had left out. He poured a few drops of milk into the bone china cup, and used the sliver tongs to put to two cubes of sugar into the cup. The tray was covered in Doilies. His napkin was freshly starched. There were rounds of chicken and corned beef sandwiches, crusts trimmed, neatly wrapped in silver foil. There was also a plate of biscuits and a slice of her fruit cake. The air had turned the scrolls of butter slightly yellow. The jam was runny.  The Edwardian silver condiment shakers and cutlery were all hallmarked. 

The gentility of it belonged to another age, and the only thing missing was the cucumber sandwiches.

The Presbytery had originally been built as a townhouse, by George Crossley, a wealthy industrialist who made his fortune running a sweatshop which produced cheap textiles in Clonmel. Entrepreneurs, quick to cotton onto the advantages of the industrial revolution, prospered and quickly made vast fortunes. There was a new found confidence in the city. A Parliament under the stewardship of Henry Grattan looked after the interests of the merchant princes on the basis that what was good for them was good for everyone. In its hey day the terrace boasted some of the most opulent drawing rooms in the city. The interiors were decked out by some of the most sought after designers from Paris and Brussels. The flaunting of this new found wealth did not go unnoticed and was not to everyone’s liking. Particularly the owners of the textile mills across the water, who watched the rise of the Irish textile industry and the growing autonomy of Grattan’s parliament with alarm.   
They lobbied for change which brought about the Act of Union, which erected huge trade barriers between Ireland and other commonwealth export markets, ensuring that indigenous Industry was no longer competitive. Capital was mobile. The new well to do merchant class sold up. Almost fifty years on the potato crop repeatedly failed and the country plunged into famine. Many of the once fine houses became tenements. For a while the presbytery operated as a brothel, when the city had that the highest number of such establishments per square mile in the whole of Europe. That was before Independence. Before the power of the Church. 

For all its power the Church did nothing to arrest the decline of the terrace. A rising tide did not lift boats that were deeply submerged in the mud.  At home his father referred to the people in the local council estate as working class. You always knew them, he said, because they always spent the extra few pence on Major cigarettes and drank Harp over Smithwicks at the expense, he implied, of more important things like educating their children.  But here it was a misnomer. Some families hadn’t worked for generations. The flats which the back of the house overlooked were bandit country and nobody wanted to live here. 
The loud ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall gave the house an air of tranquillity. Elsewhere the rooms smelt of wax furniture polish. The insipid cream-coloured walls, broken here and there, by religious prints and icons, and the dark stained parquet flooring all combined to make it a very forbidding place. 

Tonight though, the melancholy of this house was just what he needed. It embraced him in a cocoon. After the boy had gone he had masturbated. The pleasure generated by the release quickly gave way to guilt. But no matter how dirty he felt, no matter how bad he felt about Wayne, he also knew that it was only a matter of time before the urge, driven by the brickatppers would prove irresistible. Impervious to both masturbation and prayer. 
Tray in hand, he negotiated the living room door handle with his elbow. He wet the tea and settled down into the couch to watch the Nine o’ clock news. Mickey Devine was not yet cold, but his death had already given way to a story about an attack on a prison officer savagely beaten by vigilantes, calling themselves the Prisoner’s Revenge Group. 

Others might be beginning to dread Monday, but for a priest Sunday was different. It was the culmination of the week rather than the harbinger of gloom it was for everyone else. He poured a fresh cup of tea to accompany the fruit cake. He still felt bad about what happened earlier. Tomorrow, he would go to confession in a church where he was not known. God was merciful and absolution was the one thing that always made him feel better. That and Mrs Hennessey’s fruit cake. 

Chapter Six
He packed all his things into his suitcase and sat into the snug in the dormer window. The good weather meant that the harvest was early this year.  Only one of the cornfields remained. It was spitting rain, but even on a dull morning like today, the stubble in the other three fields was still a rich golden hue which dominated the landscape. Uncle Jack had allowed him to do all the little jobs that were usually done by Eddie and Martin. He had changed the oil filters and break fluid when they serviced the combine. Had been allowed sit up in the cockpit when they were cutting the wheat. 

Two gardai had come down to the farm and taken a statement from him about the attack he had seen from the train. Thanks to him they had been able to find the bike one of the attackers had used to escape. They also said he would have to go to court as a witness. It was all a bit like an Enid Blyton Famous Five adventure, with Jack playing the part of Uncle Quentin and Ricky the part of Timmy the dog.

The heifers had all calved. Thankfully no more had been bow-legged.  Next week, he would be back at school and the thought that Bo would be all alone, made him sad. 

Jack was sitting alone at the breakfast table alone pouring out All Bran. He then sliced a pear into strips with a small mother of pearl handled knife which he had got as a wedding present. He held the core (which thanks to the slicing was a neat rectangular shape) by the stem, and daintily munched away at the last bit of fruit. He then smeared his toast with a thin microfilm of Flora margarine.  
“Where’s Aunt Cora?”
“Town. She will be back in time to take you to the station.”
“I hope Bo will be alright.”
“He will miss the routine for a day or two”
Larry waited for what he knew must come. He was not disappointed.

“Animals know their routine but they can’t think  Pavlov proved that.” 

Pavlov the French Scientist had rung a bell just before feeding time. Eventually the ringing of the bell caused the dogs in the experiment to salivate. Larry was unimpressed. Every morning he woke up with a hard on. Every Sunday afternoon during term the thought of school filled him with dread. He got knots in his stomach. None of this proved he could not think. 

He had given the matter some though and this time Larry was ready 

“How come then Ricky goes to the top of the lane, some days he goes left and others right?”
“Instinct. He is sniffing the wind looking for a mate.” 

Noting Larry’s scepticism he added: 

“A cat you know will never sit on a hot stove twice, but he will never sit on a cold one either.”  

Larry felt like the spider inveigling the fly into the web. 

“Well, you know when Ricky has done something really bad?”
“What about it?”
“How come he tries to distract you, going lame, pretending to have a sore paw?” 

Jack was stumped, if only momentarily. 

“That’s survival instinct.”
Before he could reply the phone rang and Uncle Jack got up to answer it. 

After Jack put down the phone he said to Larry:

 “Go down the final of the cornfields and take me a selection of heads of corn to see if they are ready for cutting.” 

Larry looked to see was he serious? You could never tell. Last summer, Larry had a spent a morning chasing willie wagtails, after Jack had told him that if he got salt on his tail he would be his pet for life. He looked serious. But he was an accomplished actor, and good at making the absurd plausible. 

WAYNE WOKE TO THE sound of pounding and men shouting “Armed gardai – Open the door.”  Orla was babysitting at the Connolly’s and was on a sleepover. The timepiece on the wall was one of those novelty clocks which had the numbers and hands in reverse and it took him a moment to work out that it was a few minutes to eight. Wayne scrambled out of bed, and leaned out the window. On the balcony immediately below, a man was smashing his front door with a sledgehammer. He was wearing a yellow tabard with “Gardai” emblazoned across it. He was surrounded by a half a dozen others similarly attired. A man was standing on either side of the door, their handguns ostentatiously drawn, pointing skyward. Two men from the technical bureau were wearing what looked like white space suits. One of the gardai holding his gun aloft made eye contact with him but said nothing. Wayne noticed another holding a sub-machine gun. They were all bulked out by bullet proof vests.

Wayne had never seen them arrive with weapons drawn. Whatever it was, that Da had not done this time, he reckoned must have been pretty serious. Da was paranoid about forensics. The idea that his dad would ever have a gun within a mile of the flat was daft. No, this posse was all strictly for show. 

He saw Dick Roche was standing behind the man wielding the sledgehammer. Roche was standing, hunched slightly over, hands in pockets, and trademark cigarette rolling across his lips. Da had often told the story about Roche ducking him in a bath of ice cold water when he was arrested on the Securicor robbery.. Roche had apologised in advance, but said he had to protect people from a dirtbag like him. 

By now, Ma was running down the stairs shouting: “Will youse stop breaking the fucking door down. I am coming.”  Sledgehammer hit out with an even heavier blow. The lock gave way and the door flew open.  

BO STOOD TO ATTENTION when Larry came into the shed. By taking the bulk of his weight on his hind legs he had learned to stand on the knuckles of his front knees. Larry had worked day and night to get him to straighten out his legs. Larry suggested several times that maybe the vet could break and re-set them but Uncle Jack never paid any heed. 

The first thing Larry noticed was that the steel pail bucket which he had used to feed Bo at lunchtime yesterday was still in the exact same place that he had left it. Jack had said that he would feed him last night but must have forgotten. Poor Bo was starving. 

The attachment between boy and calf was deep and mutual. Bo always got distressed whenever Larry got up to leave. Uncle Jack should see that before he waffled on about how Bo couldn’t think for himself. 

Straightaway, Larry filled the pail with milk and Bo guzzled it greedily. At least he would leave his charge on a full stomach. Afterwards Larry lay down in the hay and put his arm around him. Bo licked his face in appreciation. The sweet smell from his hide had given way to a smell of cow. His breath was foul. It didn’t matter: Larry loved Bo just like he was a puppy.

“You really need to brush your teeth, Mr. Bo.”
Bo licked his face harder. 

WAYNE OPENED HIS DOOR a crack.  It was the same drill as outside. A man stood on either side of the bedroom door with his gun pointing upward. A third booted the door open.  Watching too many movies he thought.

“Get up yah bastard.” The bedclothes were flung out the door and landed at Wayne’s feet. Da must have been very full last night to sleep through the raid.

“Where’s your warrant?.” 

The half closed door partially blocked his view of the bed but from the sound of scrunching paper, and someone shouting,  

“Blow your fuckin snot in that,” Larry got the picture. 

He saw two of the gardai get hold of his legs. There was a loud thud, bad tempered grunts, and cursing (“Me fuckin head yah cunt yah”). They dragged him onto the landing. An ashtray was caught under his back causing him to cry out in pain. Wayne dashed over and pulled it free. 

Wayne noticed that they held his legs up high on the stairs, to make sure that his head impacted off each step with maximum force. By now Da had regained his composure. Not one sound was emitted through his gritted teeth. 

Ma was standing at the bottom of the stairs beside Roche. 

Roche had insisted that forensics carry out a battery of tests on the bits of the melted sole on the exhausts and the origin of the plastic used in remote control. It had delayed the arrest. The media had been whinging at the pace of the investigation; the Commissioner was on his back. But Roche was looking beyond the next newspaper headline. 

The two members held his legs aloft like fishermen with a trophy catch. Roche put his foot on the prisoner’s chest and speaking in his thick lilting accent said. 

“You’re an evil man Christy Clarke.” 

Funnily enough, Wayne thought, that was just what his Da said about Roche whenever he told the story about the bath. 

“Take a good look around yah. I intend to ensure that the next time you see this room you’re going to be toothless, and walking with a stick.” 

Granddad was the only person Wayne knew who used a stick, and he was 80. Da was forty-seven.

“Fuck off cunt.” Dad replied and then shouted to Ma: 

“Ring the solicitor. Get a doctor to the station.”
“Solicitors and doctors is it. Them are for civilised people. It’s a fucking vet you need, and if he was here now, I would have him to do us all a favour and put you fucking down.”
“I have done nothing.”  Whenever Da said the word “nothing”, he always pronounced it with huge righteous indignation. 

Just then one of the spacesuits appeared at the top of the stairs. He was wearing some type of high-powered glasses over his head, and holding a pair of shoe’s in a transparent exhibit bag. 

Roche tapped his foot down on his Dad’s chest to get his attention, and gestured with his eyes for him to look upstairs. 

Spacesuit shook the bag a little and gave Roche the thumbs up. 

“The melted remnants on the exhaust? It came from the soles of these shoes alright. No doubt. And we have found minute fragments of plastic ingrained into the soles which look like a good match to the remote control for the car.”
Roche pressed his foot down on his Da’s chest harder this time, causing dad to involuntarily grunt. 

“Book him.”
LARRY PULLED THE FIRST HEADS of corn at the entrance to the field and hurried back up to the yard. 

Uncle Jack had been impressed that he had read Animal Farm. Uncle told him that the story was an allegory. It was really about communism in the Soviet Union and how it was destined to fail. Larry didn’t think there was anything wrong with the system. The fault was with the people who ran it.   


As he walked into the yard he saw a van with a trailer attached. The writing on the side said: “Joseph Corcoran – Quality Victualler.” This must have been Jody, the man on the phone. The door to the shed was open. In one terrible moment he realised why Uncle Jack had not fed Bo last night. The protestant utilitarian in him did not allow him to waste good food on a calf that was going to the slaughterhouse. Clearly he did not believe in the right of the condemned to a last supper. He also knew why he had been sent to the Cornfields on what his gut told him was a fool’s errand. 

Uncle Jack came out of the shed carrying Bo in his arms. 
Larry sprinted across to him. 

“No, No, Uncle Jack,” he shouted 

Uncle Jack turned around a look of surprise and irritation on his face. It did not matter. Larry’s lifelong fear of Uncle Jack evaporated in an instant. 

“You can’t do this. You can’t send Bo to the knacker’s yard.”
“He is for veal son. He’ll never walk. It’s for the best.”
“He is walking already. On his knuckles. Let me show you.”
Uncle Jack shook his head. 

At that moment, Larry hated Uncle Jack like he had never hated anyone before. He kicked him in the shins as hard as he could, and reached up to pull Bo out of his arms. 

Jack let out a roar in pain. “Little bugger”, he said not very much under his breath. 

Bo sensed immediately that something was up. And that something was very bad. He arched his back and flailed his legs in a struggle. But as he had no centre of gravity to push against it was useless. Larry kicked Uncle Jack a second time, and almost succeeded in getting him to wrestle Bo out of his arms. The calf bayed loudly and leaned his head back as far as he could to the boy who had cared for him since the moment he was born. Larry reached out to him, but was roughly pushed away by Uncle Jack. 

“Jody”, Jack roared now in a blind fury. 

Jody, who had been neutral up to that point, swung into action. He opened the gate on the trailer, and jammed himself between Larry and Bo, enabling Jack to place Bo into the trailer. Corcoran quickly closed the gate over and padlocked it. 

“Get going. Get going quick,” Jack shouted. 
Larry stepped up and put his hand through the bars. Bo got up on his knuckles and licked them. Uncle Jack did not interfere. They heard the front door of the van open, and the sound of the engine turning over. It fired first time. Larry gently stroked Bo’s face on the bridge of his nose, just the way he had the very first time when he had fallen out onto the grass on the first morning of the holiday. 

The van moved pulling the trailer behind it. Bo’s head was still partly sticking out through the bars. At the yard entrance Jody let off a little hoot of the horn. Larry stood in the yard, silently mouthing a mantra: “Four legs (even bow legged ones) good – Two legs bad.”  The tears were streaming down his face.  
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Chapter Seven
AS SATURDAY AFTERNOON WAS the busiest visiting day the portacabin which operated as an excuse for a waiting room, was stuffy and packed as usual.  Populated by pasty-faced women smoking cigarettes, and snotty-nosed kids, mostly. The usual suspects week in week out, for years on end. Until the sentence was served. Then more often than not, a few months later, they would be back, and they’d acknowledge the familiar faces with a cheery but weary nod. Since his Da had been charged with the attack on ACO Reynolds he had been remanded in custody without bail. Wayne had been traipsing up here for just over years. 
Christy Clarke hadn’t done too many sentences. And he had never done a big number. He was too smart for that. Rows, mostly with cops, after closing time. Road traffic violations.  He never did time well. He was too much of an anarchic free spirit. And, a bit like the drink it was a young man’s game. He just couldn’t hack it anymore. The trial was on next week and he was living on his nerves.

The first few times Da was in, he told Wayne that he was in working on a top secret building, and that for security reasons he wasn’t allowed leave until the project was completed. Wayne worked out the real story, the same way he worked out so many other things, listening to Ma talking to the women on the block.  At different times of the day, they gathered in each other’s flats to drink tea, smoke fags, and chinwag about what was going on around the flats.

Wayne sat in a corner listening to his walkman. It had been a present from the pervert priest. Normally Ma wouldn’t have allowed him to take an expensive gift like that, but, as he heard her telling Nuala Cassidy, he had turned into a right moody little bastard, and it kept him quiet.  

It was true. He was acting up. Lately he was mitching school and hanging out in the laneway behind the shops, or up with the bigger lads by the old railway line. Sometimes he got a few swigs of cider and a bit of smoke. Once had had even snorted a couples lines of speed. There was always something going. He had even tried sniffing glue, or the gas from the little camp fire containers. It gave him a headache but it was some buzz. Sometimes, when he got in she smelt drink off him and went apeshit. There was more of that these days. She was forever down at Dr. Mc Cormack’s looking for Roche pills and he had heard Nuala saying to Gracie Lawlor that she was strung out. 

There was more friction over the pervert priest’s music lessons. St. Finbarr’s were in the league semi-final play off and they were training every day now. Ma said he could only train on days there were no lessons.

The portacabin was supposedly only a temporary measure. Wayne had been in a buggy back then. The floors were pockmarked with thousands of neat round burns from people stamping out their cigarettes. Random scuff lines, left by kids who had stood with their heel against the walls were the only thing that broke up the grey. In the winter time heat was provided by convector heaters which sucked out every drop of moisture in the air. Two fluorescent lights recessed behind metal grilles gave off a bright light, but it was artificial and cheerless. 

In the top corner someone had written: 

“PRG 1 Screws 0”. Someone else had written: “Reynolds is a bollocks.” And then a smart arse had scribbled out the “s”, on account of him having lost one testicle. 

After what seemed like an age the screw came in and called out their names. They stood outside the big arched riveted door. The screw rang the doorbell. The entrance was more like a medieval castle than a prison, and the door bell seemed like an anachronism. Moments later, an officer opened a small door within the big door and admitted them. Wayne looked up at the large aluminium sheet fixed into the roof, just to make sure no prisoner could escape by hiding on the roof of a supply truck, and glanced at his reflection. Directly in front of them was a second gate, made from thick steel bars which ran from ceiling to floor. The locks, which were as big as a paperback book, were made from brass. The lock face had probably been polished every day for well over a hundred years and the brass was all worn down. They had to wait until the front door was locked, before the screw was allowed open the inner gate. That was the thing about prison visits. It always involved plenty of waiting and getting in line.

The visiting area was just inside the gate. The prison was designed in such a way that outsiders didn’t really get to see any of the prison itself. Once when the toilet was out of order, one of the screws had brought Wayne onto one of the landings. More grey steel doors and metal grilles. Everywhere. Men walked the corridors wearing only tracksuit bottoms and runners carrying toilet bags, and with towels draped around their necks. The air reeked with the smell of pine disinfectant. Everyone smoked roll up cigarettes. 

They sat down at one of several long tables and waited. A six inch barrier ran up the middle of each table. A sign warned that passing contraband was an offence and would be prosecuted. Screws sat at each end of the table as monitors. Wayne knew – again from listening to Nuala and Gracie gabbing – that Ma passed over a lump of hash when they kissed. She joked to Nuala, that she got more affection out of him, when he was in jail. There was always a risk that a prisoner could be strip-searched after a visit but in Da’s case that was purely theoretical.  A couple of times coming off a bad visit, he had wrecked his cell and taken out three or four screws in the process. Even before this case he was given a wide berth. In fairness, Da didn’t exactly abuse it. The prison was awash with gear, - heroin speed and benzos were popular, but Da hated all that stuff.  

“Dennis Wise can’t do the case. He is double booked. Defending a Provo in the bomb factory case.”
Ma gasped. “Jaysus, who else is gonna do it?”
“No one. Or at least no one that is any good.”  Wayne was surprised to hear the level of despondency in his voice. Da wasn’t a man to countenance defeat on a setback. 

“There must be someone. What about Gerry Hartigan, Willie Russell, Ger Canning?”
“They are all tied up. Solicitor says Paul Rooney.”
Wayne knew all the defence counsel by name, in the same way other boys knew the names of all the well known soccer players. He had never heard of Rooney before.

“Who he?” Ma asked 

“Exactly. Some chinless fuckin’ wonder. The only fuckin thing standing between me and 14 years.”  The way Da said “fuck” managed to combine resentment, and being hard done by, in way that Wayne had never quite known anyone else to do.  

Da went very quiet for the rest of the visit. No fighting talk today. Even though they all knew it was bravado, it always raised their collective spirits. 

When they got up to go he ran his hand lightly through Wayne’s hair and hugged him in an awkward boisterous way. 

“Look after her, Wayne, right.” And he was gone. Never even acknowledged Ma. 

They met Denise O’Mahony from the flats in the queue on the way out.  Denise was all smiles. Her son, Darren was just coming to the end of a seven year sentence for armed robbery. 

It got so, that Wayne could tell when a sentence was coming to an end just by watching the visits. You could see a lightening of mood. The thought made him feel guilty. Wayne loved his Da. But he couldn’t bear Ma being used as a punchbag anymore. Wayne secretly hoped his Da would be convicted and get a big sentence.

TODAY WAS TUESDAY, which meant that it must be Ballinasloe. Cora ran an extension lead round the dais, so that she could plug in the three bar fire behind their chairs. She had been in dozens of halls just like this, following Jack on the amateur drama festival circuit, or electioneering. The green paint was peeling in places down to the plasterwork, and it was cold and draughty. Fr. Brendan had laughed the first time she had pulled the fire from the boot of the car. He wasn’t laughing any more.

Tonight she was in the chair, and would be flanked by the local FF TDs and councillors. A red banner measuring 8” by 6” proclaiming: “Choice is Murder – Vote Yes” hung from the rafters. She had spent hours stitching the words in black lettering.  At the back of the hall Pro-Choice supporters had unfurled a banner: “Keep your rosaries off our ovaries.” The Church had been subtly under attack for years, of course, but she thought the challenge was much more brazen nowadays. Some pro-choicers spreading disinformation said that if the amendment was passed, pregnant women would die for want of medical intervention. These meetings were the place to dispel those myths. 

Five minutes to showtime, and the hall was already teeming, the audience sitting expectantly row upon row, in red plastic bucket seats. The light in the hall was too bright to create an ambience. But Fr. Brendan was getting himself a bit of a name. She was not surprised. He was as good a man as any she had ever seen to hold a crowd. Many of the audience had travelled. Today’s Irish Times editorial had excoriated the Pro Life movement, for insisting on a referendum that it described as unnecessary and divisive. But she knew it was the men, (and despite what the sisters said, they were nearly all men) who were out of touch. Everywhere they went the halls were full. On doorsteps people were animated and engaged. Even those who didn’t support the amendment, or were unsure, wanted to talk about it. 

Pictures drawn by local school kids adorned the walls. Cora’s favourite, was of two men loading up a lorry owned by a well known cosmetic company, with bags marked “Handle with care - baby product”. The vehicle was parked outside a building marked: “Quik N Easy Termination Clinic”. A third employee was handing over a big bag of cash to the clinic’s owner. She thought the clean simple lines of the drawings, coupled with the matt finish of the acrylic crayons were far more effective than the expensive slick posters of the pro-choice campaign.
As she put out the pitchers of water she caught sight of Fr. Brendan standing in the wings. He looked tired and drawn. He had his hands in his pockets, and his face was a study. He didn’t realise that anyone was looking at him, and was not in any way self conscious. There was a vulnerability in him. It wasn’t the first time she had see this look. She felt as if she was interrupting a private moment and quickly turned away.

They had spent a lot of time together over the last month. The main political parties travelled on air-conditioned coaches equipped with every mod con. The Pro-Life contingent travelled in a cavalcade of cars. He was happy for her to do all the driving.  Away from the crowds he was a bit gauche and surprisingly shy.  She had seen it before His work defined him, gave him a point of reference. Outside of that he was a fish out of water. Life was busy now, but she had no doubt that in later years, this would bear more heavily upon him. 

Mornings, there were walkabouts in the major towns; afternoons they canvassed shopping centres and the big housing estates. At night they attended rallies. They were always tired but this was her favourite part of the day. Even though it wasn’t a Dail election, this was hustings old style, interactive, and punctuated by the odd worthwhile piece of rhetoric.

The schedule didn’t allow much time for respite or reflection. Unlike a general election, they weren’t confined to a single constituency. The pair of them had criss-crossed the 26 counties in the campaign. They had left Dublin last Friday to go to Athlone, before moving on to Galway and out into the Connemara Gaeltacht. 

The Irish speaking areas were their natural heartland. The Yes campaign was ahead in the polls, but the actual vote might be closer than people realised, and it was just as important, to get your own vote out, as it was to concentrate on pockets which the polls showed were marginal.

Wayne slumped into the bean bag with his bowl of microwave popcorn. Ma was sat smoking and nibbling on a bar of Turkish Delight. All the women on the landing smoked, but none produced quite as much smoke as she did. Like a dragon lady, it flowed simultaneously out of her nose and mouth, for three or four breaths after every pull.

The movie was Midnight Express. It was about an American guy called Billy, who got caught smuggling hash out of Turkey and got four years. Ma said watching it was a real busman’s holiday whatever that meant. The prisoners lived in squalid rooms in multi storey blocks built around a courtyard. There were no locks on their rooms though. But for the fortified walls it was more like the flats than a regular prison. Rifkey, the prison stoolie could provide anything, hash, heroin even a boy for a price.  Prison guards, usually acting on one of Rifkeys tip offs, raided the place every now and again for contraband just to show who was in charge. Violators had their legs tied together and then were hoisted on a rope so that they were suspended by their feet waist high in the air. The guards then beat the soles of their feet with a baseball bat. With his long greasy hair and ingratiating manner Rifkey was universally hated but untouchable. 

Deirdre Clarke looked over at Wayne and wondered where her little boy had gone, the one who not so long ago still held her hand in public and spontaneously said he loved her. Initially, she had put it down to Christy being in jail. But when they rowed, Wayne invariably screamed that he didn’t want him back. Ever. 

Last night, she had watched him striding across the yard below from the balcony, every inch the young man. But the moment was spoiled when he bent down and took ten John Player Blue from his socks. He was drinking as well. And taking God knows what else. All the kids were at it. He hadn’t settled well into Secondary school and was mitching. Various people were warning her that he was hanging out during the day down in the snooker hall or playing cards in the laneway behind the shops. 

Her father had played the fiddle. Self taught. Wayne too, she was sure, had the gift.  The priest said he had talent. That was his passport out of here.

Once the trial got underway Ma would be on edge the whole way through. But tonight it was just the two of them, and Wayne thought that was perfect. 

Rifkey eventually snitched once too often and Billy bit his tongue out (the frames were played in slow motion and it was gross).  Ma said he was a tout and it was good enough for him. The way she said tout in her Liverpool accent made her sound very hard he thought. She didn’t have any time for Billy either. Fifty two days before the sentence expired an appeal court increased it to thirty years. But she said he was a scumbag and that was good enough for him too. 

The flats were awash with cheap heroin. Hugh Brady, Jim Drennan the two Coultry brothers had all died of overdoses.  Ma said that she was blue in the face complaining to Sinn Fein. Taxis pulled up twenty-four seven. Periodically, the Provos cleaned the place up. Last week the neighbours had all marched on Johner O’Brien’s flat. They stood outside with their cigarette lighters in their air chanting: “Pushers Out.”. Wayne liked Johner. He often gave him a couple of cans, or enough hash for a few joints for picking up some of his gear downtown. Nothing much had happened until a couple of the men went in and removed his furniture and belongings. The marchers then smashed them up. The crowd was really up for it then and Johner had to flee for his life.

He only went down the road mind to the next complex. In no time it was business as usual. 

The virus sill didn’t stop people sharing dirty needles. Dermo Harris on B landing had it, and he overheard Ma saying to Orla, that he had passed it onto to Ashling Connors even though they only had sex a few times. Ma talked a lot about sex to Orla these days. About getting pregnant. About durex and the pill. Even about Da coming into her room. Orla got really mad at that. Wayne thought that Ma was just paranoid, but he still remembered how upset she was that night up with the pervert priest. 

BRENDAN SPREAD OUT HIS speaking notes on the podium Several Shinners had strategically taken up positions around the hall. Post hunger strike, Danny Morrison, the Sinn Fein, director of publicity, had asked rhetorically, who will object if we take power with an armalite in one hand, and the ballot box in the other? The armalite-ballot box strategy instantaneously captured the imagination of the sub-editors everywhere and, along with GUBU, flawed pedigree, mongrel foxes and let them eat cake, entered the political lexicon overnight. 

Since then, Shinners were everywhere.

“A woman gives birth after a long and difficult labour. Over the previous nine months she worried. That her baby would be healthy. About the delivery. Her sister, a midwife, told her some women cried at the first hint of discomfort out of fear and panic. She worried that she might let herself down. Needlessly. The enormity of the task had acted as its own pain barrier. That and her stamina.” 

A couple in the second row were writing copious notes. He remembered them from Athlone, Ballybay in Monghan and Dundalk where they had made rambling speeches dressed up as questions.  Even though Brendan despised Sinn Fein’s socialist politics, and their relentless push for a secular society, he readily acknowledged their dedication.

“By right she ought to be overcome by exhaustion. Once, she didn’t do little people. Not even nephews and nieces. But something happens. The cord has been cut, the bloody torso of her infant son cleaned down. A nurse has wrapped the newborn in swaddling clothes and placed him in her arms. At that precise moment she is overcome, not by tiredness, but by love. It’s as if a switch was just waiting there to be flicked. In her relationship with her husband, she quite naturally, expects to be treated as an equal and with respect. That’s a given. But this love is unconditional. Until the day she dies. And, through thick and thin, feeling that love will be effortless.”
How do I know this?”
The woman taking notes gave him a demonic look. He knows she questions his right, as a man, as a celibate, to speak authoratively on this subject. 

“The boy’s name was Stephen. He was born twenty four years ago and he died last year. He was Downs Syndrome. I met his mother last week while canvassing. While sad, she told me that the family’s grief was offset a thousand times by the huge joy which he brought into their lives. 

She made me promise to spread the word about Stephen and I intend to honour that promise.”
The note takers had downed pens. 

“She also told me, that she knew, and always had known, that her own parents loved her. But knowing and understanding, she said, is not the same thing. And it was only at Stephen’s birth that she properly understood it.” 

 “When will the pro choice movement understand it? Not any time soon I think. Last year three thousand nine hundred women made the lonely journey to England to abort their babies. Pro choice wants to increase the numbers. But only, they say because they want babies to grow up in the right atmosphere. They bleat on about a society which produces only wanted babies. Try telling that to the couples who are waiting years to adopt. 

“This mother worries, as I do, as you must also, that if this amendment to our Constitution is not made, Stephen and others like him, may never see the light of day. Instead they will be hovered out of the womb into plastic bags and sold to some cosmetics company.” 

Brendan pointed to the child’s drawing on the wall, the one Cora had been raving about. In truth he did not much like this as a device, but he knew that it had a value. 

“Of course, some babies will be born into dysfunctional homes. And as adults will perpetuate generation by generation that cycle of dysfunctionality; it will manifest in alcohol or drug abuse, violence, serious crime and other anti-social behaviour. Others, admittedly a tiny number, will grow up to be the next George Best, or Bono. The overwhelming majority will grow up to be parents, like any other parents, selflessly trying to make the life of the next generation that much easier than it was for them. 

“And who would begrudge them?  The right to grow up, even to make a hames of your life is personal to the individual. It does not belong to mothers or fathers, or social services or Government.

“I recognise, of course, the other society, the pro-choice one. All the babies have blond hair and blue eyes. It is very liberal but only up to the point that you agree with them. Thereafter it is totalitarian, and ironically has at its heart, the very intolerance they accuse my Church of practising.

Change the Constitution. Protect our unborn. God Bless.”
He gathered his notes. On cue several people stood to applaud. Others followed. It was always hard to say, whether the point of critical mass would be reached, the tipping point, where the urge to stand up was almost involuntary. He held his notes in his left hand and beckoned down to them with his free hand. In response he got his ovation. He looked around at Cora who was smiling broadly. The whole thing, he had to admit, felt pretty damn good.

MITZIE, A TERRIER OF indeterminate breed, was quite content to lie around all day 

and not venture further than the front garden. But as soon as Dick reached for his jacket she immediately started to jump ecstatically around in circles. One they got to the soccer pitches, and he let her off the lead she would run frantically, covering ten miles for his one, working off what seemed like boundless energy. Having company was what made the difference. And why not? He didn’t like going out on his own either. Having her along gave the walk a point it wouldn’t otherwise have.  The notion of taking exercise for its own sake never arose for either of them. The gym mentality had not permeated canine consciousness.

Dick found the walks a good way to gently churn cases. He would think of the case. Without noticing, his thoughts would turn to something else. Then they would drift back. Sometimes, he would get a bit of clarity or even inspiration. He had ironed out a good few creases that way. 

He had applied all the obvious pressure points on Reynolds, pressing him to do his duty, or for his colleague who would be Clarke’s next victim, that it wasn’t right for the little boy to carry the case, that a conviction on his testimony would bring closure and vindication. Reynolds steadfast response was that he would never speak publicly about Christy Clarke until he was in a box. 

So it was down to the boy Larry and the forensics.

And he hoped and prayed that the boy would hold the line. His parents were up the walls. Spooked by all those late night silent phone calls. Their car tyres had been slashed three times in the last month. Foolishly in his view, they weren’t shy about expressing their misgivings about Larry giving evidence in the boy’s presence, and about what might be visited on them if Christy was convicted.

Mitzie ran on ahead of him sniffing everywhere in the bushes, running in different directions that seemed to be without pattern. But always she looked back to see where he was. On a couple of occasions he had stepped out of sight. He had read an article in the paper that said that it was silly to ascribe human reactions to dogs. Yet, 

to him the dismal expression on her face when she couldn’t see him could only be equated with anxiety. 
There were groups of young lads sitting around in clusters drinking cans smoking blow. Hanging out. Cannabis use was mushrooming. A lot of so called experts said it was harmless. In the inner city anyways, it was a real gateway drug. He briefly toyed with the idea of busting them but decided against it. The way young lads worked they would take it out on Brian and Niall.  They were loud, slagging off some young one, who had been foolish enough to put out for one of them calling her a ride. He recognised the name, she was only 15. He wondered whether he ought to say anything to Bill. He didn’t know him very well, and it was hard to know how people, particularly someone’s dad would react. The kids were punks. And for all their bravado, face to face, alone with her, he knew they would be in awe and slightly afraid of her. Afraid that they might be asked to put out and that they might fluff it. Some of them, he saw went to the same school as Brian and Niall. In another couple of years they would up here at the same thing. It might all be part of growing up but the thought depressed him.

His thoughts drifted back to tomorrow. The power of intimidation wasn’t to be underestimated. Only last week the main witness in a bank robbery (who unusually was an accomplice of the accused) had been nobbled on the quays, right outside the Four Courts ten minutes before the off. Dick’s colleagues, the ones who said that he was a gobshite to bring the case in the first place, stood gloating in a corner. In all big organisations it paid to keep your friends close, and your enemies closer. The guards were no different. 

Fortunately, the judge had agreed to adjourn the case. Dick had tracked down the witness, and personally driven him to court the next morning. The judge called him into the witness box, to explain where he had been yesterday, and to Dick’s amazement, he told the beak that he had been got at, by two men who warned him he would be shot if he gave evidence. 

The icing on the cake was that the accused changed his plea to guilty. Dick expected that the Judge would throw the book at him. Instead, his barrister Paul Rooney, (one of the up and comings) had put up a good case, about his client robbing to support his smack habit. The judge gave a small sentence, and even suspended part of it, which bizarrely included a condition, that if so much of a hair on his accomplice’s head was damaged he would serve the full term. 
When he reached the exit on the far side of the park he slipped the lead back onto Mitzie. She was panting. Was that a look of affection and appreciation on her face? It certainly looked that way. He didn’t buy into this notion that animals didn’t have feelings like humans. They may not be so developed or sophisticated. But they had them all the same.

He consoled himself with the thought, that at least if Clarke was convicted, there was no danger of a namby pamby sentence. The trial had been assigned to the shittsu.  Not that he was a pushover for the state or anything. The shitsu was partial alright, but only to himself. He had what Dick regarded as an attention deficit disorder – if he wasn’t getting attention, there was a deficit, which he made good, by descending on whatever hapless individual was close to hand. Civilian witnesses, gardai, counsel, were all equally likely to be instantly vaporised for the most minor transgression. He was a bully and a bit too fond of the media for Dick’s liking. But Dick had to admit he had the dirty nose – the name Dick gave for sniffing out badness – like no one else he knew. Christy would get his fair trial alright, but if he was convicted, he might well need that walking stick by the time he was released. 

Chapter Eight
PAUL ROONEY SLIPPED THE BOLT across and leaned with his back against the door. Dennis Wise the master of the late handover had said as he passed over the papers: “It’s a bit of a slamdunk so it’s not as if you’re under pressure.” How would he react when he got a case in which there was pressure? Assuming that ever happened which was something he wouldn’t put money on right now. 

He had been fine up until a few minutes ago. A colleague had been gibbering inanely about the case, telling him to have fun. It was one of those phrases lawyers used all the time. He never understood it. His mouth was bone dry, hands clammy, heart palpitating. Considering what Peter Reynolds went through he felt a wuss. That was good, though. Nothing wrong with a bit of perspective.  Parnell got so uptight before speaking he would dig his nails so hard and deep into the palm of his hand he would draw blood. He then wondered what megalomania possessed him to compare himself with one of the greatest orators Ireland had ever produced.  

He closed his eyes, drew in a breath through his nose right all the way down to his diaphragm, and slowly exhaled out of his mouth, a relaxation technique which his cousin Adrienne an opera singer had shown him. This was good old fashioned stage fright or its nearest court equivalent. Before his biggest case. Acting for the most obnoxious client.

All his life he had never wanted to be anything but a criminal lawyer. A chip on his shoulder, college flirtation with left wing politics, and a good smattering of clichéd courtroom dramas had all combined make him a man on a mission.  Earning fifteen cent an hour in the local supermarket, Che Guevara, and Al Pacino (And Justice for All) had a lot to answer for. 

The task was proving more difficult than he had envisaged. 

Hollywood always cast the DA prosecuting the child molester, or the defence attorney as the only thing standing between his innocent client and the gas chamber. The plot lines were clean and simple. 

In real life most accused were committed recidivists, clients lied; judges followed their prejudices over the law. Solicitors did not take proper instructions and good leads were not followed up.  The judgments in the law reports masked the mayhem that was Dublin Circuit Court trials section. Low detection rates, meant, that if wrongly convicted there were plenty of others. That operated as a sort of unofficial safety net. Most pleaded guilty. This meant cases were never properly prepared by the prosecution and so, at trial, the gardai lied to paper over the cracks. 

But more often as not it was “good” lies, telling a judge, at sentence hearing, that his client had no previous convictions when everyone knew different.  It was the quid pro quo, for getting a file closed, or for information had and received, or as a down payment against information that might become available down the line.  Even the “bad” lies, the manufactured verbal, which amounted to a collateral admission (as in “I was only down there to meet a friend” to bolster a weak ID) were usually told in the firm belief that the accused was guilty. And usually they were. 

It wasn’t that there was any lack of injustice. Yesterday, he had been in court when a 22 yr old client, ravaged by AIDS, had pleaded with a judge to give him his own bail. The judge insisted on an independent surety. Because he didn’t have anyone who would stake a £100 on him the man would probably die in jail. The charge was shop lifting clothes, value goods £14.77.

Across the hallway his instructing solicitor Myles White was vetting the jury in the case of the People at the suit of the DPP v. Christopher Clarke and the trial would be starting in fifteen minutes. Before the Shitsu nickname self-explanatory. A viper whose vitriol had broken than the rest of the Circuit bench put together, who instinctively knew the ones who had not developed a thick skin, or who had not yet worked out their sense of place in the greater scheme of things. Some never saw the inside of a courtroom again. A diminutive portly figure, with a small man’s complex he modelled himself on a predecessor, nicknamed the Rotweiller, but because was he a lesser being in so many ways the Shitsu sobriquet stuck.

Some said his approach only accelerated the Darwinian selection process that was underway any. Others like Paul simply saw a bully.

Earlier he and Myles visited Christy in the cells downstairs. The forensic case seemed unanswerable but there wasn’t a bother on the client. 
“Morning Mr. Rooney.”
“Mr. Clarke All set.”
“I am ready. I have always been ready. Question is are you ready?”
Paul had smiled weakly in response

Clarke was a regular jailhouse lawyer and Paul had spent Saturday morning up in the Joy listening to a never ending series of bung points. It never ceased to amaze him, how prisoners, would triumphantly point to a single word misspelled on an official document, and indignantly demand, as a matter of law and justice, that the murder and rape charges be dropped against them forthwith. Perhaps, on reflection, he ought not to be too hard on him. They had obviously been watching too many Hollywood movies too. 

 “Now”, Clarke had said sounding more like the lawyer than Paul did. “We have covered all the points of law. If you don’t get the case thrown out at the end of the prosecution case we still have my secret weapon.”
Paul did his best to conceal his irritation. Paul had no doubt that if the secret weapon wasn’t a dodgy alibi it would be some other daft point.  The secret weapon had been mentioned in consultation but Christy had steadfastly refused to disclose what it might be. Christy didn’t trust anyone, least of all barristers who he despised. Like plenty criminals. That was another thing you didn’t get taught at law school. Still, you would have thought that on the day of the trial, looking at fourteen years, he might stop talking in riddles. 

“Now, Mr. Clarke, you don’t need me to warn you about the dangers of calling alibi 

evidence. It better be a good alibi or it will sink the case even deeper into the quagmire.”
Clarke had made no reply and just stood there with that insipid grin on his face. 

In the basement loo of the Four Courts Paul continued with his breathing exercises and hoped no one wanted to use the toilet. Paul had been a bag of nerves for his first trial but even he had understood that. In his next case a five hander multiple accused case which had been top heavy with counsel he had performed like a man possessed. Afterwards several of his colleagues had complimented him on his handling of the case. 

Blasé, Paul had ticked the criminal trial box.  

But how wrong he had been! The nerves in his third fourth fifth and sixth trial had been much worse. For a long time it continued to get worse before it got better. These days it was hit and miss. He would be fine for a couple of cases, and then it would descend. A tightness in his chest. An inability to do small talk in the few minutes before the off. And worst of all the tremor in the voice, the surgeons equivalent of an unsteady hand.  Drink and hangovers made it worse. Then he would tell himself a hundred times that he in the wrong line of work. But this was not the time to announce this to Christy Clarke. 
THE PATROL CAR ARRIVED outside Larry’s house for nine sharp. With its distinctive blue and yellow stripes and the garda logo emblazoned on the doors it quickly attracted the attention of his neighbours. Mam had wanted to come in the car as well, but Larry had vetoed that outright. 

At the courthouse Dick brought him into a room where he met a small fat man wearing a tattered wig and battered gown and a white starched wing collar. The tips had gone all yellow from contact with his sweaty neck. His shoulders were liberally doused with dandruff. Elasticated tabs around his neck completed his attire. This was Mr. Holmes the barrister for the State. Notwithstanding his scruffy demeanour he was clearly a very important man, and knew it. 

Larry told him in his own words what he had seen. 

“You say you saw him go over to the grass area and rub his shoes on the grass is that right,” the barrister asked. 

Larry saw the expressions round the table were none to happy. 

Larry said nothing. 

“It says here” the barrister said pointing to his statement “that he went over beside the grass and stamped on something.”
“Yea he did that too.”
“Well that’s important.” It was said gently enough, but he knew he was being ticked off. “And you say that you think he might have put his shoes up on the exhaust pipes? In your statement you seemed more certain?”
“Will, I get anyone into trouble?” Mam and Dad had been giving off a lot that he had to give evidence against the man. Besides, it wasn’t in his nature to be a tell tale. 

“Look son” – the voice was cold now – “You are here to tell the truth. If you don’t I can have you treated as a hostile witness. Do you understand?”
Larry didn’t, but now didn’t seem to be the right time to say so. In his decrepit wig (which looked like it might disintegrate at any moment) and court garb he cut an intimidating figure. Mam was furious. At the time Larry wrongly assumed with him. 

Larry nodded. 

“Good”, he replied, “I don’t want any misunderstandings. Do I take it you will be giving evidence in accordance with your statement?”
Larry nodded again. 

Less than an hour later Larry was on the way home, sat in the very middle of the backseat of the car, so he could get the best view of the equipment on the dashboard. Gerry, the driver, and Tadhg (who played football for Dublin) were great craic and kept him entertained. The loud static on the radio was broken by a request from the dispatcher in the communications centre. “Any car near Dorset St. There is after being a jump over at the Spar on the corner of Mountjoy St. down the road from the Red Corner Shop. Over.” 

Gerry activated the siren and pulled out of traffic. 

“Us?” Larry asked, by now literally on the edge of his seat. Tom burst out laughing “An early lunch Larry. That’s where we’re headed.”  

With the siren on they cut through all the traffic. 

“So how did it go?” Tom asked.

“Fine. Everybody was very nice.” He decided not to tell them about what had happened at the consultation before court.   

“The Shitsu was nice to you then?” They grinned knowingly at each other.

 “Is he not a nice judge then?” Larry asked? 

“He’s a grand fella.” More knowing smiles. “Who was asking all the questions then?”
“Mr. Holmes asked me what I had seen. So I told the jury just as it was in my statement”
“And what about the defence counsel? Did he have much to say?”
“Nah. He didn’t ask me one question.”
“My my you must have been a great witness.”
AS REYNOLDS WASN’T IMPLICATING Christy, Paul had suggested to Holmes, that ACO Reynolds statement could be read out to spare him the trauma of giving evidence. But Holmes was never going to pass up the chance to parade a man who had a testicle squeezed out of existence. The curiosity factor among the jury alone was high, but the empathy factor might be even higher. 

All eyes were on Reynolds as he took the stand. Except for the Shitsu. He glared out over the top of his glasses at Christy Clarke daring him to show a reaction. 

It’s not a good idea for the jury to get to see too much of the victim in a trial. It was better from the defence point of view to keep that in the background as much as possible. Paul wanted Reynolds in and out of the witness box as quickly as possible and so he allowed Holmes to lead him through his statement. He asked no questions.

He hadn’t asked the boy any questions either. Paul’s nerves had settled, and he was now well into his stride, enjoying the case. The boy had laid the groundwork for a connection between the shoes and the crime scene. There was a temptation to cross-examine, and suggest he had got the identity of the bike wrong, the one tangible weak link in the State case, but he figured the determined way the boy gave his account that asking questions would only reinforce his testimony. He thought it better to hold back until the summing up, when he could comment without fear of contradiction on his youth and the fleeting opportunity for identification. To his surprise, Clarke, who was not one for subtlety, had agreed with the strategy. 

Dr. Fahy the forensic scientist and the most critical witness in the case was next. 

Holmes kept his evidence tight. There was to be no blinding of science. The propositions were simple and he wanted the jury to clearly grasp them. He had Dr. Fahy first produce, and then carefully examine before the jury, the various exhibits, explaining what they were and where exactly they had been found, concentrating on the rubber residues on the twin exhausts, the melted soles of the shoes, and the microscopic remnants of Reynolds Audi 80 car remote control visible only when magnified. He then asked:

“And so, Dr. Fahy, speaking as a scientist, can you tell us what your conclusions are?” In a move that was highly choreographed, Holmes then looked over at the jury, with a phoney air of suspense, as if he was just about to hear for the first time. 

“The rubber residues we found on the twin exhausts of the Kawasaki 350 cc bike Reg. no. 719 BIK matched the soles of the shoes, which we found in the bedroom of the accused.” He held the shoes up in his right hand for the jury to see. “More significantly, you can see that bits of the sole have melted, which is as result of contact with a hot surface.” He then held up the exhaust pipe in his other hand and placed his fingers along black residue. “It is my opinion those deposits on the metal came from these shoes.” 

Holmes tilted his hand up to pause the witness. It was a subtle gesture which would have been lost on anyone who wasn’t an experienced court watcher. The purpose was to allow the jury plenty of time to digest these snippets.

“And all of that means?”
“It provides very strong support that the shoes were in contact with the twin exhausts” 

“Carry on.”
“We found minute fragments of plastic embedded in the sole of the right shoe which was very similar to the plastic found in the remote control unit which one of the Mr. Reynold’s assailants stamped on. But I cannot go further than that.”
“And just remind, us, the motorbike was found in Donore Ave. which is less than 300 yards from where the accused lives?”
“That’s correct.”
“And the bike itself, it is the same bike that was identified by the boy, Larry Cullen, who gave evidence earlier?”
“The very same.”
Holmes then had the exhibits officer hand the shoes, exhaust and remote control up to the jury to examine. 

This leading of the witness without permission was shameless. The feigned surprise that he was hearing all of this for the first time tacky. But effective. 

Paul Rooney rose to cross-examine. 

“Dr. Fahy, you are not in a position to say when these imprints were made on the exhaust are you?

“No.”
“I mean, for all you know, the person who put them there, whoever he was, may rest their shoes on the exhausts as a matter of habit.”
The Shitsu hasn’t spoken for at least fifteen minutes and no doubt felt the jury had been deprived. 

“I think that theory can safely be discounted unless he owns shares in a shoe company.”
There were silent titters around the court including some from the jury box. 

Ho, bloody ho. You bastard. He was left with nowhere to go. 

The impasse was suddenly resolved when two men sitting behind Holmes stood up and started shouting: 

“You scumbag Clarke. Fucking drug dealer. Fuckin kids on the street dying coz of you.”. 

The Shitsu immediately ordered the jury to their room. Clarke’s stooges continued to shout further obscenities, until arrested and brought down to the cells below. 

The outburst was clearly a crude stunt to get the jury discharged, albeit Paul Rooney acknowledged, impeccably timed to coincide with the demise of the defence case. It was pathetic but Rooney made the application anyway. For the transcript. For the appeal that would follow the inevitable conviction. The Shitsu refused the request in peremptory terms. 

While they waited for the jury to be brought back, he stole a glance at his client. The faintest shake of the head, indicated that this was not the secret weapon. There was a way to go, yet. Clarke was an incorrigible crook, but Paul began to understand why it was that within his milieu he was regarded as a player.

WAYNE SAW HIM SNEAK another look at the clock, his third in five minutes. The polo sucking pervert priest was involved in the abortion referendum and he had managed to avoid him for the last three weeks. Earlier, Wayne had stopped off home to collect his football gear only for Ma to say that Fr. Brendan had slotted in a lesson. He refused to go, and only relented after she threatened to tell Da about the hash and him drinking cider up the railway line. In the screaming match that followed he kicked the kitchen door several times. Behind her outward display of defiance, he saw in her the same look of fear and vulnerability that was there just before Da laid into her, and inexplicably had lost his rag even more. 

What Ma didn’t realise of course, was that the pervert used the class as an opportunity to stick his three inch willie (Wayne supposed he should be thankful small mercies, that it was nowhere near as the ones in the magazines he produced from time to time) up his bum and then bugger him until ejaculation.

On cue, Fr. Brendan pressed the stop button on the tape machine and rewound. Lately, he had taken to recording part of the lesson, and then played it back, so that Wayne could see exactly where his mistakes were. It gave the priest an excuse to get behind him, and start pawing him. It was also good cover. Any teacher or pupil who happened to be in the school late passing the music room would just assume the lesson was in full flow. 

He hit the play button on the tape machine. Brendan placed his arm around his shoulder, ostensibly to guide his hands across the proper keys whenever he had made a mistake. As they listened he stroked the top of his hand while talking through the arrangement. He managed to make the action both absent-minded and intimate. With the speed which practise brings, he dropped his hand under his jumper, and rubbed his tummy, before moving down to open the top button of his jeans. Snakelike his hand slithered into his underpants. 

“No, please stop. Stop.”  

“Stop”, he said in a mocking little girl’s voice. “Stop?” By now he was playing with his thing, which no matter how hard Wayne tried, he could not stop going hard. 

“I have something else in my hand right now that says something different.”
By now his face was so close Larry would smell his minty breath. 

The priest tapped him on the shoulder, and Wayne robotically stood up. Fr. Brendan pulled down his trousers. Wayne felt the shock of the cold lubricant gel in the folds of his buttocks. He bent him over the desk so that his tummy was resting on it. Then he felt the burny sensation at the moment he inserted his penis into his bum. He had dropped turds twice as big, and three times as wide as this little prick, but for some strange reason, with the traffic going the other way, it always felt that his arse was crammed full.

It hurt but only for the first few thrusts. 

Wayne thought about the training session he was missing. Tim, their manager, had made them shout in unison: “We will run harder. Shoulder them. Knock them down. We will win.” He repeated it now, mantra like, just under his breath. 

The thrusting was frantic now and the pervert was puffing and panting. 

Wayne stretched over to the recorder. He hoped that the priest would not notice that the music had stopped. He need not have worried. The pervert was so busy talking dirty, as if in trance, he was blanking everything. Everyone, Wayne knew, cursed, but he still found it sounded strange to hear such a well spoken man, and a priest at that, use the fuck word so much. Still Wayne didn’t complain. It always made him come quicker. 

Immediately the priest withdrew Wayne pulled up his pants. He loped across the room turned the key in the lock, and stood at the open door. He waited a few moments for Fr. Brendan to fix himself.  

“You will never ever touch me again you fucking pervert. And there is no more classes either.”
Fr. Brendan looked at him quizzically He had actually never heard the boy use the f-word before. There was something about the boy’s tone, which troubled him. It was cocksure, challenging. He raised his hand by way of reassurance. 

“Easy, Wayne, is there something you want to talk about?”
“Lots, but not to you.”
Brendan caught the implicit threat. 

“We are friends. Wayne. Don’t be like that. Besides, “and here he contrived his tone to sound weary “who is going to believe you?” 

It just came out, and he regretted saying it at once. It had been very late last night when he got back from Ballinasloe. He was tired and not himself. 

“Look Wayne, come in and we will go through a few things. I know this isn’t easy for you.

“It’s yourself you need to worry about. You don’t touch me ever again you fuckin queer.” 

The same tone. Brendan hurriedly threw his jacket over his arm and closed up the piano. He didn’t wan to run the risk of anyone happening on their little contretemps. He went to remove the cassette from the tape machine. The deck was open and the cassette gone. 

Wayne held the cassette aloft. “You outta breath and swearing like a trooper padre about fucking some little boy up the ass.”
The priest’s face went white. 

“Never, do you hear. Never. Fuckin Queer. Pervert. Poofter. Nancy. No more music fuckin classes either.”  

He was shouting at the top of his voice. 

Before Brendan could reply Wayne legged it.

Chapter Nine
“Counsel for the defence, Mr. Rooney, has made an application that I withdraw this case from the jury, on the basis there is insufficient evidence. I am bound to take the State case at its highest, in deciding whether his submission has any merit. It has not. The evidence is overwhelming. I am not on this jury, but if I were, I would wonder whether I would even have to leave the courtroom to render a guilty verdict.” 

The jury were brought back to court. 

“Mr Rooney?” the Shitzu asked.

“My Lord the accused will not be going into evidence.” The Shitsu looked down smugly. The sheep was in the pen. 

“Mr. Holmes are you ready?”
Rooney had drawn out the pause for as long as he dared. 

“The defence calls Maurice Clarke.”
Holmes, who had just risen on the assumption that he was being called upon to make a closing speech, now looked irritated, hesitated, and sat down again. The Shitsu smelt a rat and gave Rooney a hostile stare    

 “I swear by almighty God that the evidence I shall give with the truth the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”
“State your name, please.”
“Maurice Clarke.”
The registrar then turned to the judge and repeated quite unnecessarily: “Maurice Clarke, My Lord.”   Paul Rooney didn’t’t mind. He loved the ritual of trial court. 

“Mr. Clarke, I am going to ask you some questions. And in due course, Mr. Holmes will, no doubt, have some questions too. The acoustics here are very poor. Speak out. The natural reaction is to look at the questioner. Try and remember that you are giving your answers to the ladies and gentlemen of the jury and that woman furthest away in the back row must be able to hear you.”
The witness nodded. 

“What is your relationship with the accused?”
“He is my Da.”
“Could I have Exhibit 3 produced to the witness please?” The exhibits officer produced the shoes. They were the beginning middle and end of the case. Rooney held them aloft.

“Do you recognise these?”
“I do.”
“Who owns them?”
“I do.”
“Are you sure?”
“Sure I am sure”
“Do they have any distinguishing features?”
“Underneath on the sole of the right shoe, you will see that there is a little smilie drawn on it with a blue marker. I got locked down by the canal and fell asleep One of the kids from the flats drew that on it messing.” 

He said “locked” like it was a merit badge. Rooney held the sole out to the jury so that they could see the face. 

“What size are you?”
“Eight.”
“Perhaps you would like to try them on.”
Holmes shifted uneasily in his seat, but a look from the bench, said that while Rooney should proceed cautiously, he was within limits. 

So far

Maurice walked up and down the courtroom like he was on a cat walk. 

“Do you have any doubt that these shoes are yours?”
“No.”
“Perhaps we could compare the pair of shoes that are Exhibit 3, with the shoes your father is wearing today?” Myles, the solicitor, moved with the stealth and speed of an alligator diving into the water for his dinner. He had collected the shoe, (which Christy, baton like, was obligingly holding out for him) and was half way across to the witness box, to Maurice, before Holmes could rise to his feet and muster an objection. 

“My Lord, this is highly irregular. The accused isn’t giving evidence, and I can’t cross-examine him.”
“My sentiments entirely. Mr. Rooney explain yourself.”
Rooney put his hand in the air to stop his solicitor in his tracks. Myles froze halfway between the accused and the witness. 

“My Lord, the prosecution have introduced Exhibit 3, the shoes, into the case by calling evidence that they found the shoes in my client’s home, and then calling a series of witnesses to show in whose custody it has been in since the time it was seized. That is so the jury can be satisfied as to the antecedents of the shoes…”
“Not just found at his house, Mr. Rooney, found in his bedroom,” the Shitsu cut-in.
“That is the evidence. It is the defence case that these shoes do not belong to him. I am entitled to compare my client’s shoe; the one the jury can see he is wearing now, with the shoe the prosecution allege belongs to him. The very act of producing the shoe off his foot in the presence of the jury is evidence that it is his shoe. I anticipate that such a comparison will be instructive”
“But you see he is not giving evidence.”
“That’s quite correct my lord. You see everything done in the jury’s presence by my client is capable of being evidence even if he doesn’t take the stand. If a particular piece of evidence is being led and his demeanour is that of a guilty person that is something the jury can and will take into account.”
“I still think that he needs to give evidence!”

“In my submission, I don’t need to. The only reason he would need to give evidence is to prove the provenance of the shoe. That the jury can be satisfied that it is actually his. But he is wearing the shoe that we want to compare right in this very courtroom right in front of them. They can see that for themselves.”
The Shitsu, for all his faults liked a point of law, particularly if it was novel one. 

“You’re close to the wind, Mr. Rooney. Carry on.”
“You have told us you are an eight. What size is on your Dad’s shoe?”
“Eleven”. 

“Could I see them for a moment?”
Rooney put the shoes sole to sole to emphasise to the jury difference in size. 

The shoe was handed back to Christy. Before he put slipped them on he theatrically measured it against the length of his foot. There was no point in the whole exercise if the jury thought that he was just wearing a shoe that was too big for him. All saw it was a good match.

“Would you answer Mr. Holmes questions please?”
Holmes stood up and walked straight into it. In as deprecating a tone as possible, he asked: 

“So let me understand. It wasn’t your father who carried out this vicious attack. It was you, and the stupid gardai inadvertently got the shoes mixed up?”
“Don’t answer that.” Rooney jumped to his feet. 

“My Lord, there is a duty to warn the witness that he is not obliged to answer any question which would incriminate him in any offence.”
The Shitsu shot Holmes a look of contempt. 

“The question was ham-fisted. I have no choice in the circumstances.”  The judge turned to the witness. 

“Mr. Clarke as a witness you are generally obliged to answer any questions put to you. One exception, to that is, you are entitled to refuse to answer a question if it would tend to show that you might have committed an offence. And it’s my duty to warn you that there is no requirement to answer any question which might result in you incriminating yourself in a crime”
The formula was legalistic but, no doubt, Christy ensured that Maurice was well schooled. 

“All right so. Thank you Judge. Well then, I am refusing to answer that question on the grounds that to do so would incriminate me in the commission of an offence.” The jury’s eyes were on sticks. Holmes tried a few variations on the question, but Maurice was clever in a sort of street sense way. He repeated over and over that he was refusing to answer on grounds of self-incrimination. When Maurice asked him what offence, he replied mantra like that he was refusing to answer even that question on the grounds that answering even that might incriminate him in the commission of an offence. 

The effect was to put him beyond cross-examination. 

Holmes was stranded. As secret weapons went, Rooney had to admit that Maurice wasn’t half bad. 

Hughes pub which was directly across the road from Court 14 was packed. Christy Clarke’s supporters had swelled in the last day or two. They were all in for the finish. 

Guards were tipping in from across the city. Holmes had been allowed to call rebuttal evidence from an earlier investigation in which a shoe print found at a crime scene, and which it was claimed was almost certainly belonged to Christy Clarke was a size 8. Rooney had muddied the waters a bit in cross-examination as to whether it really did belong to him. He had done a great job but there was a sense that Christy was going to swing. And the guards were gathered there to witness the moment. To see the look on the face of a truly bad man when he was found guilty. It was something more than schadenfreude. There was no love lost. But this wasn’t malice either. It was an important part of the whole ritual of being a policeman.

Paul Rooney sat in the snug drinking endless cups of coffee with his solicitor Myles. Christy who was now in the charge of the jury had to sit in court and await the verdict.  
After nearly four hours of deliberation the foreman of the jury knocked on the door shortly after eight o’clock after and indicated they wanted to come back to court. 

Frank, the Shitsu’s tipstaff was dispatched to the pub across the road. The pub emptied in a moment, as lawyers, gardai and the supporters of Christy Clarke (the numbers in the latter two groups had swollen considerably since the jury had retired to consider its verdict) abandoned their half finished drinks and ran to the courthouse. 

The nine men and three women filed into court and sat in the jury box. They had not bee out for long and the consensus was that it was a bit early for a verdict. They probably only had a question. Usually, you could tell by the look on their faces. Usually, you could even tell what the verdict was – if they did not look at the accused convention said it was a conviction. Paul Rooney could not bear to look. He saw Christy was calm, but you could see fear in his face. 

The court registrar stood and said to the foreman.  

“Mr. Foreman. Just answer this question yes or no. Is there any count on which you have reached a verdict?”
“Yes” the foreman replied. 

The foreman then handed the registrar the issue paper which recorded their verdict. The registrar silently scrutinised it. Experienced court watchers could usually work out the result from his expression, ~ the slightest grimace usually meant guilty. Once again, Paul Rooney couldn’t’t bear to look up. Holmes leaned over to him and said whatever the outcome he had done a good case. 
His stomach was in knots. There was so much tension in his body he thought it would explode. He would not swap it for a million pounds. 

“You say the accused is not guilty on Count number One.” It was all duck or no dinner. The acquittals on the subsidiary charges of taking the motorbike and malicious damage to Reynold’s car followed as matter of course. After each count, Christy’s supporters cheered and punched the air, and shouted aggressively about justice. The Shitsu ordered the court guard to clear the courtroom.

Paul felt a huge surge of relief, instantaneously followed by a feeling of deep satisfaction and euphoria that goes with bringing one home against the head. The Shitsu gave him a discreet appreciative nod, thanked the jury and discharged Christy on the indictment. 

Outside the court Dick and his colleagues huddled in a corner, in shock. Christy stopped at the door that led to the street and his first taste of freedom in over two years, and shouted. 

“Roche?”
Dick turned around. By now. Clarke was grinning maliciously. 

“Get up the yard.” He gave him the fingers and walked out followed by his supporters. 

WAYNE WAS JUST MAKING his Ma a cup of tea when heard his Da’s voice above the commotion, He ran out onto the balcony. Below four men were carrying Da shoulder high. A large retinue was following. Da was waving at people in the square like he was a lord. It didn’t make sense. Ma hadn’t gone to court today because Da had said it was only legal argument. Ma was standing beside him and he saw by the look on her face, she was as much surprised as he was. 

Da looked up, and simultaneously blew them a kiss on the tips of his fingertips of each hand. He stretched his arms out all regal. 

Ma was creased up.

Wayne felt his stomach tightening.

The men carried him up the stairwell onto the balcony. Most of the entourage Wayne noticed had carry outs. 


He signalled to the men to put him down.  

“Let the party begin.” 

He picked up his Ma and carried her bridal style over the threshold.

“First, I have a little business to deal with. Two fuckin years is an awful long time in jail.”
To cheers and jeers he carried her up straight the stairs and into their bedroom. Wayne saw the happy look on his Ma’s face and felt a surge of jealousy. Wayne pictured him jamming the handle with the back of the chair he kept to throw his clothes on. 

Maurice meanwhile was re-telling for the hundredth time how one of the prisoners had made a cast to put on Da’s foot so that the size 11s looked a snug fit. How he had got into the witness box and said the shoes were his. It made sense to Wayne now why Da didn’t want Ma in court today. She never would have allowed Maurice take the stand. 

Over the night, Wayne nicked cans and drank them in his room. Later he mixed a load of vodka in with his coke. They partied till it was bright. Wayne was well gone but everyone else was to drunk to notice.

Chapter Ten
Once the euphoria of the court case wore off Deirdre found that Christy was something of a changed man. The two year eighteen hour lock up had taken its toll. He spent less time in the pub. Got less drunk. And hit her less often. The blows were fewer. And struck with less venom. Generally he was mellower. Occasionally, he even went all sentimental, and said that the hardest part of going down for 14 years would have been missing Warren growing up. She was sceptical. For one thing he never had taken the slightest interest in the rearing of Maurice or Gary. And she had caught him coming out of Orla’s bedroom last week. As against that he went with Wayne to all his GAA training sessions. Tonight he was taking him to see the opening night of the new Star War movie: The Return of the Jedi. All this had to be grouped under the heading of progress. 
And she had to admit there was a huge improvement in Wayne. The moodies had stopped. He was back at school, no longer whiling away the hours down the railway line, or up the back of the shops. He was back at school. He was quite back to his old self. He was refusing to go to the music lessons, but she would work on that in time. The obvious explanation for this turnaround was that Christy was home. And, if, the price of getting Wayne back on the straight and narrow was the odd dig on a Saturday night, well, she would quite happily pay that. 

But there were minuses too. Christy was now convinced that Roche was out to get him and had put a price on his head. There were plenty of people putting up jobs but he was losing his nerve. The time on remand had made him realise that he wasn’t invincible. He had smoked a lot of dope in jail to make up for their being no drink. He was smoking more than ever now. She had found silver foil wraps in his pocket with traces of powder on them. She suspected that he was snorting cocaine. The effect was that he was paranoid a lot of the time- which manifested as intolerant and always on the verge of a bad temper.  
There was another more fundamental flaw. The new model might well be better. More likeable and even compassionate. But absence had not made the heart grow fonder. In his incarceration she had tasted her own freedom. The fact of the matter was she no longer loved him, and she knew that she never again would. Given that she had loved him and been loyal to him since she was fourteen, she found this an odd experience. One that she would not have thought was possible. 
TRADING PLACES WAS ONE OF the funniest movies he had seen in years and for two hours he had been cheered up. Two stockbrokers, had arranged for a bum called Valentine played by Eddie Murphy, to swap places with Louise Winthorp 111, one of their high flying executives played by Dan Ackroyd. They bet that the bum could be converted into a stockbroker and Winthorp into a criminal. The stake was a dollar. 

The release of the new Star Wars film meant that the foyer was packed with kids. His eyes were still readjusting to the light, when he bumped headlong into Wayne Clarke carrying a big box of popcorn. A load of it went up into the air and scattered onto the floor. 

Wayne averted his gaze. Brendan looked at Christy Clarke to see whether he knew. Wayne had refused to have anything to do with him, and threatened to send a copy of the tape to the school principal if he didn’t leave him alone. Initially Brendan was not deterred. But once Christy got out of jail Brendan had backed off rapid. 
“Yah fucking eigit” Christy said and cuffed the boy lightly on the ear. 

Father and son moved on. He made his way onto Middle Abbey St. It was a warm night and he decided to walk home. 
Did the father know? His body language said no. Brendan never believed that Wayne would tell him. No matter what he might say now, there was no doubt in his mind that a part of Wayne had liked what was happening. He was scared all the same when Christy was acquitted in his trial. 
It occurred to him that the casual demonstration of affection he had just witnessed had in a curious way been heightened by the father’s profanity. The strike was playful without malice. 

It was odd to think of him having that side. Christy Clarke was a psycho, a hard man, whose name was invariably linked any big crime in the city. It had been unnerving to confront him in the flesh. In Dundrum where Brendan had grown up he would be a pariah. Here in Dolphin’s Barn he commanded respect. The latest Houdini Act down in the Four Courts, where he had worn a false cast on his foot to make it look like the shoes worn by the criminal weren’t his had accorded him legendary status. He was an untouchable.

His mind drifted back to the movie. Part of the charm, had been the way Ophelia, the hooker with the heart of gold (played by Jamie Lee Curtis), and had mocked Louis’s pretentiousness. Maybe Fr. Peter’s jibe about snobbery was true. He did not look down on his parishioners for their lack of education. He tolerated all that drinking fighting fornication and extra marital sex provided confession came after. But the smell off the bubblegum factory behind the presbytery, the dark dank bookies, the combined smell of cigarette smoke and vinegar in the local take-away were all symbols of a life that made him recoil. 

Christy Clarke was a living embodiment of all those things. Over the last year Brendan had spent more time with Wayne than he had, but he also knew that in a million years he could never develop that easy level of intimacy which he had seen at the cinema and this made him envious 

WITH HIS GOLD-RIMMED GLASSES perched under his puffy eyes, waxen complexion, and his corpulent Michelin man frame, the Shitsu looked just like, what Paul imagined the little boy Piggy, in the Lord of the Flies would, had he ever lived to middle age.

In his early years he was by all accounts a formidable operator. When he took silk he did lucrative commercial work, and as standing counsel for the newspapers and the national broadcaster was the doyen of the burgeoning libel bar. He also did a big personal injury trade. While he was a good trial lawyer, he was bone lazy and bad on paperwork But he had a good nose for what the law ought to say, and flew a lot by the seat of his pants. But crime was a purely public service brief. Later, when he wanted the bench, it was useful to say he had done the state some service. Not so useful perhaps, as being the Fianna Fail bag man in the law library, but still another string on the bow. Apparently, he solicited donations from wayward or hesitant colleagues, by asking did they want to make a contribution or have a tax audit.
In court a judge was more often than not the representative of the establishment and the natural enemy. It was harder to remember that if you spent too much time sipping tea or sherry in his chambers. Paul had never been in the judges chambers before except as a pupil in the company of his Master. As devils were one step up from public school fags that did not count. He had heard stories of good men coming over all sycophantic. As a precaution he decided to keep his hands firmly in his pockets, lest he inadvertently stoop and start to rub them together obsequiously. 

Paul sat into the high wingback chair and they made small talk. Frank, the tipstaff, was buried in a tiny press in the corner, from which he produced, as if by sleight of hand, a tray with a pot of tea, china cups and a plate of biscuits.  
“That was a great result you got in the Clarke case, Paul. You did well to get him off” 

He winced. He was not a purist. But the verdict was the prerogative of the jury. That phrase always implied they got it wrong. And cheapened the lawyer in the process.  But this wasn’t the time or place. 

“Thanks Judge. We got a few breaks.”  

“You ran it really well. Holmes walked right into it.”
The schadenfreude at Holmes expense was genuine. But the shitsu was very pally with Holmes and Paul thought it prudent not to endorse the comment. He also knew that it was quite a privilege, for one as junior as himself, to be invited into the inner sanctum. But so far he wasn’t enjoying the experience. The only thing more off putting, than a judge who was by nature, cantankerous and a bully, was the same judge trying to be friendly.  

While the tipstaff topped up his cup he felt sure the resemblance with Piggy wasn’t confined to appearance. 

Piggy spoke proper English, and was marked down as intelligent in a precocious way. For this he was bullied relentlessly.  

At that moment Paul realised that the Shitsu had been bullied too. Was intimately acquainted with that feeling of fear that went all the way into the pit of ones stomach. The pathetic and irrational attempts to be friendly with the malefactor in the hope that he would like you, even though you knew he despised you for your effort. The sense of uselessness and impotence that descended just before annihilation.
The career trajectory at the bar follows a predictable pattern. For most it is a case of a slow steady climb. Some barristers rose quickly, but then peaked early, and plateau. Others take years to mature. The Shitsu’s rise had been meteoric. From the day he walked into the library he had a presence. He took silk. For a while the meteor scaled even grander heights. But there were whisper that he was in the toilet getting sick every morning before court. Talk in the tea room that he had lost his nerve. And then at the tender age of 41, when a world of all those lucrative brief fees and refreshers was looming ahead, he took the bench.  
How was it, Paul wondered, that the victims, who knew best the effect of subjugation were often the most malevolent perpetrators? 
Years ago Paul had spent two never ending days hitching to Cork with a school friend. Door to door it was a three and a half hour journey. Nicky was a salt of the earth type but if he had one failing it was that he had a dirty temper. They were tired, broke hungry and they fought. It did their friendship no lasting damage last year Paul had done best man at the wedding; He had the guests rolling in the aisles with the story of the journey. How, It got so, that Nicky would put his thumb out, and stare defiantly at the approaching car, and then rotate as it passed, showing two fingers on each outstretched hand, shouting abuse at the driver. They recognised the portrait very easily. 
He had left out the bit how suddenly Nicky had turned and said through gritted teeth: 

“When I am 18 I am going to get a car and...” 
Paul had steeled himself to hear “and pick up hitchhikers”. But no, Nicky continued the tone more deeply malevolent: “and pass every fucking hitchhiker I see.”  It didn’t make sense and he had been in such foul humour Paul had never asked. 

Paul reckoned the shitsu had a few of his own Nicky moments. 
After some more small talk the true purpose of the invitation became apparent. 

“I have rung the DPP”, the Shitsu announced. “I have told him that you ought to be on his panel of prosecutors.” 

That was quite a break. And way ahead of time.

“The best barristers shouldn’t’t always be on the defence side. The DPP he can get the benefit of your expertise.” 

The bar was paternalistic Sometimes a judge took a young and barrister under his wing. It could be healthy, and the sort of relationship from which both 
parties could benefit. Paul was pleased. He knew he ought to feel, and was expected to demonstrate gratitude. And normally he would not have had any difficulty. But the manner in which the shitsu told him, made the very making of the call sound much more important than the reason for it. But it cut deeper than that. His sense of loyalty to the people the shitsu had damaged or broken far exceeded any urge to gratify him. He was no Quisling.

He thanked the judge but with measured courtesy. 

“AFTER THAT BLOODY BALL”, Sully roared. 

Larry ran harder even though he couldn’t get any more air into his lungs. The sweat made his hair stick to his scalp. As he bent down to pick up the ball his marker who had been tugging his jersey and elbowing him since the throw-in kneed him in the side. He still scooped it up, and turned towards goal. “Hit that bloody ball”, Sully screamed. Another sly elbow caused him to momentarily lose focus, just long enough for the marker to hammer- punch the ball out of his hands, so that it bounced harmlessly away. 

Larry ran after the ball, the sound of Sully cursing him, still ringing in his ears. Sully said bloody all the time, and occasionally, not so sotto voce bastard, but he never uttered the hard core stuff. 

Larry was up for it. They all were. Sully’s thrice weekly training sessions had made them mentally as well as physically strong. They won their opening games. Their confidence soared to the point where they were unbeatable. Bad weather had meant that a number of games had to be cancelled. There wasn’t time to play all the games without extending the season. Instead the GAA said that the top four teams would go into a knock out phase.

Larry didn’t’t think it was fair. They hadn’t lost a single match all season but they still had to beat the top teams all over again to be champions. 

They had already beaten Finbarrs early in the season and that was at their ground.  They were dog rough. After the match their supporters had blocked the gates, and. a thrown stones at their minibus. The window right next to Larry had been smashed by a cider bottle. Sully at 5.2”, was small, even to Larry and his classmates. He got off the bus, stood in front of them, unflinching in his soutane, while missiles reigned down, shouting at the mob, in the same insane way he shouted at his team, to get them to do what he wanted them to do. There had been a moment when it was touch and go, but something gave, and they dispersed.

The ball came back out Larry’s way. For once he had slipped his marker. It was nearly half time and they would not have the advantage of the wind for much longer. He was just on the half way line, a long way from goal. He kicked the ball high, and hard. It was a great t kick which was carried by the wind. The ball bounced into the square, just a few feet in front of the goalkeeper, who stepped off his line to meet it. The height from which it fell, the wind, and the strength of the kick, combined to ensure, that when it hit the ground, it bounced high again into the air, over the keeper’s outstretched arms, and into the net. 

There was a huge cheer.

The ref blew for half time as soon as the ball was kicked out. The scoreboard read St. Kevins 1-7 - St. Finbarrs 0-5. 

CORA STOOD IN THE middle of the floor of the Simmonscourt Pavilion in the RDS and savoured victory. It was the count centre for all the votes cast in Leinster. In the last general election, Cora had been at her local count centre for three days, and two very late nights, to keep a close eye on a count, and then a re-count, in which her candidate had been eventually elected by just four votes. Unlike the multi seated constituency election, which was contested under proportional representation, this was a two horse race run on a first past the post basis. The pattern was clear from the first boxes. The tallymen had predicted the result within the first hour and half. That explained why today, the place was practically deserted even though it was only early afternoon. 

The sense of anti-climax did not detract from victory. In politics it never did. The people had voted two to one in favour of the amendment. Simmonscourt was still the place to be, mind. RTE had built a full studio set. In addition to the local media there was a huge international media presence. All of the main parties spokespersons were here, ready to analyse the vote, as required on either a micro or macro level. For Cora, it was a chance to mingle with people she only otherwise knew from television. Seamus Brennan looked much smaller in real life. He was one of those people who had never looked young but conversely she thought would never look old. Charlie Bird, the bright new RTE reporter looked boyish. Garrett Fitzgerald, however, with his tweed sports jacket, big wide frame and wiry hair was true to caricature.   

Just a few feet away, her own real life celebrity, Fr. Brendan was giving an interview to Radio na Galetachta. Earlier, he had appeared on a discussion chaired by Brian Farrell, with Monica Barnes of Fine Gael and Ruairi Quinn of Labour. Barnes was from, Dun Laoighaire, the only constituency which had actually galvanised a majority vote against the wording. It was not for nothing it was known as Kingstown she thought wryly. Still, at least Barnes could legitimately claim she was speaking for someone. Barnes and Quinn were very accomplished performers, and this greatly increased her pleasure, when Brendan wiped the floor with the pair of them -  on stats, on the arguments, and even on the charm front. Brendan was undoubtedly one of the rising stars of the campaign.  He and Charlie Bird both. “Mark my words” she had said to anyone who would listen “we haven’t heard the last of Fr. Brendan. Not by a long shot.”   

Cora had seen him up close these last few weeks. And inevitably, she had grown very fond of him. There were times, such as the night in Ballinasloe, he seemed troubled. But, ever the pro, he had still gone on and made a rousing speech. She did not communicate her concerns not even to Jack. She liked him too much to cast aspersions which she could not back up. 

Just then there was a flurry of activity. Charlie Haughey, (the taoiseach in waiting as she liked to think of him) had just made an entrance. A clatter of camera crews trundled after him. He strode imperiously towards the RTE studio, pointedly oblivious to their presence.  Suddenly without warning, he changed course, and made a bee line in her direction. One TV crew collided into another and a camera crashed to the ground with bits flying in all directions. Charlie was practically on top of her before she realised that she was the source of his attention. 

“Cora – just the person I wanted to meet today.”
He turned to the assembled press: 

“Today the Irish people voted on something that was dear to their hearts, the protection of the life of the unborn. Cora Mc Grory here came to visit me, to canvass for this amendment, and was instrumental, in my giving a promise that the people would have an opportunity to vote in this referendum. I am vindicated in that decision by the debate, by the high turn and by the result. But this lady is vindicated in something far more important. Her vindication comes in the change to the law, now enshrined in a special constitutional protection which the unborn now have in this country”
He held her hand and then posed for photographs. The air was thick with flashes and the motorised whirring of the photographer’s camera. Remembering the story about his antipathy to shaking hands she noticed that it was like a dead fish. 

With a wink to Cora, he turned and headed back on the trajectory to the TV studio. The entourage followed at a respectful distance. The Irish Times Glasgow Herald and the Spanish newspaper El Pais had just got tomorrow’s front page lead picture story.

WITH LESS THAN TEN minutes to go, St. Kevin’s were still leading by four points but Finbarrs were easing their way back into the game. Wayne went up to catch a ball on the fourteen yard line, and it slipped through his fingers, and fell straight into Larry’s path. Larry immediately booted it over the bar for a point. There was tension building. The score was a vital one and by right ought to have killed the game off. 

Wayne was having a good game up to that point. Apart from that fluky goal he had pretty much marked Larry out of the game. Wayne had known as soon as Larry got hold of the ball he wasn’t going to make up the ground in sufficient time to stop him scoring. But his thoughts at that moment weren’t on playing the ball. 

He lunged at him. The ball was already almost level with the crossbar, when he made contact by striking him hard on his face with his open hand. The sound of the slap reverberated around the pitch, a sound so loud that it inhibited any celebration of the score. No one noticed this, at least at the time. 

Larry’s face was stinging and for one terrible moment, he thought he was going to cry.  Instinctively, he put his head down into his hands. Sully ran on and furiously wiped his face down with a sponge. Larry knew that Sully was doing it as much for the team as his own dignity. 

Wayne meanwhile, was protesting that Larry was a “fucking waster” and that he hadn’t done anything. Larry had never heard any boy effing and blinding like that in the presence of adults. Their trainer ran over, and pulled Wayne aside. He spoke loudly, all the better to make sure everyone would hear: “You can fuckin’ kill them after the match Wayne. After the game Get them then.” 

Maybe it was the incongruity of the trainer, an adult, encouraging his players to attack them. Maybe it was the sound the smack made. In the same way Sully by sheer dint of effort, and attitude, had unsettled the mob, for just long enough to change the dynamic, the balance shifted. Into that gap came fear. Invisible, but Finbarrs smelt it. They banged in a two goals and a point in the final minutes to win the game. 

When the final whistle went the Finbarrs lads ran over to their supporters. Larry diverted his path to walk through them, and bumped off Wayne, daring him to respond.  

Wayne barely noticed. 

He was anxiously scanning the sideline to see if Da was there. Man and boy had had got on very well since he had got out of jail. Da came to all the training sessions and even bought him new boots. He had heard Ma telling the women about something she called his Pauline conversion. And to Wayne’s surprise he liked it. Da was still drinking. Still thumping Ma. But he was making the effort.  Just before the game he heard some geyser asking him to go for a pint to talk a little bit of business. Wayne hadn’t seen him since. There was still no sign on the sideline.

WHEN WAYNE WALKED IN the door of the flat with his medal around his neck Ma screamed with delight. She danced him around the living room. She opened her purse and gave him a tenner. Miraculously the weather had held off until they had their après match party. Then the heavens had opened. Wayne was soaked to the skin. 

This was still the best day of his life. Da going missing, or the rain did not dampen is spirits. 

She poured him a coke, and put out a plate of milchoc goldgrain. She sat down in her favourite armchair and lit a fag.  

“Tell me all about the match”. 

And so he did. Including how he had fouled the Kevins’s lad in the dying moments of the game and they had bottled out. But even though he was boasting about it now, a part of him knew it wasn’t right. He omitted to tell her that your man had come over afterwards looking for a row. Wayne had pretended to ignore him, partly because he was more interested in finding Da. It certainly wasn’t because he was afraid of him anyway. 

“And where is your Da?” Her tone told Wayne that he had to be very careful in reply. 

“Meeting some mate to talk a little bit of business.”
“When?”
“Earlier.” 

“Before or after the match?”
“Eh, before I think.” He did his best to sound nom-committal. 

“Poxbottle. Business?” she sneered. “The fuckin pub more like. Get your wet gear off son. I am going to run a bath for you.”
The water was very hot and she poured half a bottle of radox in for good measure. 

“Just what a footballer needs after a hard game.”
The stuff smelled girlie but he was reassured by her comment. He spent the next half hour luxuriating under the suds, using his big toe to top up with hot water every few minutes. 

He heard the door opening downstairs. Next thing Ma was tearing into Da. Wayne could tell he was mouldy, and that he was making a right hash of the story about doing some business. 

Still, Ma did not let up. 

“One lousy fucking game. But no. it was the pub with a waster as big as yourself.”
Da did what he did best. He changed the subject. 

“Incidentally, when I was down the pub, the place where nothing useful happens according to you I heard that my fucking daughter is going out with Derek Behan. And has been away for weekends with him. Why wasn’t I told?”
“And why should you be? So you can fuck it up like you fuck everything up?”
“He is spending a weekend away with my seventeen year old daughter. And when she’s up the pole, what then?” 

“Oh yeah, you’re real worried about her sexual development alright. That’s why you are in and out of her room when you come in here pissed. Giving her a talk about the birds and bees no doubt.”
Wayne instantly knew that in saying that Ma had made a terrible mistake.

There was the unmistakeable sound of digs. Just the noise of the impact. She did not cry out, even once. Followed by two sets of footsteps thumps running up the stairs. The lighter step ever so slightly in the lead. Drunk or not Da was as agile as a goat. He heard him slapping with his open hand now. Larry stepped onto the mat beside the bath and peaked out the door. Da hit on her the back of the head, and when she put her hands up to protect herself, he would slip in a dig in the stomach. 

Then Da started roaring. 

“Yah fuckin cunt” 

He tripped her up. She lay foetal position hands over her face and top of her head. He kicked her in the stomach. She curled tighter. 

He picked up an umbrella and beat her all over. It was still wet and it made a lot of noise. Water drops spattered everywhere. Eventually he threw it on the ground in frustration. 

“You watch your tongue woman. You ever repeat that…”
By now, Da was all out of breath. He did not finish. He walked away in the direction of the stairs. Casual as you like, Ma lifted the discarded brolly, and used the handle as a hook to catch his right ankle, just as he stepped out onto the first step. He tumbled forward and fell down the stairwell. 

Wayne still in his pelt grabbed a towel and ran to the top of the stairs. Da was motionless. At first he thought, or assumed rather, that he was unconscious. Then he saw that beside his right ear there was already a large pool of blood. It was crimson in colour, a much darker hue than what came out of the little cuts and scrapes Wayne picked up. It was the same colour of the red wine used by the priest in Mass on a Sunday.  Ma crawled alongside him: “He lost his footing son.” Da’s eyes were still and there was no sign of life. 
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