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Prologue

	 

	Up with halberd, out with sword

	From "Follow Me Up to Carlow", Irish folk song.

	 

	W


	hen their throats were cut the blood gurgled into the drains like surface water after a thunderstorm. It was hard to believe a body could hold so much blood. It had a slight metallic odour, to which the executioners had become inured. The people with the knives were skilled, and continued to perfect their techniques over time. They were strong enough to ensure the work was done expeditiously. To do it right, they had to hold the chin up so the windpipe was exposed. Then the blade was plunged in, almost to the hilt. That way there was maximum leverage for the cut across to the other side slicing, on the way, through the windpipe and the jugular vein, so death was almost instantaneous.

	They had to have the right tools, and they had to be of the highest calibre. It is a measure of an expert, in any field, that they know that choosing the best implement is part of being the best practitioner. Anyone who feels their skill is being disparaged because someone has said “you have very good equipment” doesn’t understand this.

	The knives were made from the highest quality steel and came from the most reliable makers. There were no compromises. They were honed constantly to keep them as sharp as possible, so much so that in time the blades started to diminish in width around their centre of gravity. Then the cutting edge developed an S shape. That is the sign of a wicked knife.

	The art of killing has a long pedigree. Slaughter in wars, in executions, judicial and otherwise, and in plain, old-fashioned murders, employed and employ the same methodologies as those that are used in the charnel house. One tool that has spanned the recorded historical range of mammalian death dealing, since about as far back as the iron-age, has been the poll-axe. A poll-axe is like the regular axe a woodcutter would use, but with this difference: the business end comprises of a pointed, tapered rod, which protrudes from a heavy cast-iron head piece. To ensure death with a poll-axe an experienced killer struck hard at the back of the head using the implement. The result was a hole of about the diameter of the smallest denomination coin in the skull of the victim, who collapsed with a roar. Into this hole the slayer inserted and withdrew a thin wooden dowel multiple times, which had the effect of scrambling the brain to make sure of death, but also of causing the limbs of the stricken to thrash about.

	The poll-axe started as an instrument of war. Prior to the invention of gun powder, and the development of small-arms, one type or another was standard issue to armies all over the world. Sizes varied from small, single-handed implements, for the use of mounted fighters, to long-handled weapons with a head that contained a poll-axe on one side and a regular axe on the other, with a lance in the middle, for foot soldiers. This was known as a halberd. There are many instances where archaeological finds have uncovered human skeletons that bear the clear marks of execution by means of a poll-axe, particularly those close to battlefield sites.

	In the slaughterhouse of the Considine brothers in their youths, the cutting of throats was for sheep. Cattle were killed with the poll-axe.
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Chapter 1 (2010)

	 

	 

	A


	 car moved slowly around the parking area in front of the Jolly Hotel in the Place du Grand Sablon in Brussels, Belgium. It contained a woman, who was driving, and two teenagers, a boy and a girl. All occupants were stylishly dressed. The woman, who was slightly built, was wearing some tasteful jewellery, and her blonde hair had recently been coiffed. She was aged in her mid-forties.

	It was a bright, sunny day, and this showed Grand Sablon off to its best; it enhanced the vista, and the pleasure of the people who were sipping their drinks on the many café terraces around the square. 

	The bulk of the Église de Notre-Dame du Sablon, or the Church of Our Lady of Sablon, dominated this end of the carpark. Its claustrophobic effect, even if mild, did nothing for the temperament of the driver. Her lips were pursed, and her two-handed grip on the steering wheel was tight. 

	“Don’t worry mother,” said the girl, “there’s a parking space here with your name on it.”

	“I like this city,” said the woman at the wheel, “but the driving and the parking I could live without.”

	“Oh look there’s one,” said the boy, who was sitting in the front passenger seat. 

	“There’s not enough room to open the doors,” said the driver.

	“Yes there is. If you’re careful.”

	“I’ll tell you what. Both of you get out, and then I’ll be able to give myself more room to open the door on this side.”

	She arranged the position of the car so that no one else could go into the parking space, but also so that her two passengers could exit quickly. It soon became apparent that all concerned were well used to carrying out this manoeuvre. When, eventually, the car was parked, the three of them began to make their way to the Jolly Hotel.

	“Why did dad want us to have lunch with him here today?” asked the boy.

	“I’ve been trying to get him to take things easier since he came back to us last year, Jonathan, but he told me on the phone that something new has come up, and he’d like to discuss it with us someplace nice. It concerns us all.”

	“Do you know what it is?” said the girl.

	“Yes, he gave me a rough outline. It might involve a move for all of us, and both he and I want to be sure that the two of you are happy with it.”

	There was a tall man waiting for them in the lobby of the hotel. He was aged in his late forties. He had a full head of neatly barbered hair, was clean-shaven, and dressed in a well-fitted suit. He wore a tie. The girl threw her arms around him and he hugged her back. He turned to the woman, whom he kissed on the cheek. Then he looked at the boy, who raised his right arm above his head and said:

	“Hi dad.”

	“Hello Jonathan.”

	He addressed the girl and the boy.

	“Clara, Jonathan, I’ve asked your mother and you to come here today because I want to discuss something with you. I thought it might be nice for me to give you the details in the surroundings of the hotel, instead of at home. Will we go to our table?”

	The group made its way to the dining room, where it was guided to a table to the side by the head waiter. They were seated and provided with menus. 

	“What’s this all about?” said Clara, after she had laid her menu to one side and addressed her father directly.

	“Yes,” said Jonathan. “Mam and you have made us very curious.”

	“Well,” said their father, “you have a right to be a little surprised, especially after what happened last year. The fact of the matter is that I’m back on my feet again, and I’ve been informed by Gus Considine that there’s a business opportunity in Ireland that I can get involved in. It’s a good one, and I’m anxious to take it. But it might involve all of us uprooting here and going to live in Ireland.”

	“For God’s sake Raymond,” said the woman, “Does Gus Considine have any real appreciation of what you went through? If ninety-nine other people out of a hundred had suffered as you did they’d have had a total nervous breakdown. In fact they’d be wrecked for life.”

	The waiter arrived with a water pitcher and a notebook for taking the table’s orders. The people who were seated scrambled to read their menus and to decide what they were going to have for lunch. After they had done so they might have contemplated, each in their own way, the characters and events that had culminated in the situation in which they now found themselves.

	

	 

	


Chapter 2 (1950 to 1970)

	 

	 

	R


	aymond Quinn did not hear it often, but when he did, the bock-bagawking of chickens, no matter where in the world he was, brought him back, as vividly as if he were physically transported there, to the yard outside his mother’s home place where he had spent two years until he was five. Then other memories would arrive; of walking through the garden of blackcurrant bushes at the side of the house which, relative to his childframe, he perceived to be of enormous size but, when visited in adult life, proved to have an unexceptional scale, and was even small; of being brought by his aunt Julia, by the hand, to pick nettles for nettle soup. He had memory neither of picking the nettles nor of eating the soup, only of being informed by that lady that it was to carry out that activity they were bound when they set off; of his grandfather and his uncle Jack cutting timber, later to be chopped up for firewood, on the other side of the lane, with a two-man cross-cut saw.

	One or other of the adults would light the Tilley-lamps in the evening, and it was not until he moved to a modern house, in his sixth year of age, that he realised that switching on an electric light was not a facility they possessed. Aunt Julia baked both brown and white soda bread every day, in a big black pot that hung down from the chimney over a fire of turf and timber that never went out; it was allowed to go down to its lowest when everyone had gone to bed, and was revived the next morning by the simple expedient of adding more fuel. Later, he remembered his mother saying the thatched roof kept the house warm in winter, but yet cool in summer. They milked a single cow. Her milk was separated into cream, from which country butter was churned, and skimmed milk, with which her occasional calves had to be content. A bye-product, buttermilk, was used in the baking. Then one of the older girls, Maureen, married one Billy Barnes. He collected milk churns for the creamery. In Raymond’s time he used to stop at the end of the lane, climb on to the back of his lorry, and reach down into a churn with a ladle to let Julia have a jug of buttermilk for her loaves.

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond was surprised one day when he came home from school to find a package waiting for him. It was flat and hard but not too thick, and well wrapped. What could it be? He had celebrated his tenth birthday about five months ago, and it was not anywhere near Christmas. His mother, a slim woman with dark, wavy hair, was hovering when he started to open it.

	“Oh I love to get surprise parcels,” she said. “I’m so happy for you. It’s from your uncle Mick.”

	“How do you know?”

	“It’s his handwriting.”

	After unwrapping, the item was revealed.

	“It’s a book. What’s its name?”

	“Treasure Island,” he had said, pleased that he was able to read out the title.

	There was a letter too. Uncle Mick, who was a teacher up the country, had decided on his last visit that his nephew was ready to start reading books.

	“You’ll have to write to uncle Mick straight away to thank him,” said his mother.

	Yeh, sure. Just after I feed Barney. And then I have to go to hurling training. What about the youth club meeting? 

	But he did want to please her. She made him feel good. Like the time a man had come to the door selling Hoovers. His father was in work and his mother had no one to discuss the matter with, so she had taken Raymond into her confidence.

	“We need a hoover here,” she had said to him out of the hearing of the salesman. “I’m going to buy it.”

	This made him feel big and of great value. One of the most important adults in his life was treating him like an equal.

	Raymond started to read Treasure Island. He’d either skip over words he did not know, or look them up.

	On his next visit uncle Mick said:

	“How are you finding the book?”

	“Really good,” said Raymond.

	“How far are you into it now?”

	“I’m at the part where Doctor Livesey told The Captain that, if he continued to carry on in the way he did on the day the doctor visited The Admirable Benbow, he’d wind up at the assizes, because the doctor was a magistrate too.”

	“Do you know what assizes are?”

	“Yes, I looked it up in the dictionary. It’s a kind of court in England. And a magistrate is a judge.”

	“You’re a very smart young man altogether,” said uncle Mick. “When you’re nearly finished with Treasure Island I’ll send you another one.”

	Raymond’s father had also read Treasure Island, but many years ago, when he was also young.

	“I see you’re reading Treasure Island,” he said one day.

	“Yes, uncle Mick sent it to me.”

	“A great book,” said his father. He started singing:

	“Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest,

	Yo ho ho, and a bottle of rum.”

	Raymond knew the words, but he didn’t know the music for that song. He suspected his father didn’t know it either, but that didn’t stop him from letting on.

	Uncle Mick sent Kidnapped, also by Robert Louis Stevenson, and again his father was able to discuss the swashbuckling protagonist of that book, Alan Breck Stewart. The Coral Island, by R. M. Ballantyne, arrived, but this he had to digest on his own. The last one was The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame, and Raymond marvelled at the doings of Mr. Toad, who needed all the assistance his friends, Mole, Ratty and Badger, could provide to prevent him getting into serious trouble, especially with his new motor car.

	Many years later, when Uncle Mick was dead and gone, and when Raymond had realised how wonderful the world of books was, he did experience real gratitude to his uncle, and regretted he did not make a greater effort at the time he received these presents. He even could have, and should have, gone out of his way to thank Uncle Mick in his later years, before he died.

	Raymond Quinn’s best friend was Augustus Considine. They had much in common but the love of books was a particularly strong bond between them. Later, Raymond’s reading was enhanced by his own acquisitions, and by books he got from Gus. They cut their teeth on as many as they could get their hands on of the James Bond books, by Ian Fleming. Later he advanced to Graham Greene, John McGahern, Somerset Maugham, Muriel Spark, Neville Shute, Evelyn Waugh, and many others. As some of these were regarded at the time as rather advanced for his age, even a little risqué, he found it necessary to hide them in a hedge outside, in order not to offend his mother.

	But he did find ways to cause her anguish, great and small. He had an inquisitive nature.

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi Considine, aged thirteen, and older brother of Gus, was standing at his desk in school. Rays of sunlight streamed through the high sash windows, making visible the swirling motes he reckoned must be an integral part of the air in a room, except you can’t always see them.

	One of these windows had been a source of mirth for the class about two weeks previously, but that incident had also helped to reinforce the anger and resentment that seemed to be a natural part of a teacher’s makeup in those days. 

	Rudi had arrived just in time for the prayers that always preceded the afternoon’s teaching. As they were being intoned his neighbour nudged him and said watch this. The teacher, at the head of the class, had been looking from time to time at the open window near him. There was a bit of a draft all right. Eventually he walked over, put fingers into the two brass rings in the lowest part of the sash, and pulled. The bottom rail came away in his hands. Rudi could see the blackness of the rotted wood on each side. Despite the visceral fear engendered by this man on a daily basis, the pupils could not resist laughter. One of them had tried to close the window before the teacher and then Rudi had entered the room. The rail had come away, but they had put it back into its place as firmly as they could. When he had found himself with the broken part of the window in his hands, and having to endure the laughter, fury had contorted the teacher’s face.

	That was then. Now an English class was taking place.

	“OK Considine,” said the teacher, who was standing beside Rudi, “read out the first paragraph on page 11.” A teaching monk of the De La Salle order, he was dressed in a black soutane. It covered all of his body, from his neck down to his shoes. The only ornamentation in his outer dress was a white collar, split into two rectangles. He carried a hefty leather strap in his right hand. He was using this to tap the palm of his own left hand, to a slow beat.

	“Oh, aah, er, hmmm,” were the only sounds that could come from Rudi. This was because, to him, the words seemed to be moving around on the page. Sometimes one would swim up from a later line and push the word he was concentrating on out of position. Or all words on a line would join up, so it was impossible to say where one ended and the other began. He blinked to try to make it all stop, but the only effect this had was to make everything on the page a blur.

	The teacher’s face had become red, and his teeth were clenched. The muscles under the skin on his head, at the hairline, were tightening up. Rudi and the other pupils had come to recognise this to be an important danger sign; an indication that his terrible temper was about to be unleashed.

	“Are you stupid?” he said. “If you do not read out that paragraph this minute I’ll make it hot for you.”

	“Theeeer, i….s aaaah, er, emmm”

	The teacher used his full strength to strike the desk in front of Rudi with the leather strap. This caused him to jump in fright. Other pupils started to titter.

	“D’you see what you have done now, you fool. Is amadán thú. The whole class is disturbed. I’m going to teach you a lesson. Get to the front of the class.”

	On leaden legs and with head bowed, Rudi dragged himself to the front, and stood near the blackboard. He was followed by the teacher.

	“OK, face the class and start reading.”

	But the results were the same as before when Rudi opened his mouth.

	The black soutane quivered as its wearer reached out to grasp the hair on the head of his wretched pupil. Then that head was being pulled back and forth, making contact with the blackboard on each oscillation. Worked into a frenzy, the teacher changed his method of attack: the leather strap was brought into play to flog Rudi about his torso and thighs. After some time he said:

	“Hold out your hand. You’re getting six of the best.”

	As each blow descended Rudi could feel a little bit of piss escaping into his underpants. If he was to lose control there now he would never be allowed to forget it by his fellows, and there would be additional punishments from the teacher. When the violence had finished he shuffled back to his desk, placing his hands under his other side’s arms in an attempt to relieve the hurt. His cheeks were burning and he knew that his eyes, which he kept cast down in case he might meet the gaze of any of the others, were wet.

	Later that evening, on the way home, he decided he’d had enough. Tomorrow he wouldn’t go to school at all. He didn’t care if that meant he wouldn’t be able to earn a living, as he was always being told, especially by his father. Fucking Gus had no trouble in school. He was even able to pass exams.

	 

	*

	 

	Two weeks later Rudi was having breakfast with his father, Malachi. Gus had already left for school on his bike. The two boys and their father lived in what they called The Homestead. It was where they had lived all their lives. It was surrounded by about thirty acres of land on which Malachi kept cattle and sheep for his butcher shop. The boys’ mother had died ten years ago.

	Rudi had something to tell Malachi, and the best way to prepare for that was to get him softened up with talk of his cycling days.

	“Were there many cyclists there from France when you were racing,” he asked.

	“The contingent from France kept getting bigger,” said Malachi. “Cycle racing in France was always important. Then they were starting to spread out to other parts of the world. French riders were in the Rás before, but that year they had the biggest number ever.”

	Malachi cracked the top of his egg.

	“It’s a real shame our crowd couldn’t agree on a cycling body,” he said. “Letting politics get in the way is stupid, and it means we can’t have the best team in any part of the island. The bloody thing is too fragmented. Imagine, three different cycling bodies: one for the whole island, that nobody supports, and then one each for the North of Ireland and another for The Republic.”

	Rudi nodded, as if taking a real interest. But he had heard all this before, many times.

	“Begod I used to love the cycling, though, continued Malachi, “I was only twenty. Touring on the bike would give you great freedom. Competing was a different matter. You can’t appreciate the scenery when you’re competing, which was a big part of the attraction, but there were compensations.”

	“Right.”

	“There was nothing in the world like the feeling of having won a stage. This meant you got to wear the yellow jersey, and it was fantastic if you could win a stage that passed through your home town.”

	Rudi figured it was time.

	“Dad,” he said, “I’m not going back to school anymore.”

	“What?” Malachi paused with a piece of boiled egg on his spoon, half way to his mouth.

	“I can’t stand it. I can’t read stuff out of a book, and I’m always getting battered for it. The last day I was in school that Brother Thomas, he made me kneel down in front of the whole class because I couldn’t do it. All the others were laughing at me.”

	“But you have to go back to school. If you don’t the Guards will come and summons me. You’re only thirteen years of age, for God’s sake.”

	“Let me come and work with you in the shop. You know I can do it.”

	“No,” said Malachi, waving his spoon. He had managed to deliver the piece of egg that was on it into his mouth. Now when he spoke little bits sprayed out over the table. 

	“You have to go back to school.”

	“You’re probably going to get a letter.”

	“Why is that?”

	“Because I’ve been mitching for two weeks. If I leave for school today I won’t go there. I’ll amuse myself down town instead. If I’m forced to go back I’ll go mitching again. This time it’ll be forever. I’ll head for England. You won’t be able to stop me.”

	Malachi put the fingers of his free hand to his forehead. He sighed.

	“What in God’s name am I going to do?”

	“Let me come and work with you in the shop.”

	“Stop saying that.”

	“Let me try it for a while and see what happens.”

	Malachi leaned forward. He had his chin in the hand that was not holding the spoon. He nodded.

	“I’m telling you one thing. If there’s any hint I’m going to be in trouble over this, you will be forced to go back, Brother Thomas or no bloody Brother Thomas. Do you understand?”

	“You won’t regret it,” said Rudi.

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond, aged 12, walked across the field that was opposite his house. His Jack Russell terrier, Barney, ran along by his side. He had several newspapers under his arm and he carried a bag of marshmallow sweets in his hand. There was a box of matches in his pocket. When he got to the other side, where there was a group of about three large trees, he crumpled up some of the newspaper and put it on stones he had arranged in a shallow pit. Onto these he placed a number of dry twigs he had gathered up. Then he lit the paper. Pretty soon he had a fire going.

	This is nice.

	He added longer and thicker pieces of wood. He was doing something self-sufficient. What a wonderful feeling! This was not the first time he had lit a fire here, but it was the first time he had toasted marshmallows. They were lovely when they were done.

	He sat there contemplating things. But he was also restless. He needed to be doing something else.

	The fire had died down. There’s a couple of newspapers left. What would happen if the embers were to be wrapped up and taken someplace else?

	So he did that. He walked back across the field, towards home, with the parcel under his arm. He’d made sure that the thickness of a whole newspaper formed the walls of the package.

	“Hi, Raymond,” said Joe Sammon, a neighbour, who was taking part in an impromptu game of hurling with some others. 

	“Hello, Joe.”

	He left the group in his wake. The parcel was starting to feel warm. He’d lay it down here, at the base of the single small tree that was in the middle of the field.

	His mother caught him by an ear when he went in. 

	“You’ve been lighting fires again,” she said. “I can smell the smoke off your clothes.”

	She sniffed.

	“And your hair. What will I do with you at all?” She gave his ear a tweak.

	He went back across the field, to find that the group that had been playing hurling was in some consternation.

	“Did you see what happened?” said Joe Sammon.

	“No, what?”

	“There was a parcel under that tree there, and it just burst into flames! All by itself!”

	They obviously hadn’t been watching when he had discarded his package.

	His delight at the shock in the voices of these boys made a little bit of ear tweaking worthwhile. But he had learned a lesson of some kind, perhaps an important one: nothing stays the same, and it will most likely get worse rather than better unless you take steps to control it. If you decide to place a hot package under your arm, you’d better get rid of it before it bursts into flames and burns you, or before something worse happens. What if he had brought it into the house?

	Whew.

	 

	*

	 

	“I feel a bit of a dork,” said Raymond.

	“Why?” asked his companion, Gus Considine.

	“This fucking uniform. Everyone’s looking at us.”

	Both were dressed in a green serge tunic, green serge trousers, heavy hobnail boots, and a forage cap.

	“Yeh, I know,” said Gus.

	“And this fuckin’ gun. It would be something else if we had bullets for it.”

	“I suppose so. We could do our own target practice.”

	“My father was telling me someone he knows has a point 303 bullet in a drawer in the sideboard in his front room.”

	“Is your father’s friend in the FCA too?”

	“His son is. He must have pocketed the bullet when he was doing shooting practice.”

	“Okay? And the fuss they make about us having to account for every round, as they call them.”

	Raymond adjusted the strap of the rifle so it was more comfortable over his right shoulder.

	“I suppose some people get away with snaffling a few.”

	It had seemed like a good idea at the time, to join. But walking, or as they perhaps should have been, marching, to and from the army barracks about two and a half miles from his home, dressed always in the green serge tunic, with trousers of the same material stuffed into the heavy hobnail boots, and carrying a mighty Lee Enfield .303 rifle, soon began to pall. He was feeling self-conscious, in a bad way, as he undertook this journey to and from his home.

	Certainly, at the start he enjoyed the drilling. Certainly, at the start, he enjoyed the shooting practice. The Lee Enfield .303 was a bolt action repeating rifle that had been standard issue to the British Army during both the First and Second World Wars. It was regarded as a superior weapon to the rifles used by all other countries during those conflicts. Like much else, its use had been inherited from the Brits by the Irish Republic after independence. Raymond had heard this gun could cut a person in half if fired at close range. It was the weapon of choice for snipers and other marksmen in the forces.

	He and Gus got to socialise with some regular army people who were attached to the same military barracks they attended. One of those, a private, told them what seemed to Raymond to be something of an apocryphal story, about a young man who joined up and who was sent on peacekeeping duties to The Lebanon. Soon he suffered badly from home sickness. At Christmas he and some of his mates were given leave to go as tourists to Bethlehem. The story is he sent a postcard home to his mother, in Ballymacarbry, the village he was from in Ireland. The postcard said:

	 

	‘Dear Mother. Well, here I am in Bethlehem where Christ was born. I wish to Christ I was in Ballymacarbry, where I was born. Your son.’

	 

	Raymond supposed you could insert any small town in Ireland into that tale, depending on the county in which it was being told.

	The FCÁ, which stood for an Fórsa Cosanta Áitiúil, which in turn translated into English as “local defence force”, had been established along the lines of what his father told him they did in Switzerland, where reservists were expected to be fit, well trained, and already armed, and because of all that capable of assisting the regular army at short notice if the country was attacked.

	A few days before the training session was scheduled for the next week, he and Gus returned the uniform, the boots, and the rifle, and stopped going, but Raymond decided to keep the greatcoat. This was because of a comment his father had made, which was to the effect that it would make a great eiderdown for the bed in the winter.

	His poor mother had grown up during World War II, and she had heard stories of how deserters were treated, in many armies. She dealt in absolutes. She told him that if a newsreader on the wireless got a cold they would be sacked. Therefore, for her, it followed that if a soldier was court martialled for desertion, he would be shot.

	One morning, while Raymond’s mother was doing her jobs around the house, and Raymond was enjoying a lie-in upstairs, there came a knock on the front door. When his mother answered it she was confronted with a large, uniformed man. He had three chevroned stripes on the shoulders of his jacket. An ugly green vehicle, with two long aerials sticking out of it, was at the front gate.

	“Does Raymond Quinn live here?”

	Mrs. Quinn couldn’t speak. Her legs were shaking in a peculiar way.

	“I’m sorry,” said the sergeant, “we’re not here to take him away.”

	Raymond wondered later, when he heard about all this from his mother, if the sergeant might have had a lot of experience in this job? At least he wasn’t in the business of frightening mothers.

	“It’s just that he left the FCÁ, but he never returned the full uniform. There’s a greatcoat missing. I’m here to collect it.”

	A relieved woman rushed up the stairs and into Raymond’s room.

	“Where’s the coat you kept when you stopped going to the FCÁ?”

	“Um, it’s around here somewhere,” said Raymond. “Why do you want it?”

	Yes, there it was, on the back of the door. She ignored Raymond’s question, unhooked the coat, and ran down to hand it to the sergeant.

	Raymond regretted his thoughtlessness. He should have been more careful. It turned out alright in the end. The greatcoat having been returned, the FCÁ authorities took the pragmatic course and gave him an honourable discharge.

	 

	*

	 

	Two Considines, father and son, were standing behind the counter in the butcher shop. They had their butcher’s aprons on, and they were girded with sheathes that held a number of very sharp knives.

	Malachi was taking Rudi through the ropes.

	“There’s a few things you need to understand when you’re in a shop like this.”

	“Like what?”

	“Like when someone is looking at the meat in the window from the outside, under no circumstances must you look at them. If they catch you doing that they’ll get uncomfortable and move away. Then you’ll have lost them as a customer.”

	Rudi didn’t take long to absorb this kind of lesson. In a short time he had created a few rules of his own.

	“The days of giving away stuff like sheep’s heads for people to feed to their dogs with are over. From now on we’ll be working hard to try to figure out how to make the most amount of money possible out of things like that,” he had said one day.

	“Yes, “said Malachi, “I suppose I wasn’t that worried about them before.”

	Rudi’s mouth had a grim aspect when he said:

	“Well, it’s time to be worried about them now. You’ve been missing so many chances to make money. This is beginning to look like a joke butcher’s shop.”

	Another day he was cutting a side of lamb into chops, and talking out of the side of his mouth as he did so.

	“We’ll be doing something else that’s new too.”

	“What’s that?”

	“I’ve been looking into the market for sausage casings made out of sheep gut. Up the country this is all the rage and butchers are paying good money for them. I’ve arranged with Lawlor up in the municipal abattoir so that I can collect them from him every few days.”

	“You can’t just put sausage meat into sheep’s gut. You’ll have to treat the casings.”

	“Of course I know that,” Rudi said. “I’ve made a deal with the woman who bleaches the tripe. She’ll treat the sheep gut as well.”

	“Fair play to you, I suppose,” said Malachi. “You seem to have great energy. That’s a lot of work you’ve taken on.”

	“Well I’m not finished yet. I’ll be rendering fat in the kitchen at home and putting it into containers so we can sell it as dripping. It’s time we got Gus to help us. He’s been spending enough time at his studies. We need more help here.”

	“Rudi, I don’t want to interfere with Gus’s studies. Just because you didn’t make a go of it at school doesn’t mean it’s not worth doing.”

	But Gus did indeed come to work in the business. Not on a full-time basis, but often enough to learn the trade.

	“Pity the old man isn’t here to see this thing working,” he said one day. He and Rudi were alone, making sausages with the new machine Rudi had ordered from England. “But he likes going to the mart. He gets to meet all his old cronies there.”

	“That’s the problem,” said Rudi. “He thinks this whole thing is a hobby. He’s spent the whole of his life just working for wages. I want more. This business is going well and we should be thinking about opening another shop. We need money for that because we’ll have to take on more people, good people. We need to think about marketing. It’s a whole new scale of operation we need to think about.“

	“You’ve been thinking about these things already,” said Gus.

	Rudi brought his fist down hard on the counter.

	“Look, the first thing we need to do is take on a trained butcher to work here, to release me to make plans about expansion. You can stay here with them and train them how to do things our way. “

	“Are you rushing things? Have you discussed your ideas with the old man? He’s still the fella who started the business.”

	“No. And I won’t be asking him either. I’ll be telling him what we’re going to do.”

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi knew he was sensible about things. None of this namby-pamby stuff for him. He remembered Gus saying once, when their stock of sheep needed to be fed:

	“It’s interesting the way they’ll flock to you when you appear at the gate with the bales of hay. If it was summer, now, and they had grass, they wouldn’t come near you. They make a calculation; ‘are we hungry enough to take the risk of being captured by these humans.’”

	“Don’t be so fucking stupid,” said Rudi. “They’re dumb animals. They act on instinct. You’re too fucking soft about these things.”

	Rudi learned the hard way that money did not come easy. To get what he would regard as even a small amount he had to work hard, and he had to put in long days. He also had to keep on to Gus and Malachi to make sure that they helped him. Gus had said:

	“Harvesting intestines is not nice work.”

	“True,” replied Rudi, “but it’s got to be done if we’re to make a go of this. You can see what’s happening. We’re already selling our sheep’s gut sausage skins to other butchers. We’re making money and they’re buying them cheaper than the synthetic ones. And now people are starting to talk about how much they want natural products.”

	Rudi knew he had severe difficulties with the reading and the writing, but he couldn’t understand how people who were able to do those things could be so stupid about business. About the need to save money instead of wasting it. About working every hour that was available. He looked around the shop. It was small, but it had a good shape. They were able to fit in the counter, a small office, and have enough space for a cold-room and a butcher’s block, as well as a shop space for the customers. A farmer who was a regular customer was fond of saying that a yard of counter was worth a hundred acres of land. If this was true then the sooner they got more counters, in more shops, the better.

	When he did go out, Malachi’s favourite pastime was to play a game of 45s with his friends. Rudi lived a frugal existence; he had a laser-like focus on saving money.

	“Did I ever tell you about how I came about having these thirty acres?” Malachi said one evening. The two of them were watching a program on the television about farming.

	“No. I thought our grandfather left it to you.”

	“He did, but there was a complication.”

	“What was that?” said Rudi.

	“Well, he died without making a will. Your uncle and your three aunts thought that they should have a share of what it was worth. That would mean having to sell it. We couldn’t split it up into five separate holdings. None of them would be good for anything.”

	“So what happened?”

	“We found out that the eldest son gets everything if the parents die without leaving a will. The reason for it is so farms of land wouldn’t be split up into smaller pieces in each generation. Very small farms are impossible to make a go of.”

	“I see,” said Rudi. “What did uncle Kevin think of that?”

	“He was disappointed. He went off to England. We haven’t spoken for years.”

	“That’s a shame, said Rudi.

	On summer evenings they liked to go shooting rabbits and pigeons over the land. Malachi owned two guns, an over-and-under shotgun and a bolt-action repeater .22 rifle. Rudi’s sole weapon was a single-shot .22 rifle. On one particular day, when they had cleaned up in the shop, they had headed home and collected the guns, the shotgun for Malachi and the rifle for Rudi.

	“Is old McGrath still paying for pigeons?” said Rudi, as he fitted the bolt to his gun. Keeping this part separate from the weapon was the only, rather primitive, security measure they practised.

	“He sure is,” said Malachi. “You won’t make a fortune from what he gives you, but I suppose it pays for the bullets you use.”

	“What the hell does he do with them?”

	“He brings them in his car to a place up around Athlone where they have a factory that makes pigeon pies.”

	“And where do they sell the pigeon pies?” said Rudi.

	“I believe they go to France,” said his father. “But I wouldn’t knock pigeons as food. During the war we made good use of the ones that used to gather around Hall’s granary down by the river. Other food was scarce then. We had rationing.”

	The two men made their way across The Top Field. The best place for shooting pigeons was in the wood across the small river that watered Malachi’s land. At dusk the birds made their way back to their nests there. They would be visible in silhouette against the gloaming sky, while the hunters would be obscured in the relative darkness at ground level, beneath the foliage. Crossing the river was done by means of two ropes, one for walking on and the other, higher one, for gripping. Malachi went first. His shotgun was slung over his shoulder, but he didn’t seem to be able to keep good control of it. Was the strap too long or something? When he had almost reached the other side it looked like he became nervous of his footing. He threw his shotgun onto the gravel so his grip of the rope would be unimpeded.

	Rudi watched Malachi’s gun crash and rattle on to the gravel.

	What the hell is he doing?

	That was very awkward, but also dangerous. What would happen if the weapon had gone off and Malachi had got shot? What would they call that, a freak accident?

	If I wanted to kill him. 

	It would be very easy to stage an accident like that.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	*

	 

	“I went out to Danny Nealon’s garage yesterday,” Gus had said on another morning in 1965. He, Rudi and Malachi were having breakfast.

	“To ask him for a job?,” said Malachi.

	“Right. Just for the summer, until I go back to school.”

	Rudi had interjected: “We could do with you in the shop. We’re very busy. You’d do better to learn the butchering business so you can give us a hand.”

	“No,” said Malachi. “Leave him be. If he comes to us he’ll only be leaving when the summer is over. We’d be left high and dry again. Let Danny Nealon worry about that.”

	Malachi turned to Gus.

	“What did he say?”

	“Danny Nealon? He’s thinking about it. My job would be to serve petrol and diesel.”

	“There’s two older fellas there.” Gus had said. “They do punctures and oil changes. They’re very busy. I’d be doing some of that as well.”

	“I served my time to be a motor mechanic. Did you know that?” said Malachi.

	His two sons did not know that.

	“Yep. It was only the war stopped me from going ahead. Then there were no cars on the road because there was no petrol. Only for essential services. When the war was over I had become a butcher. Of course there are no mechanics these days. When I was young a good man could repair a part like a starter or a dynamo if it went wrong. Now all they’d do is fit a new one. So they’re all fitters now, not mechanics.”

	Gus got the job of pumping petrol and diesel. As it happened, Malachi often had things to do in town, so he could give Gus a lift in the mornings during that summer. One day, as they proceeded through the town, Malachi pointed to a man crossing the street.

	“You see him?” he said to Gus, “he’s a bloody Jew.”

	Gus said nothing. He had just started reading about the terrible things that had been done to Jews before and during the war, but the tone of Malachi’s remark dissuaded him from making any comment on what had just been said.

	He remembered, though, another incident. He and all his school mates had been on a school outing to Dublin. When they returned, Malachi had asked how they got on.

	“Very well,” said Gus. “We went to the zoo. That was great. We saw elephants, lions, tigers, monkeys, snakes, giraffes.

	“Yes, the zoo was always worth a visit,” said his father. “What else did ye do?”

	“We had lunch in a place in the centre of town, just off O’Connell Street, I think it was. Then we walked for a while and the teachers brought us around and told us about some of the statues in that street.”

	“Like Daniel O’Connell?”

	“Yeh, that’s right. That’s right. That must be why they call it O’Connell Street.”

	“Did ye see the GPO.”

	“Oh yeh, we did. That was where the headquarters was during the Easter rising.”

	“Well, good,” said Malachi, “it’s great ye saw all those things. And learned something. Did the teachers arrange for any photographs?”

	“Yes, we all had to stand in a group and a black man came along with a camera and took some photos.”

	He was about to say the pictures would take a few days to be developed, but he found he couldn’t continue. The reason for this was that Malachi seemed to explode.

	“A bloody nigger took your photo! What were your teachers thinking? Who did he work for? Probably no one only himself.”

	There was a pause before he continued.

	“A bloody black man taking your photo!”

	The rest of the journey was done in silence. Gus had never even thought about the colour of the photographer’s skin, except as an identifying characteristic. 

	When they arrived at Danny Nealon’s garage he introduced Malachi to the other two workers there, Micky and Connie. As it happened, Malachi knew Micky’s father, and had met both filling station workers on a number of occasions already; he was well used to stopping at Danny Nealon’s.

	Then he was gone, to do his jobs and head back to the butcher’s shop.

	“My father served his time as a mechanic,” Gus had said to the others at some stage during the day.

	“So how come he’s a butcher? One of them had asked.

	“The war broke out just as he was finishing his apprenticeship. There was no petrol so he couldn’t get work as a mechanic. He took up butchering instead.”

	 

	*

	 

	On another morning Malachi was, once again, able to provide his son with a lift to work. He parked beside the forecourt.

	“Oh hello, Mr. Considine, howya Gus,” called one of the workers, from a position inside the door of the workshop. He had a car wheel at his feet. One foot rested on its tyre while the other was on the floor. With his right hand he was operating an air compressor, the nozzle of which was attached to the wheel’s valve. As he worked, his left hand was sometimes in the pocket of his overalls, and sometimes behind his back, but none of what he was doing took from his ability to carry on a conversation.

	“Hello, Micky,” said Malachi, “is Danny around?”

	“He’s having his breakfast as far as I know, over in the house. Is there anything I can do for you?”

	“I need two new tyres on the back of this yoke,” said Malachi, jerking his thumb. “But I want a bloody good deal.”

	“Right. I could tell you the prices, but now with Gus working here you might be able to get better from the boss. Can you wait for a few minutes?”

	“I don’t have too long.”

	“OK. I’ll go in and tell him you’re here. Oh, wait, he’s coming now.”

	A somewhat older man walked around the corner of the display area of the garage, from the direction of the house. His carriage was erect and he strode rather than walked.

	“Hello, Malachi,” he said, when he saw that gentleman.

	“How’re you?” said Malachi. “Nice weather we’re having.”

	“It’s not too bad, but there’s rain in the way. The pain in my shoulder is telling me that.”

	“Danny, I need two new tyres for the car. Can you do me a good deal?”

	“Of course I can. Come into the office and I’ll let you know what we have here.”

	Both men disappeared through the door into the display area.

	When Malachi came out he handed the key of the car to Micky.

	“OK, you’re to put two new tyres on the back. I’ll wait here while you’re doing that, but don’t be too long.”

	Micky drove the car onto the hydraulic lift that was specially designed for changing tyres. When he operated it, all four wheels were off the ground, suspended from the chassis. But now that the load was off them, they drooped. When Gus saw this it always seemed to him that the car had died by hanging, and its wheels were just left to dangle.

	Micky was joined by Connie, the other of Danny Nealon’s men, and the two of them got to work.

	They undid the wheel bolts and removed the two rear wheels, one each. As quick as a flash the tyres were off. Each man examined his wheel hub for dents or anything else that might cause problems, found nothing, and then replaced the tyres with new ones that they picked off a rack at the back of the workshop.

	“So you served your time to be a mechanic. It was a pity you couldn’t take it up,” said Micky, as he was tightening the bolts on his wheel.

	“Er yes,” said Malachi. “That was a shame all right.”

	“Yeh, I’d love to be a trained mechanic,” said Connie from the other side. “I love engines and everything else to do with a car.”

	Soon the tyres were changed, and pumped up.

	“Now I need some petrol,” said Malachi. “Here, Gus, since you’re supposed to be learning to drive, why don’t you take her over to the pump and do that. Put in fifteen shillings.”

	Gus was only too pleased to get some driving practice, however small. Malachi went into the office to fix up with Danny Nealon, and then made his way over to the car. As he was about to drive away he said to Gus:

	“That’s a good one. Hah. I must have told those fellas at some stage I served my time to be a mechanic. Some people would believe bloody well anything.”

	Then he started the car and drove off.

	It started to get busy. Other motorists pulled up at the pumps. Soon all hands were busy serving customers. One young man became impatient. He unhooked the nozzle of the petrol pump and started to fill his own tank.

	“What do you think you’re doing?” said the nearest assistant, Connie. “This is not some kind of a self-service place, you know. You’ll have to wait your turn.”

	“The petrol companies will have to change the way they do business at filling stations,” said the young man. “I’ve got places to go, and people to see, and things to do.”

	 

	*

	 

	“Where’s Rudi?” asked the boy on the bus.

	“Where he normally is,” said Gus, “in the shop cutting up steaks, or making sausages, or telling oul’ wans how to cook their meat.”

	He and Raymond were on their way to the seaside.

	“Let’s go an’ play the roulette at Freddie’s,” said Raymond, after they had got off the bus. 

	“I’m skint,” said Gus. “I couldn’t bet on that crappy thing to save my life.”

	“It’s not real roulette,” said Raymond. “Freddie just throws a tennis ball into a sunken round table that has red and black holes. After a while the ball comes to rest in one of them. You can bet on one of those colours. It’s even money.”

	“But there’s a yellow one too,” said Gus. “If the ball lands in that nobody gets paid.”

	“Freddie is guaranteed a win when that happens,” said Raymond.

	They made their way through the volume of noise coming from the slot machines, duke boxes, and various other attractions that were designed to separate the general public, mostly young people, from their money, and bestow it on Freddie.

	Before they got to the tennis-ball roulette, Raymond said he had a plan. 

	“I’ve six pounds here in half-crowns. There are eight half crowns in a pound so that’s 48 of them. I’m going to bet one on red and if I lose it I’ll bet two the next time. If I lose that I’ll bet four, on Freddie’s third roll. I can keep on doubling until I run out of half crowns, which means black will have to come up six times in a row. Every time I win I’ll have a profit of one half-crown, taking into account my losing rolls of the ball.” 

	“Right,” said Gus, “but six times in a row is not impossible.”

	“I’ve been watching the game for a while and I’ve never seen that happen,” said Raymond. He put his hand on Gus’s arm. 

	“Here’s how I’ll make money. Every time I win I’ll put one half-crown in my other pocket and start over.”

	“Freddie will see what you’re doing,” said Gus. “He’s nobody’s fool.”

	“I know that. But what can he do?”

	Freddie did indeed cop on fairly quick.

	“You see what he’s at?” he said, to no one in particular, after play had proceeded for a while. “It’s what I do when I’m at the horses. I make up my losses on the next race.”

	Raymond had only doubled his bet about twice at that stage. But Freddie’s smile did seem a little forced. Raymond played on. Gus got tired watching, or bored, except on one occasion when Raymond actually won six times in a row. 

	“Raymond, that’s a bad sign,” said Gus. “If red can come up six times in a row then that can happen for black as well.”

	“You’re right. I think we should call it a day.”

	They bid goodbye to Freddie. That gentleman seemed to take it all in good grace. The number of half-crowns in Raymond’s left pocket amounted to 24, or three pounds. He still had, of course, his original fund of six pounds. The tennis-ball roulette session had taken two hours and twenty minutes.

	“Let’s get some chips,” said Raymond. “They’re on me.”

	“Great,” said Gus, “there’s a chipper next door.”

	“No,” said Raymond, “I want to get them from the chip van down at the strand, on the other end of the prom. I think they’re nicer. We’ll also get some exercise.”

	“They always seem to have fucking sand in them,” said Gus. 

	“That’s what I like about them. We’ll get a few battered sausages too.”

	It was a bit of a walk down to the other end of the prom, but a good one, in a bracing onshore breeze flecked with tiny drops of salt water; the tide was in. Gus enjoyed the view.

	There’s the metal man, up on his tower. Pointing out to sea with his right arm. A warning to seafarers after the sinking of the Seahorse, when it mistook Tramore bay for the entrance to the river Suir estuary, and ran aground. Hundreds of British soldiers drowned. That was when? 1820s or thereabouts. Three towers there to do that job, and another two across the bay on Brownstown head. Good thinking by the insurers, Lloyds, to have them built.

	 

	


Chapter 3 (1971 to 1980)

	 

	 

	P


	enny Lye and her friend, Alice Turner, considered they were reaching an age when they should have been looking out for husband material. Penny was 25, and worked as a hairdresser. Alice was roughly the same age. They had been on the dance hall circuit for some time now. Neither of them played tennis, but the club did put on a good hop. Then Penny had overheard someone in a pub one night remarking that she’d been doing the rounds for a long time now, when they thought she could not hear. 

	There was this Rudi Considine to think about. He was a hard worker, no doubt about that, and he’d be a good provider, but he lacked a little in the way of a sense of humour. He had taken her home from a dance about a year ago, and they’d been seeing each other since. She enjoyed it when he talked to her about the business he was building up. She could even see herself taking a part in all of that. His father, Malachi, was a nice man, but she supposed that if she did land Rudi it would be him she’d be marrying, not his father.

	Then, one lovely summer day, a Saturday, she suggested that Rudi and his brother, Gus, who was a year-and-a-half younger than him, and also involved in the business, should join herself and Alice on a picnic in the country on the following day. The weather forecast was excellent. It could only happen on a Sunday because Rudi, especially, was engrossed in his business on all other days of the week. The brothers seemed to think this was indeed a good idea. 

	The boys did not lack in the provisioning department. They gave Penny a couple of pans of bread, and lots of ham and cheese, so that she could make sandwiches. Alice helped. In the morning they arrived with an apple tart, cold salad, crisps, cheeses, beers, and carbonated water. It was only much later that she discovered it had been Gus who had done the shopping (and who had argued with Rudi over the expense). 

	They discovered a field overlooking the sea at a place called Garrarus beach, not too far from the metal man towers near Tramore. It was an idyllic place. There weren’t even any cattle in it. 

	“This is lovely,” said Alice. “I’ve been here before, but the weather has never been as nice as this.”

	Penny spread out a picnic blanket. They all sat down.

	“Yes, “said Gus, “it is rather salubrious.” 

	Penny was always amused when Rudi’s brother spoke like that. He had studied marketing in the Regional, and that course seemed to make him a bit of a smoothy. He had fancy words. And lots of snappy, sometimes risky, jokes: Why does a dog lick his balls? Because he can. How do you know if someone went to Trinity? They’ll tell you. How do you know a tourist in Waterford? They’ll be the ones not wearing Ray-bans (the company that made Ray-bans had a factory in Waterford. It sounded like shrinkage was a bit of a problem). Why is your shit tapered? Because if it wasn’t your hole would close with a bang, and so on.

	The fancy words and the jokes might have been handy for marketing, when you thought about it.

	There was a number of small flying creatures around. Most noticeable were those bobbing ones, with the powdered wings that were so bright and colourful, and so much larger than their bodies.

	“Why do they call that a butterfly?” said Penny. “That’s always puzzled me.”

	“Why’s that?” said Rudi.

	“Butterfly means nothing. But if you were to look at what they do, a flutterby would be a far better name for one of them.”

	Everyone smiled, but Rudi seemed to take particular pleasure from this exchange.

	The sun rose higher. The beers got consumed. Rudi and Penny were chatting, apart a little from the others. It looked like Alice and Gus were hitting it off rather nicely. Soon those two were sitting closer to each other. Then they were kissing. 

	In the months that followed, Gus and Alice became an item. The two couples made many more trips together, to films, to restaurants, and of course, to the pub. 

	In the Spring of 1978 it was decided, Penny could not remember by whom, that they should have a double wedding. They set it for the following March. It was a great success, because all were on their best behaviour. Malachi was in his element.

	 

	*

	 

	Malachi cut out a site of a half-acre from his land holding for each of his sons so that they and their new wives could build houses on them. Work began on both before the double wedding took place. Rudi and Penny had decided on a two-storey house with a number of nice features, like bay windows and a hipped roof. Penny spent quite a bit of time on internal matters, most especially the kitchen. They had a foreman for the construction work, but it fell to Gus to keep an eye on the building of both houses, as nothing could tear Rudi away from the strategic and tactical imperatives involved in building up his business. 

	One day Gus was driving up to Rudi and Penny’s partially built dwelling when he became aware of a commotion. There was a crowd of workers gathered around one of their fellows, who was lying on the ground. 

	“What happened here?” he asked the nearest worker. 

	“Fuckin’ Junie fell off the roof. He doesn’t look good.”

	“Let me see,” said Gus. He elbowed his way through the onlookers. But just as he reached the stricken builder another, more forceful and decisive, member of the crew arrived at his side. This person bent over the man on the ground, turned him onto his back, and then bent and grasped him under the armpits, muttering as he did so.

	“We’d better get him under cover.” 

	The procedure had the effect of strongly and rapidly shaking the head of the casualty, who seemed to be only barely conscious. His neck was bent first to one side, and then to the other, in the most alarming manner.

	That doesn’t look like the best way to deal with the situation.

	They did get him under cover, in the partially built house. Then the ambulance people arrived.

	“What happened?” asked a paramedic.

	“He fell off the roof.”

	“If he fell off the roof, how come he’s in the house?”

	“We thought it would be better to get him under cover,” said the foreman.

	“Okay,” said the paramedic, addressing all present, including Gus, as his colleague attached a neck brace to the patient, “if something like this happens again do not, under any circumstances, even if it’s pouring rain, attempt to move the injured person. You could cause permanent damage to his nervous system. It’s too early for us to say for sure, but it looks like this man might have a fracture of one of the vertebrae in his cervical spine. A broken neck, in other words. The spinal cord passes through those vertebrae. Movement of any kind when a vertebra is damaged could result in him being paralysed from the neck down, for the rest of his life.”

	Gus found himself looking at the man on the ground. His face looked white. His eyes were fluttering. 

	Not looking good at all.

	Then he was transferred to the ambulance, and taken away.

	Gus made his way to the shop. Rudi and Malachi were busy serving customers, but Gus was able to signal to Rudi that he needed to talk to him. They put their heads together in the office.

	“One of the builders fell off the roof of your house.”

	“Jesus. Is he badly hurt?”

	“We don’t know. He’s been taken to the hospital,” said Gus.

	“That’s a fucking nuisance. I suppose one of us should go there, to see how he is,” said Rudi. “I’ll ring Penny at work and ask her to do it.” 

	Penny undertook that duty. When she reported back it was to the effect that the man was badly injured. She had done all she could to comfort his mother, whom she had met at the hospital. In the following days and weeks it became clear that the admonition by the paramedic at the time of the accident, not to attempt to move such a patient, was a valid one. The man did turn out to be paralysed from the neck down. He was accepted for a period in the Rehabilitation Institute in Dublin, but then it was determined that they could not do anything for him. 

	It was a bad business.

	


Chapter 4 (1981 to 1990)

	 

	 

	I


	n June of 1981 Rudi Considine made a significant move in the development of his meat business. He went to a new bank to meet Marc Toomerood, the local manager. He had been told by his auditors that it wasn’t a matter of which bank a business person dealt with. It was, rather, the outlook of the bank officer who was the main contact that was important. Toomerood was recommended as one who had a reputation for being of genuine assistance to new and growing businesses.

	“How are you?” asked Toomerood, when Rudi was seated.

	“I’m well.”

	“I’ve been looking over the material your accountant, Brannigan, sent me,” said the bank manager. “It’s impressive. I’ll not beat about the bush here. It would suit me to have you as a customer.”

	Rudi’s auditors had also told him that the manager was incentivised to grow the bank’s business by bringing in high quality new customers for the branch.

	“I can see from here that your business is a growing one. If you transferred your banking to us I’d make sure you were well looked after when you needed development loans. Advanced within safe criteria, of course. But your in-house accountant seems to be up to speed on those requirements. I would take a personal interest in how you were getting on. You would have more than a routine kind of banking service.”

	Rudi liked this talk.

	Toomerood was indeed pro-active in his dealings with Rudi. After the banking had been transferred to him, he made regular runs out to Rudi’s shop. He became familiar with the finer points of how it should be operated. On one of those visits he had said:

	“Rudi, I have a good contact in the legal profession. He’s known to be a solicitor that gets things done for his clients. He won’t be pedantic, as many solicitors are, when it comes to doing what’s required. I know who your current solicitor is, but I think you should give my contact a chance. His name is Bernard Cosgrave.”

	 

	*

	 

	“How are you asking for a right lead?”

	The trainer, Rick, was addressing the girl in the saddle at the Buckraine Equestrian Centre in County Kilkenny.

	“What do you mean?” the rider asked.

	“You’ll remember that when we had the last classroom session, we talked about using the different parts of your leg when it’s in the stirrup to control the way your pony starts to canter or trot. Does the horse start with its right-side legs, or with those on its left side?”

	The pupil was the daughter of one of the leading members of the centre, Bernard Cosgrave, Solicitor. That gentleman was watching this session. It would be wise to be as diplomatic as possible when relating to this pupil. Rick read certain magazines, and in one of them he had learned about the Oedipus complex. Parents certainly tended to break down along Oedipal lines when it came to their attitude to the way you trained their offspring. Mothers would give you a hard time if they thought you were doing anything other than treating their sons with kid gloves, while the fathers expected their daughters to always get special attention. This particular father was well-known for his ability to give a dressing down to anyone who offended or annoyed him. When he went on a verbal attack his manner matched his stentorian voice, and he was able to use these to good effect. 

	Rick had been told by someone who knew about these things that, in the system of law that Ireland had inherited from the British, solicitors are not allowed to present a case in the higher courts. Only a barrister could do that, on the instructions of a solicitor. His colleagues in the legal profession, apparently, wondered why Bernard Cosgrave had not become a barrister instead of a solicitor, to make better use of his aggressive argumentation capabilities.

	Right now, though, Mr. Cosgrave was in the act of answering his portable phone. An amazing invention, that. It normally lived in the boot of his car, where it was connected by wiring to a handset he could use to make and receive calls while he was driving.  But he could also detach it and the handset and bring them with him when the car was parked. That meant he always had a phone, no matter where he was. It was bulky, heavy and, as you can imagine, very expensive to buy and operate, but Rick and everyone else in the equestrian centre were impressed to see that he owned such a device at all.

	 

	*

	 

	Bernard Cosgrave, solicitor, saw himself as a conscientious practitioner of his profession. He knew that others regarded him as a workaholic. That was OK, it didn’t hurt his prospects of gaining and retaining clients. The portable phone, which had just rung, interrupting his enjoyment of watching his daughter’s riding lesson, was nevertheless something that enabled him to reinforce that reputation.

	When he answered, it was someone called Rudi Considine.

	“I’ve been given your name by my bank manager, Marc Toomerood.”

	“Good old Marc. I wondered how you got this number,” said Cosgrave.

	“I’m building up my business. I need the right kind of professional advisors. You’ve been recommended as someone who’s good at business law, and who’s not likely to get bogged down in over-analysing matters.”

	“Right. I’m busy now, but I would be happy to meet you in my office. Can I ask you to ring my secretary and tell her to arrange a day and time?”

	“Sure.”

	Then Bernard turned his attention once more to the lesson his daughter was getting in horsemanship. He liked the way she was progressing. It made his recent purchase, of a horse transporter with integrated living room and sleeping quarters, worthwhile. It had not been cheap, but possession of it did mean that the whole family could travel far and wide to equine events, along with the ponies, in considerable comfort. He also enjoyed driving it, and it meant that he was being taken seriously at the jumping competitions.

	 

	*

	 

	Cosgrave’s offices were old. Rudi had heard people talking about a Sense of Old Decency. The likes of this must be what they meant. He liked that he was not kept waiting long, as often happened when he went to see Kennedy, the hopeless time-manager of a solicitor he had inherited from Malachi. Cosgrave’s offices were less threadbare than Kennedy’s, but Rudi still had to reflect on the interesting fact that most provincial solicitors had offices in premises that ranged from shabby genteel to decrepit, by way of just-about-good-enough. The last time he had been with him, Rudi had a brochure with him advertising Hawthorne Meats that he wanted Kennedy to put in his waiting room.

	“Ha-ha,” Kennedy had said, “I’ll do that, of course. But I must tell you that the kind of clients I have here would be more likely to break into your shops than to buy something from them.”

	When Rudi was ushered into his office, Bernard Cosgrave, Solicitor, was once again on the phone.

	“The best way to deal with this case is to establish contributory negligence,” he was saying.

	He looked up and motioned to Rudi to sit down. Then he brought the phone call to an abrupt end so he could give his visitor his full attention. Rudi liked that.

	“A professional negligence case,” he said. “My client is a company that’s being sued for not providing the right kind of protective equipment to one of its workers. He got injured on the job. There’s no way we’re going to get away scot-free on this one.”

	This was Rudi’s first, but not his last, experience of Bernard Cosgrave, Solicitor, identifying with his client to the extent of using the collective, first-person plural pronoun.

	“The court will want to give the worker something because the damages will be paid by an insurance company, so the best course of action for us is to try to reduce the pay-out. Transfer as much as possible of the blame over to the injured party. What can I do for you?”

	Rudi outlined his plans, and Cosgrave listened.

	“And you’ve already formed a company,” he said. “That’s good.”

	“I’ve decided to call it Hawthorne Meats Limited,” said Rudi. “And I want to progress well beyond a few shops. I intend to have abattoirs and other processing plants.”

	“That’s a good name. I must tell you that if you become a client of mine you’ll get my personal attention whenever you do something in business. You’ll not be passed over to a subordinate solicitor. It’s not for nothing that Marc Toomerood recommended me.”

	Toomerood also mentioned personal attention. Do they work to a script, these people on the periphery of business? Do they need us more than we need them?

	Do you play golf?” said the solicitor.

	“I took it up a little while ago,” said Rudi, “but I’m not any good at it.”

	“Never mind.”

	There was a pause while Cosgrave drummed the middle fingers of his right hand on his lower lip.

	“I’d like to invite you to play in a fourball with me on Friday. There’ll be other people there, business people. We’ll play eighteen holes and then we’ll all have a meal in the clubhouse and a chat. Don’t worry, none of us is any good. We’re not the kind of people who have the time we’d need to be good golfers, but it’s great for socialising”

	Rudi would have been hard put later to describe the feeling that came over him then, because it did not exist in his conscious mind. His subconscious, however, understood that things had moved up a gear. Never in a hundred years would he have obtained such an invitation from old Kennedy.

	As he passed out of Cosgrave’s office, he appreciated again that the people sitting behind the desks in the outer regions were young, female, and beautiful. Each of them had a sunny, smiley disposition as they said goodbye to him.

	 

	*

	 

	Sitting at the bar of Casey’s lounge in Kilkenny, to Kevin Quilty it appeared the thing that bothered him the most was about to be rectified. “You deserve a promotion,” his commanding officer was saying. “Your leadership qualities have been noted in high places. We cannot allow this to get out yet, but we’ll be making it official in the not-too-distant future.” About time. He’d been hard on the men under him, a small group because he was only a corporal, but he could imagine them telling one another he was tough, always forging ahead, always leading from the front, but always fair.

	“Hi Kevin”.

	The voice of his wife, Nicole, cut through his reverie.

	Fugget. He’d been daydreaming. Nothing had changed. Those bastards were going to leave him to rot in this low ranked position until the end of his career.

	“Oh hi. What will you have?

	“Let me see,” said Nicole, “should I have a vodka and tonic or a wine?

	She looked at the barman as she manoeuvred herself, all twists and turns in her denim jeans, onto a high stool.

	“What do you have in the way of white wine?”

	“Pino Grigio, Sauvignon Blanc, Alberino, and …”

	“I’ll have a glass of the Alberino.”

	“And a pint of Guinness for me,” said Quilty.

	Nicole looked around her.

	“Oh Kevin, look. Over there. It’s Stephen.”

	“Your nephew Stephen?”

	“Yes, do you see him”.

	“You’re right. That chap in the middle looks very like him. I wonder if it’s him.”

	“It is him,” said Nicole. “He must be down from Dublin with his little friends.”

	“They might have been his little friends ten years ago. They’re not so little now.”

	“I’m going over there to say hello.”

	Nicole got off her stool and headed over to where the young men were sitting. Quilty could see her talking to them, but could not hear. Then he saw his wife taking photos out of her handbag and showing them to the group. The barman brought the drinks and put the pint of Guinness on the counter in front of Quilty, who contemplated it but did not touch it; he had to let it settle.

	Then Nicole came back.

	“No, it’s not Stephen. Those chaps are over from England. They want to ask you something about the Guinness.”

	Then Quilty was conscious of someone standing at his shoulder.

	“Excuse me. We were talking to your wife and she said it would be okay to ask you something.”

	“Sure”.

	“We’ve been told that when you start to drink a pint of Guinness, you have to drink enough so the new level in the glass splits the G in the word Guinness on the glass.”

	“Watch this”, said Quilty.

	He picked up the settled pint and drank heartily. He put the glass down on the counter. The new level of the stout went right through the middle of the letter G in Guinness.

	“That’s fantastic,” said the visitor.

	“It takes years of practice.”

	“I’d love to be able to do that.”

	“It’s not hard. Order a pint for yourself and try it out”.

	So he did.

	The Englishman’s name was Nigel, and as he sipped his pint after attempting, quite unsuccessfully, to split the G, they started to converse.

	“This Ireland is not really what I expected. I thought you drove on the right-hand side of the road.”

	“Really?” said Quilty.

	“Yeh. You use kilometres instead of miles, and litres instead of gallons. Do you not have a police force in Ireland? I’ve never heard of the Irish police. I’ve seen cars with hi-vis colouring and the word ‘Garda’ on them. What’s that?”

	“That’s the police”, said Quilty. “Up to the time the state came into being in 1922 or so we had two police forces, the Royal Irish Constabulary, or RIC, and the Dublin Metropolitan Police. They were known as the DMP. The RIC was almost wiped out in the War of Independence, either through policemen being shot or by retirement, which was done in a hurry because of the situation. They were regarded by many as agents of a foreign power. That’s what we called your lot, then.”

	He looked his interlocutor in the eye, smiled, and continued:

	“After you left there was a lot of unrest, and the settling of old scores. Things were bad, close to anarchy. Something was needed, in a bad way, to keep law and order. So the new government founded what they called the Civic Guard. What was left of the RIC became members, but kept their heads down. Later, as things began to take on some semblance of normality, the powers-that-be said this group should be known as An Garda Síochána, which is the Irish language version of its name. A little later the DMP merged with it. The good news now is that it holds wide respect as Ireland’s national police force. The correct term for those who join is member, not officer. The people know them as Gardai; a single one is a Garda. Or they might be called Guards or Guard.”

	“You seem to know a lot about this.”

	Quilty ordered more pints of Guinness. 

	This English fella is alright. He’s able to keep up with me in the pints department, at least.

	“I wanted to be a Guard.”

	“What happened?”

	“I wasn’t tall enough.”

	He paused.

	“My father worked all his life in a hardware shop, behind the counter. I wanted more than that. I can command men. I’m a corporal in the army now, and when I give an order, the men under me jump. It galls me to have to serve under fuckin’ idiot officers who have commissions for the sole reason they were lucky enough to get a degree. I missed the boat in that department. When I was the right age, university was for the privileged few, or for those who had parents who appreciated education and were prepared to make serious sacrifices for their children which, of course, made them members of the privileged few as well. My father was an okay kind of person, but he didn’t do much to further my education when I could have done with a bit of guidance. When I couldn’t join the Guards I decided to enlist in the army, as a private.

	“And how did the army work out?”

	“I asked my sergeant soon after I joined what was the best way to get on. Obey orders and keep a civil tongue in your head, was the answer. So I did. I was always quick to volunteer for jobs, and I worked hard on my drilling and marksmanship. This all seemed to be paying off when I was promoted to corporal.

	“Once they told me they were looking for people to serve behind the bar in the officers’ mess. Was I interested?

	“I certainly was.

	“So I got trained. The officers’ mess was an unreal place. One day another corporal was serving a full colonel when the officer spilled a mixer on the counter.

	“’O shit, sir,’ said the server.

	“I thought that was terrible. If I was a colonel, I wouldn’t tolerate a corporal being so casual with me, even if he did call me sir. I went overseas with Irish peacekeeping troops in Lebanon.  My ambition from the start was to become a commissioned officer. That was not to be. I waited for years, and it has never happened. My progression in the army just came to a full stop. This was because the competition was coming from university graduates who became cadets in the officer corps. They locked out people like me. That’s a hard thing to take.”

	The Englishman caught Quilty by the elbow.

	“I know of a job you might like,” he said. “I’m over here now working on a computer system for one of your government departments, and I’ve seen adverts for a position in a meat company, as the personal assistant to the Chief Executive. It seems like they’re looking for someone with a strong personality, someone who’d be confident enough to control a lot of workers in a tough line of business. What in the US they call meat-packing.” 

	“How much does it pay?” asked Quilty.

	“I didn’t see a salary mentioned. That’s probably a good thing, though. In a job like that they have to be sure they have the right person, and when they do find them they know they have to pay the right salary.”

	“OK. I have enough army time under my belt that I can leave any time I like. I’ve had it with this career stalemate I’m in. Could you let me have the details of how I can apply for this job you’re talking about?”

	“Of course. Give me your phone number and I’ll contact you tomorrow.”

	Nicole had stayed sitting quietly while all this was going on, as she normally did on those occasions when Quilty exercised his hobby horse. But he knew too she would welcome the prospect of him having a more normal job. The army often took him away for days at a time, and the pay for this was no good at all. He would get only twenty Pounds over his basic pay for having to stay awake sometimes for twenty-four hours.

	 

	




Chapter 5 (1981 to 1990)

	 

	 

	“W


	hat’s the difference between a drum, an egg, and a good ride?” 

	Gus Considine was completing a tender document. They still used the room at the back of Malachi’s shop as an office. Gus was well aware that his elder brother, who was sitting near him, was hopeless at filling out forms or anything like that. That was his way. But you had to admit that Rudi had a good business head, even if he did get very frustrated, to the point of violence, when he was asked to read anything, never mind to write.

	“The answer is you can beat a drum, you can beat an egg, but you can’t bate a good ride.”

	“Never mind your fucking jokes,” said Rudi. “We have to market our meat. Have you any ideas?”

	“I most certainly do,” said Gus. “Last week, when I was delivering the order to the Barrow Hotel, there was something on there. Some kind of a function.”

	He made an entry in the tender document, raised the arm that was holding the pen, and looked up, into Rudi’s face.

	“People were watching cooking demonstrations that were being given by chefs from all over the place. It occurred to me that we might be able to give demonstrations on how to prepare meat, and how to choose the best cuts, and other matters of equal importance.”

	“So?”

	“So I chatted with one of the chefs. He says that anyone can get a spot in these demonstrations by paying a fee to the hotel.”

	“I don’t know. How much does it cost? You seem to think money grows on fucking trees. I was looking for ideas that would be free, or close to it.”

	“Dear brother Rudi, I don’t know the answer to that. But I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll go there again when the next demonstration is on and I’ll ask my new friend the chef all about it.”

	Dear brother Rudi scowled, but said nothing

	Gus got to the hotel early on his next visit. He was hoping the lads who were giving the demos would be there ahead of time too, because presumably they had some setting up to do. He was right.

	“Hi there, remember me?”

	When he heard Gus speak the chef straightened up from something he was arranging on his stand, and turned round.

	“Yes, of course. You’re Gus the butcher.”

	“That’s correct, sir. I came up here early because I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind if I took advantage of your superior knowledge of what pertains here.”

	“Eh, what do you want to know about?”

	“These cooking demonstrations you carry out here. How are they organised?

	The chef looked puzzled. Or was he worried about competition?

	“Yes, no, I was thinking there might be an opportunity here for us to give a talk on the best way to choose meat cuts. Then maybe both of us could explain to the audience how to prepare them best for cooking,” said Gus. 

	“Oh right. I see what you mean,” said the chef. “The best thing you can do is to talk to the hotel. There’s a person here who organises all this on their behalf.”

	“Can you give me any advice on how to approach those august persons?”

	“Yeh, sure. Tell them that you’re starting out in this business of giving demonstrations.”

	Gus looked the chef in the eye and smiled.

	“And what advantage will that give me?”

	“I can tell you that the hotel has only started this as well, so they’re open to giving people special deals. The lady’s name is Sandra. I can give you her phone number if you like.”

	Gus dialled the number immediately.

	“Hello, am I speaking to Sandra?”

	He was, and she agreed, with some alacrity, he thought, to come down to meet him.

	“Would you like me to carry out a demonstration here on meat cuts and their preparation?” he asked, after the introductions.

	“Do you know why we organise these events?” she said.

	“Presumably your primary purpose is to motivate people to patronise the hotel.”

	“That’s true, but we know that it’s good publicity for the businesses that do the demos too. We expect them to pay for the privilege.”

	Rudi’s words rang in Gus’s ear: “…You seem to think money grows on fucking trees.”

	“No, that won’t cut the mustard, I’m afraid. Our principals would have it that they were doing you a favour.”

	“OK,” she said, “I see how the wind blows. I’ll tell you what we’ll do. We’ll let you have the space to give a demonstration and a talk at our next event. If it works well for you we’ll expect you to pay for the one after that.”

	Gus smiled. “That sounds eminently reasonable,” he said.

	He went back to his friend the chef.

	“Ok,” he said. “It seems I’m obligated to you. You could even say I owe you a pint. I’ve got what I think is a good agreement to do some demonstrations.” 

	 

	*

	 

	Gus was sitting in a café, at a large picture window that looked out onto the street, concentrating on the Irish Times, and savouring an interaction he had had with a robust policewoman. It was a beautiful spring day. He had been driving in very slow traffic around Trinity College and he’d reached a point about halfway along Westland Row. He didn’t mind at all that the traffic was bumper to bumper; he was listening to Bernadette Greevy on the radio singing Song to The Moon, from Dvorak's Rusalka.

	Those high notes were fantastic. And the transcendence that this voice, this music, engendered. If he arrived at his destination before the aria was finished he would have been more than a little disappointed. He’d have to remain in the parked car until it was over.

	His driver’s window was down and she was standing in the middle of the road.

	“You!” she had said, looking down on him from under her police person’s cap. “Put on your seat belt! Before you kill yourself!”

	Wow. Was that a hint of arousal he had experienced? Should he drive around so he could pass this way again? Bernadette Greevy and the policewoman had given him two reasons to go around the block. If every driver were to behave like this it would be no wonder there’d be holdups in the traffic!

	When he had eventually parked, walked around to the café, and went in, it was abuzz with customers. After a while he became aware of something different. There seemed to be a lull in the conversation. When he looked up and out of the window he could see the cause. A voice from behind him said:

	“That’s one way to get attention. Look as sexy as that and then walk across the road in front of a crowded café.”

	Gus had to agree. As far as he could see, the woman crossing the street was not aware of the stir she was causing. Either that or she was well used to it.

	When he finished his coffee he went to the shop they had just opened in Dublin. It had taken them a number of years to move up from the first one, the one that Malachi had always had, but then they had opened two more fairly quickly, of which this was the second, making three in all.

	The new shops had meant taking on trained butchers. There were two of these here now, as well as other staff. And so was Rudi, along with Quilty, his lieutenant. Fuck it, those two were joined at the hip.

	Then the woman he had seen walking across the street came in. She greeted Alva, who was responsible for bookkeeping.

	“Alva, you should introduce us to your friend,” said Gus, as soon as he had a chance.

	“Nikki, this is Gus Considine. He’s Rudi’s brother,” said Alva.

	“We’re very pleased with ourselves today,” said Gus, “your friend Alva has been a great help in setting up our new shop here.”

	Nikki smiled, and dimples formed on the corners of her mouth. Gus had seldom seen anything so nice.

	“Yes,” she said, “I’ve known Alva for years, and I also know she’s very capable.”

	“We’re having a meal tonight to celebrate. We’d be delighted if you could join us”, said Gus.

	Nikki looked at Alva, whose eyes seemed to project the slightest of visual, virtual nods.

	“OK. Thank you. That sounds like it might be nice,” said Nikki.

	 

	*

	 

	In the restaurant they had a table on its own in an alcove. There was Nikki, Alva, Rudi and Quilty, the two butchers, and Paul Brannigan, the company accountant. All of them, along with Gus, made up eight diners.

	“Rudi and I are grateful to you all,” said Gus, as he poured the cheap Lambrusco sparkling wine, grimacing at the remembrance of Rudi’s rejection of Champagne, on the grounds of cost.

	“And I’d like to welcome Nikki.”

	They were seated at a round table that was large enough for the eight to have comfort, but not so large that they could not all converse with anyone else in the group. Gus had an abhorrence of unilateral discussions in situations like this. He believed that when someone spoke at such a table they should include everyone else in the conversation. When Quilty, who was on his right, and who had Nikki seated next to him on his other side, spoke to her to the exclusion of all the others, Gus addressed Alva, who was sitting diametrically across from him. This meant he had to raise his voice. By doing this he gained the attention of the whole table.

	“Alva, did you hear the one about the lord of the manor who had run out of money?”

	“No,” she said.

	“He asked his wife, her ladyship, to come into the library.

	‘Darling, he said, I want to talk to you about something.’

	‘What is it?’ she said.

	‘Well, unfortunately,’ he said, ‘we have to, er, em, actually, make some savings.’

	‘What did you have in mind?’ she asked.

	‘Well, I was thinking, darling, and I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but, you know, if you could learn to cook, well, we could get rid of the kitchen staff.’

	‘Really?’ said her ladyship. 

	There was a pause. Then she said:

	‘Actually, I’ve just thought of another way of saving money’

	‘Oh, that’s wonderful, darling,’ he said, ‘to be honest, I wasn’t sure about how you’d take this. You have a rather smashing attitude to it all. What’s your idea?’

	‘Well, I was thinking,’ said she, ‘that if you could learn to make love, we could get rid of the chauffeur.’”

	They all laughed.

	OK, it’s an old chestnut, and most of them will have heard it already, but at least it broke up the tete-a-tete that Quilty thought he was having with Nikki.

	Everyone had ordered. Then the starters arrived.

	Gus looked over at Nikki.

	“So, what do you do?”

	Hmmm, the rest of the table is also attentive to this conversation.

	“I’m in advertising sales,” she said. “I work for a small radio station.”

	“Very interesting,” said Gus, “perhaps you should talk to Rudi there about doing some business.”

	Now Rudi looked angry. Was he jealous of Gus’s fluency with Nikki, or was it because one of his rules was being broken: if Rudi wanted advertising, he would seek it out himself, or at least get Quilty to do it. Rudi had declared that nobody was allowed to decide to buy advertising unilaterally. He had made it company policy that all sales and marketing people were to be told that advertising purchases had to be in the marketing plan, and to get into that required considerable effort, and proof that they were getting value for money.

	Nikki said:

	“I’m not in the job very long. I’ve just come back here after spending a year in Brussels.”

	“What were you doing over there,” said Gus.

	“Nothing terribly important. I wasn’t in the Commission or anything. I was waiting on tables.”

	“What’s Brussels like?”

	“It’s a great town. Plenty of money about, and a lot of Irish too.”

	The evening moved on. The wine was flowing. Gus was performing for the table again when he said:

	“Nikki, when are we going to get something going? “

	He pulled on his teeth with thumb and folded index finger.

	“Look, I have all my teeth.”

	He pulled a lock of his hair.

	“And all my own hair.”

	Pause.

	“And I have a good sense of humour”.

	She smiled, and looked a little abashed, but not at all displeased. Now Rudi’s eyes were flashing. His mouth was in the grim line that was becoming more and more a feature of him.

	When the main courses were finished and the group had started on the desserts, Alva had said to Gus:

	“What’s it like to be a celebrity butcher?”

	“I’m hardly a celebrity butcher.”

	“But you’re in the papers and magazines. I read somewhere that you’ve said that when someone goes into butchering cattle and sheep they must be familiar with every muscle, and what it does. Like a surgeon. Then the animal must be killed correctly, so it’s not stressed.”

	“All that is true. And I’m also telling anyone who’ll listen that the large producers are the enemy of good meat because of their automated processes.”

	It was nice that Nikki seemed to be interested in this conversation.

	Nikki and Alva went to the ladies. Shortly after they came back Gus became aware that Nikki was sitting beside him. How did that happen?

	The next time Gus spoke to Nikki it was when no one else could hear.

	“Give me your phone number. I’d like to take you out sometime.”

	She twirled the straw around in the drink she was having, and looked up at him, at an angle.

	“Why,” she said, “don’t we wait until the dinner party breaks up, and then we can go to where I live for a nightcap?”

	Nikki lived in an apartment not too far away. When they entered the living room it seemed like exactly the right thing to do that he should sit down, and that she should sit on his lap. She kicked off her shoes. He started to massage her toes. They kissed. After a short while Nikki rose, pulled him up, and led him to the bedroom.

	The following day a strange thing happened. Gus was approached by a friend of his, a Garda. He told him that Rudi had been stopped on his way home last night on suspicion of drunken driving. It turned out that he was not drunk at all; he was way under the limit, but his driving was so erratic that it had aroused suspicion. What was all that about?

	 

	*

	 

	A few days after the opening of the new shop Alva got a call from Rudi. He would be visiting there. He wanted her to give him a run-down on the financial aspects of how it was doing so far. He turned up very much later than the time he had arranged, but Alva was on the premises all day in any event, so that was not a problem. She was stationed in a small cubbyhole just off the counter area. When Rudi was at this shop he used a slightly larger office upstairs. He made for that now. Then he rang down for her.

	She mounted the stairs and knocked on his door.

	It was some time before she heard him say “Come.”

	She went in, and approached the desk. He was writing something in a notepad. He did not look up or in any other way acknowledge her presence. She waited.

	And waited.

	And waited…

	She studied the stapler, the ruler, and the container of pencils on his desk. She looked from one of these to the other, and then back again. She looked at his hands. His writing was laborious. He seemed to be having trouble forming the letters. Most of them were block capitals.

	She found that she was shuffling her feet.

	Stop that. Don’t let him think he’s making you uncomfortable.

	He continued writing, and continued to ignore her. She gave a low cough, but there was still no sign of recognition.

	This is horrible. If he doesn’t look at me in the next minute or two I’ll turn around and walk out. He can stuff his job. 

	But I still need to pay the rent, and all the other people here are so nice…

	Rudi was still looking down at the writing pad when he said:

	“Is that Nikki a friend of yours? The girl who was at the dinner the other night.”

	“Yes, she is.”

	“Well I’m not at all happy that she was invited to the dinner. What has she got to do with our business?”

	“Nothing. It was Gus who invited her.”

	At last Rudi looked up, and engaged Alva’s eyes with his own.

	“Fucking Gus. He thinks money grows on fucking trees. Well the next time something like that happens I want you to tell Gus that he has to clear things like that with me.”

	The silence was renewed. And the snubbing. At length Rudi said:

	“You can go now.”

	Alva turned and walked out of the office. A short time later she could hear her boss descending the stairs. He had a few words with the butchers behind the counter, and then he was gone.

	 

	*

	 

	 “Crikey, Jane,” said Penny, as she placed the last of the breakfast things in the dishwasher, “come on. We don’t want you to be late for school.”

	Jane, Penny and Rudi had all breakfasted. Now Jane was tuning into the TV in the kitchen.

	“Right, miss, off with the TV,” said Penny.

	Rudi went over to the dishwasher and opened it.

	“I already told you there’s a better way to stack the things in this machine,” he said. 

	He started moving plates and cups around.

	“Oh for God’s sake,” said Penny, “what does it matter?”

	“No, I like to get things right. There are lots of wrong ways to do something, but only one right way. I’m tired telling you that.”

	“Well, carry on then, but I’ve got to get going. I’ll call in on Malachi after I’ve dropped Jane off in school.”

	“No,” said Rudi. “I want you to stay here until I show you how this should be done. It wouldn’t do Jane any harm to learn about it too. She’s eight. Old enough to be learning about things like that.”

	How do you deal with this? She knew that if she ignored his instructions she would wind up paying for it, by the silent treatment, or by later relentless disparaging comments and petty criticisms.

	It’ll only take a few minutes. Put up with it.

	She was well used to looking after men, but Rudi was difficult. He had precise ideas about what he wanted to wear, for example, unlike his brother Gus. Gus always wore what his wife left out for him, she had been told. As far as her husband was concerned, his was the only way to do things, and he could get very angry if someone tried to convince him otherwise.

	 

	*

	 

	“So, you’ve got a boyfriend, then?”

	Nikki wondered did her older sister, Lauren, get the value of living two lives by asking Nikki all about her business? It might seem so. Not only did she ask questions, she gave advice, and tended to blaze something of a trail for Nikki. Her own relationships included one with a doctor who had his own aeroplane. And a wife.

	“Is he well off, this boyfriend of yours?”

	“He runs a meat business with his brother. People call him a celebrity butcher. He’s been on TV,” said Nikki.

	“That’s a start anyway.”

	Lauren held up a black nylon stocking.

	“I really like the things you can get from that new lingerie shop that’s opened in town. You’ve had nice sexy stockings from there yourself already. But they have other good stuff as well. I can tell you one thing: Doctor John likes what I get there. You should have something special to wear for the next time you meet your man, what’s his name, Gus is it?”

	“Yes.”

	 That first time she had met him, at the opening of the new shop, she and Alva had gone to the ladies’ room together.

	“What kind of a fella is this Gus?” Nikki had said.

	“He’s always been professional with me. Never any funny business. But he is married.”

	“Yes, I know, but he’s coming on strong. And in front of everyone else too.”

	“You’re not getting on with Brian, are you?”

	“No. It’s all over. He’s more interested in his football than he is in having sex with me. And you know something, this weather I really feel like a ride sometimes. I’ll be thirty in a few months.”

	They had gone back to the table.

	Now she said:

	“Why don’t the two of us go shopping then?” She was warming to the theme. She did enjoy seducing Gus, and there was no doubt that he was a virile male, and more than up for it. Not like bloody Brian, who seemed to have had a lot of promise, being over six feet tall and handsome with it, but who turned out to be very disappointing when it came to bed stuff.

	“And he’s married, is he?” said Lauren.

	“Yes, I told you that already.”

	“I like to hear it again. I don’t know about you, but I rather like being The Other Woman. I’m a bit older than you, but looking back to when I was just about to become thirty, I remember I wanted quite a bit of sex. I’ve asked my doctor about it, and she says it has to do with our testosterone levels kind of peaking at that age. There’s also the fact that thirty is a bit of a milestone. People talk about clocks ticking and so on.”

	“Well, I would like to think that I might have babies at some stage,” said Nikki. “But Gus has made it very clear that he is not interested in leaving his wife.”

	“Did you discuss that?” asked Lauren.

	“No, not really. But I just know it isn’t an option for him. I’m not at all sure I’d like it myself. He keeps talking about flippin’ politics, and books and things.”

	“Yes, you’re right. It’s great that you can see that there’s a world of difference in having the kind of relationships that we have now, and setting up house with someone, kind of forever, if you know what I mean.”

	“Let’s enjoy it while it lasts,” said Nikki.

	They went shopping for erotic lingerie.

	 

	 

	*

	 

	Gus’s car slowed as it approached the car park in county Wicklow. This restaurant was not as discreet as he would have liked. There was a good chance he’s meet someone who knew him and Alice, except he wasn’t with Alice, he was with Nikki. At least it was dark. He parked up and they went inside.

	“Table for two please.”

	“Do you have a reservation?”

	“No reservation. Is it possible to fit us in?”

	“I believe it will be. How are you?” ‘You’ve been here before’ was implied rather than spoken.

	This maître dee is discreet. He has enough cop on not to ask for any names.

	“This is a nice place,” said Gus, when they were seated. “It looks like they’re starting to recognise us.”

	“Yes,” said Nikki. “I like that.”

	“I have to say us getting together is working out rather well, if you don’t mind me saying so. So long as we’re discreet I’ll have no issues at home.”

	“Oh you,” she said, with a smile, “you. You have it jammy.”

	On the way back to her apartment it seemed she was preoccupied with something. After gazing intently out of the car for some time she said:

	“Look, look, there’s a lane. You can drive into it. Why don’t you go up there and park.”

	Gus could see it. It had grass growing in the middle. The hedgerows on each side badly needed to be trimmed. He considered saying something about having an apartment waiting for them in town, but decided against it. She had something on her mind.

	He parked up, in the laneway but hidden from the road. It was dark, so he killed the engine and turned on the inside light. He didn’t like doing that; he had a primeval fear, built up in his younger days, of running down the battery and of not being able to start the car again. They began to kiss. His hand crept up her inner thigh, as it was wont to do. He was not surprised to feel bare skin there. He had experience of the garter belt stockings she wore when she was expecting him to visit, but the tactile sensation never failed to excite. Then he went higher, as far as he could.

	“There are buttons there,” she whispered.

	Right enough, now he was feeling the lightest of material, held together by three tiny, horizontal buttons.

	There was a slight pause.

	“Open them”.

	He did that, one by awkward one. When they were undone he was able to enter into the wetness, the warmth, the silkiness of the place that was, for him, in that moment, the very centre of the universe.

	“Let’s get into the back, we’ll have more room” she said.

	They attempted this. His trousers were barely doing their job of keeping him covered at this stage, so manoeuvring into the back was made even trickier than it would have been anyway. She laughed at his efforts.

	“I’ve got to get you back to the apartment,” he said at last.

	“OK, let’s go.”

	The sex was particularly good that evening.

	 

	 

	*

	 

	Gus started to discover that even the best relationships can have tricky parts. One example was the evening he visited Nikki and decided to bring a copy of the Irish Times with him. When he sat in an armchair and started to read, she said:

	“What are you doing?”.

	“Reading the paper.”

	“For God’s sake, I don’t see you often enough as it is. Now you want to hide behind a flippin’ paper.”

	So he put it away.

	Later they were lying in bed. He commented:

	“That was a really good fuck.”

	“I don’t like that.”

	“You could have fooled me.”

	“No, I don’t mean that. I love the lovemaking. I just don’t like it being described using that word.”

	He supposed that was fair enough.

	“My sister Lauren would never use language like that, even though she likes a lot of sex.”

	“You really look up to her, don’t you?”

	“Absolutely. I think she’s very cool. She makes me laugh. The last time I met her she told me she was a bit of a slut.”

	“Why did she say that?”

	“She goes with a lot of men. I really respect my sister. I try to be like her as much as I can.”

	Right. Hmmm.

	 

	




Chapter 6 (1981 to 1990)

	 

	 

	M


	alachi liked living alone. He had his jobs to do, many of which revolved around his little flock of chickens. His sons did call to him, alternating their visits for the most part, so he saw them often enough. However, he was in no doubt but that it was to their wives he owed the most. They encouraged him to go and get regular medical check-ups. They made sure he had enough to eat, and were even starting to talk about meals-on-wheels, although he was perfectly capable of cooking for himself, thank you, as he had been doing for years.

	One day Rudi came to see him.

	“I want to talk to you about something,” he said, as soon as he had entered.

	“What is it?”

	“You know the land around the house here, and the house itself?”

	“Oh yes, “said Malachi.

	“I’ve been thinking about them.”

	“In what way?” said his father.

	“Well, I have an opportunity to grow the business. The O’Hagans want to sell their meat processing operation. We need it because our own abattoir and boning hall are far too small. I think I’m making progress with them in agreeing a deal. Also, we’ve opened all the shops we can without getting more working capital. It would mean taking out bank loans. It’d be a good idea to use the land and the house as collateral.”

	“I don’t know,” said Malachi. “I’m not used to owing money. I don’t like the idea of the house and land being in hock.”

	“They wouldn’t be in hock. You’d still live here, and we’d still have our own animals on our own land. You’d still have title. It’ll just mean that the deeds will be with the bank instead of under your bed or in Kennedy’s safe.”

	Malachi pondered all this, for some time. Then he said:

	“I’m sorry Rudi, I can’t give you an answer until I talk to Kennedy, now that you mention him. If I have a solicitor I should use him”

	“For fuck’s sake,” said Rudi. “I never hear as much negativity as I do here. You’re always the same. You’re stopping progress.”

	Malachi contacted Kennedy, and went to see him two days later. Kennedy explained that if Rudi got a loan and was not able to make the repayments, the bank would go to court to get a possession order for the house and the lands. They could throw Malachi out and sell everything. Kennedy was not unsympathetic, however. His big concern was how good Rudi’s business skills were. At least here Malachi was able to tell him that he thought they were excellent. He was operating three shops and they were all going well. Malachi, as much as everyone else who was in contact with Rudi, knew how careful he was with money. But Kennedy made sure that Malachi understood what the solicitor called The Worst-Case Scenario.

	“What the fuck,” was Rudi’s reaction when he heard all this. He banged his fist off the table in the kitchen.

	“All you ever do is hold me up. I’m getting fed up of telling people you’re my father. You’re my so-called father. A real father would help his son in business if he had a chance at all.”

	Rudi was striding around the room. His face was contorted. Malachi stayed in his chair. He knew his mouth was set, but he could also feel the resolution seeping from him.

	“All I’m saying is I’m not used to the kind of thing you want.” His voice had dropped to a murmur.

	Now Rudi was shouting. “Yes. It is what I want. I have a chance here to advance. You have no right to stop me.”

	The front door opened. Gus walked in.

	“What’s all the shouting about?”

	Malachi was aware that his younger son could see that he was under pressure. “Rudi wants to use the land and the house as security for bank loans,” he said.

	“Rudi, what the hell do you think you’re doing, upsetting this man?” said Gus.

	Rudi turned. Then he moved so his face was inches away from Gus’s.

	“You’re the fucking same,” he roared. “All of you are against me and what I want to do. I’m fed up with it.”

	Malachi could feel the tension in the room. It could have been cut with a knife.

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi Considine liked to go for a drink with Kevin Quilty. On this occasion they’d chosen the Caledonian Bar in Kilkenny.

	Quilty was in his mid-thirties, confident, with a shock of curly, blond hair and an engaging smile, at least on those occasions when he was not directing his ire at some or other of the employees that had displeased him, perhaps by not carrying out his orders quickly enough. Rudi had come to rely on his loyalty, as well as his resourcefulness. He seemed to enjoy building up Hawthorne Meats for the satisfaction of getting it right, although there was also no doubt he appreciated the financial independence it had begun to give him.

	“Did you see the item on the news last night?” said Quilty.

	“What one was that?” said Rudi.

	“The fella who was up for murder. He was paid to do it.”

	“Yes, I saw that,” said Rudi. “He was only supposed to collect some debts. When they weren’t paid he got rough. That’s the problem with taking on that kind of bill collector. Things can get out of hand. They’re loose cannons to begin with.”

	“If you wanted someone killed,” said Quilty, “you could just hire the right person. There’s a standard rate, if you know where to look. They call it Wet Work.”

	“Really?” said Rudi.

	“Yeah,” said Quilty, “you could take out the contract and then go on holiday. Make sure everyone knew you were away. When you’d get back the job would be done.”

	There was a pause.

	“In fact,” said Quilty, “we’re set up for getting rid of a dead body.”

	“How’s that?”

	“Well, we do be processing dead cattle bodies already. We slaughter them in the abattoir and then we move some the parts to the burger plant on the same site. It would be very easy to do that with a human body.”

	“But then the burgers would have human meat in them.”

	“Look,” said Quilty, “we’re only talking here. But the fact remains nobody would even notice. What they wouldn’t know wouldn’t trouble them.”

	“I’ve just found something out,” said Rudi. “That Raymond Quinn. Do you know what he and his stupid father have done?”

	“No, what?”

	“They’ve written a letter to the town council telling them they shouldn’t allow us to open the new shop we were thinking of in Waterford.”

	“Can he do that?”

	“They say our site is part of the old city walls and if we put a shop there it’ll make it harder for tourists and so on to see them. Have you ever heard such a load of bollocks?”

	Quilty reached out and caught Rudi’s shoulder.

	“Speak of the devil. I think he’s just come in. Is that him?”

	A tall, square-shouldered pleasant looking man in his late twenties had come into the Caledonian. He was wearing smart casual clothes.

	What a big-headed bastard he is.

	As he walked past Rudi and Quilty, Rudi spoke up.

	“Hey Quinn, I hope you’re pleased with yourself.”

	The newcomer turned to face Rudi.

	“You’re Gus Considine’s brother. What are you talking about?”

	“I got a letter from the town council in Waterford telling me you and your father are objecting to the new butcher’s shop we want to open.”

	“In the city walls,” says the other, “is that you?”

	“You well know it is,” says Rudi.

	“I didn’t know it was you, but our objection still stands. That’s a historic site and it shouldn’t be used for commercial enterprises. Why don’t you find another place?”

	“You don’t tell me where I can put my butcher shops, you interfering bastard. Why don’t you mind your own business?”

	“Our country’s heritage is everybody’s business.”

	Small bubbles were starting to appear at the corners of Rudi’s mouth.

	“You stuck up bollocks. You and your stupid father. You’re all too big for your boots.”

	Raymond Quinn pivoted and walked away, into the body of the bar.

	“That bastard is really against me. Him and his father. He’s great friends with Gus. Now I’m worried about him too.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“There’s nothing to stop the three of them, the two Quinns and Gus, from getting together to take my business off me. But I won’t let them do that. I’ll do whatever I have to do to make sure they can’t.”

	“I haven’t seen Quinn around for a while,” said Quilty.

	“No, he’s over there in Brussels, apparently. Selling stocks and shares or something. I wish to fuck he’d stay there. It’s when he comes home he starts causing trouble. Him and his stupid father. They talk about heritage, but that’s just an excuse to stop me in my tracks.”

	They’re all against me. 

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi got a call from Cosgrave, the solicitor.

	“I have news for you,” he said, when Rudi picked up the phone.

	“What’s that?”

	“Some of your father’s land is about to be rezoned. For residential development.”

	“How do you know?”

	“One of my contacts on the Council. Do you know what this means?”

	“It’ll be worth more.”

	“A lot more. We don’t know yet how much of your holding’ll be rezoned, but every acre that is will be worth half a million each as development land. That’s getting on for about fifty times what it’s worth now as agricultural land.”

	Rudi was silent for a little while before he said:

	“But it’s not my land, it’s Malachi’s.”

	“OK, but he’s happy to have you use it as security for loans, isn’t he? That means you can borrow more, to develop Hawthorne Meats.”

	“I don’t know. He was very fucking awkward the last time I asked him to lodge the deeds in the bank as security. It’d be wrong to say he was happy. And we have another problem.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Brannigan tells me that our borrowings have gone way past the value of the security we put up before. The bank is looking for more.”

	When he had finished talking to Cosgrave, Rudi spoke to Brannigan about the matter again. Then he rang Toomerood at the bank.

	“Carl,” he said, “this is a courtesy call to let you know that I’m aware of the matter of the security.”

	“Yes,” said Toomerood, “I was about to write you a letter about it. But you probably know that it would be better if I didn’t have to do that. I was explaining that to Paul Brannigan. Such a letter would have to rest in your file, and I’ve put off writing it for as long as I can. My job could be on the line if I delayed any longer.”

	“Right,” said Rudi. “But suppose I was able to tell you that the security you have is about to get a lot more valuable.”

	“How’s that?”

	“Some of our holding is about to be re-zoned as residential development land.”

	Toomerood knew all about the value of residential development land.

	“Oh, well, that makes all the difference. How long will it be before we can get a new valuation?”

	“I don’t know. I’ll have to find out from Cosgrave. But do me a favour. Sit on that letter for a little while longer.”

	The banker said he would.

	The next problem was dealing with Malachi. He could only do this in person, so he left his office early and called out to The Homestead. Malachi was feeding the chickens. 

	Rudi got out of his car. 

	“Nice day for it all right,” he said.

	“Sure is. I haven’t seen you for a while. Penny calls here a lot, though.”

	“I need to have a chat with you about the land, and the bank.”

	“We better go inside,” said Malachi, as he replaced the lid on the small bucket he was using to feed the chickens.

	Rudi hadn’t realised it before he moved to his new house how old this one was. The dresser was an open piece of furniture that looked like an antique. It probably was. The tablecloth was an oilcloth, nothing like the elegant coverings Penny had put into their new place.

	“What do you need to talk about?”

	To address Rudi, Malachi had to turn his head because he was filling the kettle to make tea. This was an automatic impulse on those occasions when he had visitors.

	“You’ll have to sign some more forms in the bank.”

	“Why, has something changed?”

	“Well, Hawthorne Meats had been expanding, so we’ve a need for more security.”

	“But I thought you had loans up to the full value of the land.”

	Christ, imagine the comfort and ease he’d have if he, Rudi, was the only one who had to sign mortgages, and revisions to them.

	“The land has increased in value a bit since the first time you signed,” said Rudi.

	Better not complicate things by telling him about the possible re-zoning.

	“No, Rudi,” Malachi continued, “I’m not signing anything else in the bank. I worried a lot about agreeing to it the last time. Especially at night when it was hard to sleep.”

	“Jesus Christ, you’re a contrary old man. Have you no regard for the profits I can make if I can grow Hawthorne Meats?”

	A red mist seemed to descend in front of Rudi’s eyes. He could feel a tautness in the skin around the front of his scalp. He didn’t know how these things happened, but they did seem to come along with the anger that built up in him when people opposed him. How dare his father treat him in this way!

	 

	*

	 

	Penelope, known as Penny, Considine, née Lye, was late. There was, unfortunately, nothing unusual about that. She would freely admit that her timekeeping was dreadful. Now there were three of her closest friends waiting for her. At least they would be well used to her ways.

	“Sorry I’m late, girls,” she said, as she sidled into the bench seat alongside them in T & H Doolins, in Waterford. “You’ll have to forgive my tardiness.”

	“Ooh, tardiness,” said Margaret. “That’s a bit of a jawbreaker. You were always a great one for the big words.”

	I know bigger words than that, but we’ll let it go.

	“How’re things going in the Regional College?” said Maureen. “When will you be able to give up the day job?”

	“Things are going well. But I won’t be able to give up my job anytime soon. And I’m studying Creative Writing. It’s going to be a very long time before I’ll be able to make money out of that, if ever.”

	“What age are you now?”

	“Well, I’m thirty-five, as you all know. But why is that important?”

	“Well, you must be in among some young ones out there in the Regional. How does that feel?”

	“Look, I’m just happy to have been able to get on to the course.”

	Makes you think, though. As Marlon Brando said in that film they showed us in the drama module, On the Waterfront, I coulda been a contender. The cousins in England got their university degrees years ago, and they’re all my age. Can’t bitch about that here though.

	“It’s a bit of a balancing act for you, keeping a job going while also studying, I’d say,” said Margaret, “Not to mention looking after Jane and Rudi at home. How old is Jane now?”

	“She’s sixteen. And Rudi’s so tied up in his work I hardly ever see him.”

	And when I do all he does is pull me up on things. The differences between Rudi and his brother, Gus! Gus is a bit younger but he’s very different. He reads books, for a start. Rudi’s never read a book in his life. Gus sometimes passes a book on, and his taste in literature is good.

	She continued: “Jane is starting to assert herself. She gets that from her father.” 

	“We all know how awkward Rudi Considine can be,” said Maureen. “But I’ve always seen Jane as a lovely girl. She’s always nice when I meet her.”

	“That’s true, of course. And she can be quite funny sometimes too,” said Penny. “Crikey, last week she said to her father ‘I don’t know what mammy ever saw in you.’”

	“By the way, I’ve always meant to ask: what’s Rudi the short for?” said Margaret.

	“Rudolf. That’s his full given name.”

	Pause.

	“Oh. Rudolf. Right.” 

	Another pause. 

	“He must have been born around Christmas.” 

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi just couldn’t fucking believe it. He was talking to Quilty about the deal they were negotiating with the owner of O’Hagan’s meat processors, and his lieutenant had told him something he hadn’t known. 

	“You mean to tell me that fuckin’ idiot Raymond Quinn senior is involved in the O’Hagan operation.”

	“That’s right. Apparently old man O’Hagan needed money at some stage in the past to keep the operation going, and Quinn gave him some for a small share in the business. Quinn is really a sleeping partner now, but he is involved,” said Quilty.

	“But you tell me they have a good business, right?”

	“The very best. Apparently they’re highly regarded by a great many of the butchers who’ve decided to stop killing their own cattle and sheep, and source their stock-in-trade from meat processors instead.

	“But that’s not all. They have a contract to supply meat to Maximum Supermarkets, for all their stores in Munster. It’s a good contract, but the margins are tight, Maximum Supermarkets drive a hard bargain on price. They have strong market power.”

	“Hmmm,” said Rudi. “It’s fairly obvious that the way to proceed here is for O’Hagan to scale up, and get the efficiencies that would give him. Why is he talking to us about selling out?”

	 “Old man O’Hagan is tired. He has no one coming up behind him. His wife died a few years ago and he has no children.”

	“Well I have another problem. I can’t afford to buy him out. My so-called father is being very awkward about making his land available as security for loans.”

	Rudi smacked his right fist into his open left hand.

	“But sweet Jesus,” he said, “we cannot allow this chance to pass us by.”

	“Why don’t you offer him a partnership?” said Quilty.

	“That’s what I’ll do. Make the arrangements so that the two of us can go and see O’Hagan.”

	They saw him the next day. There was a deal to be done all right. When they came back to the office behind the shop they were both in jubilant mood.

	“OK. Now we’re getting somewhere,” said Rudi. “We’ll have a fifty fifty split in the business, and we only have to pay O’Hagan a fraction of the amount he was looking for before. Why did he agree to that?”

	“I told you before,” said Quilty. “O’Hagan is tired. All he wants now is an easy life. Did you notice how he welcomed the idea that we would be the ones to carry out all business with Maximum Supermarkets. They drive a hard bargain. I’m not sure how O’Hagan even stayed in bed with them up to now.”

	“I’ve been telling Cosgrave the solicitor about all this,” said Rudi. Apparently he knows Barry Duggan, the fella who heads up Maximum. He’s from Cork but he’s married to a Kilkenny woman. She went to school with Cosgrave’s wife. Cosgrave is arranging a game of golf for the three of us.”

	“That’s brilliant,” said Quilty.

	“You should take up golf yourself,” said Rudi.

	 

	*

	 

	Penny thought afterwards, to herself, that the most important thing to realise about a mystery was that you couldn’t choose the timing of it.

	She had an appointment in the General Hospital in Waterford for a consultation. She did her normal jobs during the morning. To check on a detail about some landscaping she was planning, she tried to phone Rudi at his office before she left. He wasn’t there. They told her he’d gone to see his father at his home. Oh, well, she’d get hold of him later. She set off for the hospital so she would arrive at about midday. This one was laid out in a series of single storey buildings, where the wards had glass doors leading on to patios. This was because it had been established first as a sanatorium for TB patients; fresh air was a part of the treatment. As she was approaching the block where her appointment was, she saw her father-in-law’s car. It was parked outside the Accident and Emergency Department.

	That’s strange. What’s Malachi doing here?

	She didn’t have a lot of time to carry out investigations before her consultation, but she could make a phone call. When she got to where she was expected, she asked the receptionist if she could use the phone.

	“There’s a pay phone in the main reception,” she was told, and then directed to it.

	She phoned Rudi’s office, now for the second time that morning. Again, Mairéad, the girl who answered, told Penny that Rudi was still not there. He had gone, she repeated, to see his father in The Homestead, and he wasn’t back yet.

	She rang Malachi’s number at home.

	No answer.

	Not that surprising if his car was here at the hospital. But why was that?

	Penny made her way to her appointment. There was the inevitable delay before she was seen, and the talk she had with her consultant went on a bit longer that she had expected. At last, however, she was able to go to the Accident and Emergency Department. Malachi’s car was still where she had seen it earlier.

	He’s not in the reception area anyway.

	Penny approached the desk.

	“My father-in-law’s car is outside, and I was wondering if he was in here. He might have brought someone in from the mart in Graignamanagh. They might have had an accident.”

	“There was someone brought in alright. More than an hour ago. What’s your father-in-law’s name?”

	“Malachi Considine.”

	The receptionist read from her computer screen.

	“Yes,” she said, “he’s been moved from here to the Intensive Care Unit.”

	“You mean the person that’s injured is Malachi Considine?”

	The receptionist had the demeanour of a woman who had seen many traumas, but who had kept her humanity.

	“I’m afraid it is. I’m so sorry. I can’t tell you any more. You should go to ICU. They’ll tell you about it over there. Do you know where it is?”

	Penny found her way to the pay phone she had used previously. She rang Rudi’s number again. This time he was back in his office at last.

	“Rudi, I’m out here in the General Hospital for my appointment. I’ve just discovered that Malachi is in Intensive Care. I’m going over there now to find out why.”

	“What happened to him?” 

	Penny knew that Rudi liked to get his answers quickly.

	“I don’t know. The A&E lady told me to go to the ICU place. I’m doing that now.”

	“OK. I’m coming out to the hospital myself.”

	When Penny got to ICU and explained who she was, she was approached by a doctor immediately.

	“Your father-in-law is in a very serious condition. He’s not conscious. He’s on a life support machine.”

	This white coat was so matter-of-fact. Almost callous. It was both strange and upsetting. There was another man in the background. He was smartly but casually dressed, and aged about forty. He came up to Penny when the doctor left.

	“I believe you’re related to the man who’s been brought in.”

	“Malachi Considine, yes. He’s my father-in-law.”

	“My name if George Greene. I’m with the local Garda detective unit.” He showed Penny a card with his photo on it.

	“Why, what, what’s happened?”

	“I’m afraid your father-in-law has been brought in with a gunshot wound. It’s very serious. The doctors are saying he might die.”

	A gunshot wound. A gunshot wound. This is not Belfast. Or Chicago. That kind of thing doesn’t happen here.

	“I’d like to call my husband.”

	“Of course. Your husband is the patient’s son, is that right?”

	“That’s right. His name is Rudi Considine.”

	Penny made her way once more to the telephone in the lobby, but Rudi couldn’t be reached. Mairéad said he was on his way to the hospital.

	She went back and reported this to the detective.

	 

	*

	 

	Penny and Rudi approached the door of the Intensive Care Unit. Looking in, she could see Malachi. He was naked, without even bed clothes over him, lying on his side, inert, with his back to them. She was struck by the fact that she could see his buttocks. A strange thing to focus on, at this time.

	She turned to Rudi. “Your office told me that you’d gone out to The Homestead when I phoned you earlier. Did you see Malachi at that point?”

	“I wasn’t anywhere near there at any time today. When I wasn’t in the office I was doing things around town.”

	“What were you doing?”

	“What do you think you’re doing, asking me all those questions? Mind your own fucking business.”

	Penny flinched.

	The surgeon and the detective appeared.

	“What’s going to happen?” said Rudi.

	“Are you his next of kin?”, asked the medical man.

	“I am. I’m his eldest son. Our mother is dead.”

	“I have to tell you,” said the doctor, “there’s little hope for him. He’s still alive, but it’s unlikely he’ll regain consciousness. He received shotgun pellets in his heart.”

	“Oh my God,” said Penny. Her hands were flat against either side of her face and seemed to be forcing her mouth open, in the manner of The Scream, by Munch.

	“So what can we do?”

	“Nothing, really. You might like to contact other relatives. He’s being kept alive now by a ventilator. He’s breathing because of that, but it’ll have to be turned off at some stage if there’s no improvement in his condition. You and the rest of the family might need to discuss that aspect.”

	Then it was the turn of the policeman. When and where had Rudi last seen his father? Rudi told him it was more than two days ago, at his father’s home. Penny was able to say that she had seen him yesterday. He was suffering from a constant headache, but was intending to go to the mart today.

	“But the doctor said he’s been shot,” said Rudi. “How did that happen? How was he brought to the hospital?”

	“I can’t tell you any of that until we’ve asked you some more questions,” said the detective. “In fact, what I’d like to do now is ask you to come to the Garda station, for an interview.”

	“Am I being arrested?”

	“No. But we’ve found from experience that the more we ask questions about something like this early on, rather than letting time go by, the easier it is on everybody. I’m inviting you to help us.”

	“OK, I’ll go to the station,” said Rudi. “I want to find out what happened more than anyone.”

	“We’d better contact Gus, and our aunts, and uncle Kevin over in England,” said Rudi to Penny, as he was leaving with Greene. “You make a start on that job.”

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi met the detective in the garda station, the two having decided to travel there separately. He was shown into a room and invited to sit in a chair. The fucking thing was bolted to the floor.

	“What’s this about?” he asked.

	“I’m sorry,” said Greene. “There are no other rooms available for us to talk in. Sometimes when we interview people in this type of room we’ve found that they might just have a tendency to throw the furniture around. Don’t worry about it. Tell me about your father.”

	“Well, he’s been a butcher all his life.”

	“And you’ve worked with him since when?” said Greene.

	Rudi remembered when he had started full-time with Malachi. It was two weeks after he had made up his mind he would never go back to school, and for those two weeks he had played truant. He was thirty-four now, so that would have been all of twenty years ago. 

	 

	 


Chapter 7 (1981 to 1990)

	 

	 

	G


	us and Rudi went to the hospital every day to check on Malachi’s condition. They discussed the situation with the surgeon. After three days they decided between them that the thing to do would be to turn off the ventilator.

	Their father’s remains were brought back to The Homestead to be waked. The turnout was high, and included Gus’s friend, Raymond Quinn. Many hours were spent in reliving all aspects of the dead man’s life. The boys’ uncle Kevin was there, over from England. He had his daughter, Vera, with him.

	“It’s a terrible thing,” Gus said to Vera, when they got a chance to speak on their own, “but you’re one cousin I’ve never met.”

	“Yes,” said Vera, “It’s a shame my father and yours did not get on.”

	“I’ve heard you’re in Brussels?” said Gus.

	“Yes, I work in the European Commission.”

	“Interesting. What’s Brussels like?”

	“It’s a very good city to live in once you get to know your way around. They speak French, but it’s quite different to Paris.”

	Gus was happy to see that Penny, with help from Rudi and Gus’s aunts, along with young Jane, Penny and Rudi’s daughter, did sterling work in the provision of sandwiches and tea.

	He moved over to the table where the drinks were laid out, and poured himself a whiskey. There he was joined by one of Malachi’s old friends.

	“Hello Davy,” he said, “how are you?”

	“I’m very upset,” said Davy, “I will miss Malachi very much. We soldiered together, you know.”

	“But he was never in the army,” said Gus.

	“We were in the Blueshirts.”

	“Oh right.”

	Gus had heard of them, but he was vague on the details.

	“Oh yes,” said Davy, “Malachi was very proud of his blue shirt. Neither of us got to go to Spain that time. I often regretted that.”

	“He didn’t talk much about those times when we were growing up,” said Gus.

	Davy turned, to look Gus in the eye. “I suppose he didn’t,” he said. “Nearly everybody was against us at the time, and for a long time afterwards you wouldn’t have wanted to make it public you had joined that organisation. Especially when Dev became so popular. But if we hadn’t been around it would have been impossible for the Fine Gael party to get going. Dev’s people used to attack every rally FG held. They’d beat up the people who came to hear anyone in opposition to de Valera speak. The Blueshirts protected those rallies. It’s not too much to say they made it possible for democracy to survive in Ireland.”

	“That’s very interesting,” said Gus. “Look, there’s a chap I want to talk to. Would you mind if I left you here for a while?”

	“No, not at all,” said Davy. “It was nice talking to you.”

	Gus made his way to where he had seen Raymond Quinn standing, his back to the wall, observing the crowd.

	“Hi, Raymond,” he said.

	“Hi yourself. It’s a great turnout.”

	“Yes, it’s a great crowd alright. What do you know about the Blueshirts?”

	“Crowd of fucking fascists, “said Quinn. “Why do you ask?”

	“That old man I was talking to over there has just told me Malachi was a member of the Blueshirts, along with himself.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

	“Of course you didn’t know. How could you? That man told me they were formed to protect political rallies that took place in opposition to Fianna Fáil.”

	“That’s true, but it was what the Blueshirts stood for that’s the problem.”

	“And what was that? What did they stand for?”

	“Racism, Antisemitism, rabid homophobia, which was a nice little irony: the leader of the Blueshirts, Eoin O’Duffy, is widely believed to have been gay.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. It’s not an unusual phenomenon. O’Duffy was very religious. He regarded himself as a good Irish Catholic. Homosexuality, of course, is taught to everyone from childhood by that church to be a very serious sin. When a strong Catholic finds he might have gay urges it has at least the potential to set up a tremendous internal conflict. One way an individual might try to deal with this would be to become a ferocious homophobe.

	“The Blueshirts seemed to believe nobody should be allowed to live in Ireland unless they were born here, or were Christian. That’s where their racism came from. The antisemitism is easy to explain: they fully subscribed to the idea that “the Jews had crucified Our Lord”. They were taught that in the schools and churches.

	“They wanted to mimic the fascism of Benito Mussolini in Italy. His followers were called Blackshirts. Later Hitler’s thugs in Germany took to wearing brown shirts. Imagine, we had a crowd here in Ireland who were keen to imitate some of the worst dictators and tyrants in Europe.”  

	“So what happened to them?” asked Gus.

	“They faded away, but not before they got involved in the Spanish civil war for a short period. About five hundred of them went to Spain to fight for General Franco, another fascist. There they were supplied with Spanish rifles and given some military training. The whole thing ended in farce though. The only action they saw was what’s called a ‘friendly fire’ incident, when other members of the Franco forces shot at them by mistake.

	“When they came home O’Duffy apparently took to drink. He liked brandy, according to reports. He was only in his mid-fifties when he died.”

	 

	*

	 

	“I’m intrigued to see how calmly people are taking the death of your father.”

	Penny was chatting to Gus as the people, neighbours and friends, milled around Malachi’s coffin. 

	“Yes,” said Gus, “look at those two there at Malachi’s head. If Malachi was alive they’d be in his personal space. And they’re well able to keep up with the whiskey drinking. 

	“How are you getting on with your reading?”

	“Ninety percent of the time when I get a new book I can’t resist getting into it straight away,” said Penny. “But occasionally I’m not in a position to do that. I might be writing, or I might have a number of other books on the go. It could lie there for a time. But what I find then is that it matures. From the time it arrives until the time I open it, it will have become even more enjoyable than it would have been if I had started to read it immediately. What do think of that?

	“I often find that myself,” said Gus.

	Later she was standing with Rudi when he was approached by another of Malachi’s old friends.

	“Gus, I have to give you this envelope.” The man said.

	“But I’m not Aug…,” Rudi’s voice trailed off.

	Penny could see the envelope was addressed to both Rudi and Gus, in Malachi’s handwriting. It looked like Rudi had seen those things too.

	“Oh right,” he said, “I’ll take care of it. Thank you very much.” He put it in his inside pocket.

	Next morning, as Penny and Rudi were getting up, Penny said:

	“What was in the envelope that man gave you at the wake?”

	“Legal stuff,” said Rudi. “I’m surprised you even remember it. I’ll be giving it to Cosgrave today. He’ll take care of it.”

	He was silent for a while. Then he said:

	“Penny, you should forget all about that envelope. It’s very important you don’t mention it to Gus.”

	“Um,” she said.

	Rudi went up to her. He gripped her blouse in the front and put his face quite close to hers. She shivered when he said:

	“Did you get that? Did you? You must not tell Gus about that letter. It’s none of his business, and anyway our solicitor will be dealing with it.”

	Rudi had always been hot tempered. Now Penny was seriously worried about his outbursts. If he wasn’t telling her what to do, down to the smallest detail, he was shouting abuse. All of this seemed to have become a lot worse since Malachi’s death.

	And Gus’s name had also been on the envelope.

	 

	*

	 

	Gus couldn’t help thinking the Catholic church was good at funerals. There was a large crowd at the mass, and then at the graveyard for the burial. Gus himself gave a eulogy and the priest, who had known Malachi well (he played 45s with him), also had very nice words to say about the dead man. Rudi and Gus invited everyone back to the pub Malachi used to patronise, for sandwiches and drinks.

	Gus was once again in conversation with his cousin from England. They were joined by Penny.

	“Gus is our celebrity butcher,” she said. “He loves giving advice to people in the shops about how to choose and prepare their meat. He’s even been on TV. People have cottoned on to him as a real expert.”

	“That sounds fabulous,” said Vera. “It would go down very well in Brussels. It’s got a big diplomatic corps; and they like their food. I’ve noticed there’s a large Irish community in Brussels too. I can’t help getting the impression that you’re better Europeans than us Brits. There are plenty of Irish pubs over there too. They’re very popular.”

	“How difficult would it be to rent a shop in Brussels?” Gus had to ask.

	“Not too,” said his cousin. “In fact my boyfriend is an estate agent. If you wanted me to I could ask him to talk to you.”

	Penny seemed to be interested in all of this. But she was a person who would be interested in anything Gus decided to do. They had developed something of a conspiracy against Rudi in the last few years. This had grown out of the way he treated both of them.

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi was being blocked at every turn by fucking idiots like Raymond Quinn and his stupid father. Imagine, getting on to the corporation to stop him from opening a new shop near the city walls in Waterford. Brannigan the accountant was continuously annoying him about cash flow issues they were having, and now Toomerood in the bank was also being tough about it. The re-zoned land was fine, but no value could be got from it until the nature of Malachi’s death had been dealt with by the authorities and that, according to Cosgrave, required a post-mortem and an inquest. Those things take time, the solicitor had said, lots of time.

	Now his wife Penny was joining the forces ranged against him. He had seen how close and pally she and Gus had been at the funeral. Their heads were together almost every time he had looked at them, most especially when they were talking to his and Gus’s cousin, Vera, from England. It looked as if they were all cooking something up. And if that was the case, it would be against him. There was only one person he could depend on, and that was Kevin Quilty. He liked Quilty’s loyalty. He also liked that Quilty was not afraid to get his hands dirty. Was he on the level when he had said you could have someone killed for a fee, and in a way that would not lead back to you?

	 

	 

	 

	*

	 

	Malachi was buried. Things began to get back to normal in the Hawthorne Meats group, although Rudi was pressured by that need for cash. Gus continued in his role as a celebrity butcher. The shops were going well. The inquest, which followed a post-mortem, determined that Malachi did, indeed, die as a result of being shot by his own gun. Rudi had testified that Malachi was in the habit of throwing it down on the ground when crossing the river by means of the ropes that were spread across it. Gus also had seen this happen, at least once, and he said so. The inquest accepted that when Malachi did it on this occasion, the gun must have gone off, resulting in the shotgun pellets entering his heart. A farm worker told the inquest he had found Malachi at the house side of the ropes. This man took the view that Malachi, although unconscious, was still alive, so he decided he had to get him to the hospital as quickly as possible. The only transport available was Malachi’s own car, and he used a wheelbarrow to get the stricken man up to where it was parked.

	On the day after the funeral Bernard Cosgrave, solicitor, came to see Rudi, at Rudi’s request. They met in Rudi’s office, which was part of a block that had been built on to the abattoir Hawthorne Meats had acquired.

	“Right, what do we have to do to make sure my father’s land can be used to build up the company? Would it be best to have it in the company’s name rather than in my personal name?”

	“You cannot do anything until the estate has been administered. Did Malachi make a will?”

	Rudi took the document he had been given at the funeral out of his pocket. He handed it to Cosgrave.

	“What do you think of that?”

	“It’s handwritten, for a start,” said the solicitor.

	There was silence while he read.

	“OK. It seems to have been written and signed by Malachi. He wanted to split the property between you and Gus.”

	“Yes, but is it a valid will?” said Rudi.

	“I’ll have to take a view on that.”

	Cosgrave held his chin in his hand. “I would say not. As I said, it’s signed alright, but to be a valid will it would have to have the signature witnessed by two people who were not beneficiaries of it. That’s not the case here. But it’s addressed to both you and Gus. We’ll have to bring him in on it.”

	Rudi’s voice rose. “No, we fucking well won’t. If it’s not a valid will then he doesn’t need to know anything.”

	Cosgrave stiffened, but said nothing. Rudi continued:

	“Okay, so you’re telling me there’s legal work to be done to make sure the land can be used as security in the bank. Let’s get on with it then. As there’s no will, everything’ll be put into my name.”

	“Em, no, that’s not the case anymore,” said Cosgrave.

	“What are you saying?”

	“That law was changed. The Succession Act of 1965 says an estate should be split equally between all children if a parent dies without making a will.”

	Rudi could feel that red mist descending. And the muscles just under the skin of his temples had started to tighten.

	He knew he was picking up the printer that sat on his desk with both hands, and he knew he was about to throw it against the wall. Possibly he could have stopped himself at that stage. But to go ahead would let this fucking idiot know that if he wanted to continue on the gravy train that was the Rudi Considine account he’d better do what was required of him.

	CRASH.

	One rather expensive Hewlett Packard printer was flung against a wall of the office with such force that it made a dent in the plaster. The printer cover and another piece flew off and then all parts of it came to rest on the floor.

	Rudi thoughts just then were of having in his hand one of those wicked knives that assume their S shape after continuous sharpening, and of having Gus in front of him. The red mist would descend, his temple muscles would tense, and Gus would no longer be an issue.

	Quilty would clean up the mess.

	 

	*

	 

	Gus met Rudi in a corridor of the main office building.

	“Gus,” said Rudi, “I’ve been talking to Bernard Cosgrave.”

	“Why are you telling me this?” said Gus.

	“I think it’s just fair to let you know that my company will be getting title to the shop and the abattoir and the land, now that Malachi is dead.”

	Gus was stopped in his tracks.

	“What the fuck are you on about?”

	“The reason is so Hawthorne Meats can continue to thrive. There’s no way we can divide the land, and if we sell it the only thing that’ll happen is the bank will get the money.”

	“You can’t do that. I have rights.”

	“So have I. And I have responsibilities. One of them is to make sure Hawthorne Meats continues to operate. There are jobs at stake here”

	“I’ll be going to see our solicitor about this.”

	“You do that,” said Rudi. “I’ll tell Cosgrave to contact Kennedy to explain to him what’s happening. Give me a day to set that up, and then Kennedy can tell you about what’s what.”

	Gus wasn’t used to visiting Kennedy. Up to recently it had been Malachi who did all the business that needed to be done with regard to legal stuff. That was until Rudi had come into a position of authority in the butcher’s shop, when he had begun to make his way from time to time to Kennedy’s offices. But then Rudi, and consequently Hawthorne Meats, had left Kennedy to place all legal matters, personal and business, in the hands of Bernard Cosgrave.

	“Sit down there, Gus,” said Kennedy when Gus entered his office. “We haven’t met very often. How are you?”

	“I’m good. I’m here because I was told you would be hearing from Rudi’s solicitor, Cosgrave.”

	“That’s right. Bernard Cosgrave phoned me yesterday.”

	“What happened?”

	“What he had to say was a little bit strange, to tell you the truth,” said Kennedy.

	“In what way?”

	“Your brother wants to take over title to all the property that was owned by your father before he died. His solicitor mentioned the law of primogeniture.”

	“What’s that?”

	“It’s an old law that, quite frankly, is no longer in force. It was superseded by the Succession Act of 1965. Before that if a person died intestate, that is, without making a will, all their property went to the eldest son. Apparently your father came to own his land and his house because of the law of primogeniture. Now Rudi wants to get title under the same principle. He says if he does not, there’ll be a threat to the viability of Hawthorne Meats. As you probably know, the bank is holding the deeds of the land, the house, and the abattoir as security for loans to the company.”

	“But surely I should be entitled to an equal share of the value of the house and land?”

	“That’s certainly true. But the only way you could get that is to have them all sold on the open market. But then the proceeds would go to the bank because they’re security for the loans. Cosgrave tells me that the loans add up to the probable sale value of the properties. He said Hawthorne Meats, and Rudi personally, are so stretched in cash flow terms they wouldn’t be able to pay off the loans otherwise.”

	“What can I do. You’re the solicitor. Tell me what I can do?”

	Proceeds, cash flow, title, primo-fucking-geniture. All these things were a million miles away from the normal workings of Gus’s mind.

	“What would you advise me to do?” he asked again.

	“The most equitable solution, I would advise, is you should be given a share of Hawthorne Meats. Preferably a half-share.”

	“Did you talk about that with Cosgrave?”

	“I mentioned it.”

	“What did he say?”

	“He said he’d have to get instructions from his client, but he didn’t think Rudi would agree to it.”

	 

	*

	 

	Gus rang Rudi at home.

	“I’ve been talking to Kennedy. We need to meet.”

	“Certainly. But not here. I have to go into the abattoir to pick up some documents in the boning hall. We can meet there,” said Rudi. “I can only make it after nine this evening.”

	“The place will be deserted,” said Gus.

	“Well, it’s the only chance we’ll have. And if you were committed to the business you’d have no problem with anything like that.”

	Gus parked up in the middle of a downpour. The only sounds when he got out of the car were a faint hum of the air conditioning, and a bleak drip drip of water from a leaky gutter. The security lighting was only adequate as he made his way to the boning hall. It would be brighter if there were workers in attendance.

	The boning hall was alongside the cattle slaughterhouse. Gus was well aware of the fraught atmosphere, heightened all the more by the noise and the stench, that existed in that room. He objected to the fear induced there in cattle. They seemed to be all too well aware they were following others of their species to their deaths. The stress induced by this had a detrimental effect on the meat that was harvested from them. Vegans objected to it because they saw it as straightforward cruelty and Gus, of course, was against cruelty too. A more humane way of doing the job would be a win for all parties.

	Rudi was waiting for him. The brothers stood at the tables where, during the normal working day, a rank of butchers would have been operating a production line that reduced the sides of beef to portions that could be marketed. Each worker would be dressed in protective gear that reduced the risk of knife cuts to the upper body and arms. Their aprons were made of nothing less than chainmail, just like parts of the armour that Gus had read about in books about medieval knights.

	“I’ve spoken to Kennedy,” said Gus. “He tells me he’s talked with your solicitor, Cosgrave.”

	Rudi tapped his fingers on the surface of the boning table alongside which they were standing. He looked around him.

	“Do you see all the work that’s being done in here?” he said. “Can you imagine the amount of effort it takes to set his up and to keep it running?”

	“Of course, “said Gus. “I’ve been part of it too.”

	“No,” said Rudi. “You haven’t. A lot of the time you’ve been on the fucking missing list.”

	The break Gus had taken with Nikki last month, in an hotel up the west, crept in, unbidden, to his mind.

	“I’ve been publicising the business.”

	“Bullshit. You’ve been off enjoying yourself.”

	“Well anyway, Kennedy says I should get a half share in Hawthorne Meats, or else you have to pay me what a half share would be worth.”

	“Kennedy is a fucking idiot.”

	Rudi drummed the table with the knuckles of his right hand. He said:

	“And another thing. Who do you think was looking after Malachi before he died? Penny and me, that’s who.”

	“Alice played her part. And I looked in on him too.”

	Rudi’s fingers had reached the handle of a boning knife.

	“I will not, under any circumstances, give you a share. Quilty would deserve it more than you would. To give you money I’d have to sell company assets. That would wreck it. That’s what the law of Primogeniture was for.”

	Rudi was breathing hard.

	“What a good law that was. It was there to keep businesses working in exactly the kind of situation we have here.”

	Now the tip of the knifeblade, the handle of which was gripped by Rudi’s right hand, was in front of Gus’s eyes, and only millimetres away from them. Rudi’s other fist had grasped his brother’s collar and was pulling him in.

	Christ, what’s he doing?

	Gus was trembling now. Rudi had often been crazy with anger before, but this was something new.

	Gus felt spittle landing on his face as Rudi said:

	“Before I’ll fucking let you damage this company… or take any part of it away from me… I’ll slice this knife into you. Right up to the maker’s name!”

	 

	*

	 

	Gus started to disengage from Rudi’s grip. It wasn’t easy. The tip of the knife in his brother’s hand hovered about in the most alarming manner. When he eventually did get free he hurried back to his car. The rain was still falling in sheets. If the atmosphere around the meat plant had been oppressive on his way in, on his way out it was downright despairing. 

	Jesus Rudi is insane. He’s fucking dangerous.

	His wife Alice was waiting in the kitchen when he got home. 

	Better not say too much to her. She doesn’t need to be troubled by any of this.

	“How did your meeting with Rudi go?” she asked.

	“Oh, okay.”

	“You seem a little quiet. Did anything happen?”

	“No, not really,” he lied.

	“I suppose you’re both still grieving for Malachi.”

	“I suppose so,” he said.

	Alice sat down opposite him at the kitchen table.

	“That’s a pity. But I have something to say to you, and there’s no good or right time to say it,” she said.

	“Say what?”

	“My friend Majella was here this afternoon.”

	“Oh right. How is she?”

	“She’s fine. She’s fine. She was in a nightclub in Salthill a couple of weeks ago. She saw you with a young one. Very pretty she was, according to Majella. That was the week you told me you were in Dublin doing publicity work for Hawthorne Meats.”

	“No, that can’t be true. Majella must have been mistaken.”

	The rule here is deny, deny, deny, no matter what evidence is produced. 

	Alice stood up.

	“I knew you’d do that,” she said. 

	“Do what?”

	Her voice rose. “Try to deny it. Sure I could smell her off you when you came home here, many’s the time. I could nearly tell you what brand of perfume she uses.”

	Alice sat again.

	“Majella thought I should wait until you got home and then break all the lights on your car. Fiona did that to her husband when she found out he was doin’ the same as you.

	“But there’s something else.”

	“What?”

	“I’ve decided I don’t like you anymore.”

	How the fuck do you respond to that?

	“I’d like for us to get a divorce. But that’s not possible after all those eejits voted No in June. But I am joining the Divorce Action Group. There’ll be another referendum before too long and then maybe this stupid country will have grown up and we’ll have divorce here.”

	Hmmm. Has she found someone else herself?

	“I’ve already been to see my solicitor about a separation. The house’ll have to be sold and I want half of whatever is got for it after the mortgage is paid off. Thank God we never had any children, that’s all I can say.”

	Things were piling up on him. It never rained but it poured. First Rudi, and now this. Alice was mistaken if he thought Nikki was any kind of a threat. She had made it plain that she wasn’t interested in settling down, especially not with him.

	But Rudi was a much bigger problem. Gus was afraid of his brother. Rudi was fanatical in the cause of building up his business, and of building it up for himself and himself alone. And then there was what Penny had told him about Rudi having disappeared during the hours before and after she had found Malachi at the hospital, dying with a gunshot wound, of all things.

	He knew what he would do.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Part 2

	 

	 



Chapter 8 (1991 to 2000)

	 

	 

	R


	aymond Quinn was in a car on the Rue Franklin in Brussels. It was being driven by his colleague, John Landy.

	“John, stop, stop,” said Quinn. “I know that chap that’s just come out of that shop there. I know him from home.”

	Landy brought the car to a halt. Then he manoeuvred it into a parking spot at the kerb. Raymond jumped out and ran back along the footpath.

	“Gus, Gus. Gus Considine,” he shouted.

	Gus turned. It was him alright.

	“Raymond Quinn,” he said. “I haven’t seen you for a long time. I’d heard you were in Brussels though.”

	Landy came up and was introduced.

	“What are you doing here?” asked Raymond of Gus.

	“I’m setting up a butcher shop. There’s a demand for good Irish beef here, and for a butcher who knows how to cut it and prepare it. Especially here in the Commission area. Come on in. I’ll show you around.”

	All three entered the shop. The work of fitting out was well advanced. As well as the counter, the shelving and all the other requirements for a butcher shop, there were several large posters on the walls, all extoling the benefits of Irish beef. Fine looking cattle gazed at the camera from where they were standing, knee deep in lush grass, somewhere in Tipperary.

	“But how did you get all this up and running?” asked Raymond. “Is this part of the business you had with your brother, Rudi? Hawthorne Meats was it?”

	“It’s definitely not a part of Hawthorne Meats. Rudi and I have had what you might call a falling out.

	“I have a cousin who works in the Commission. Her boyfriend is an estate agent. He found the shop. It was she who told me there was a market for this kind of thing here. I have a rent-free period to get things off the ground. I had a few bob left over after we sold the house when Alice and me broke up. I’m afraid I’ve used it all, but it’ll be worth it.”

	Gus told him later he had been glad to see his old friend but he did not, at that stage, feel like having any discussions with him about leaving his brother Rudi in full control of matters in Ireland, nor of the fear of that same brother that had resulted in his remove to Brussels.

	 

	*

	 

	It was St Patrick’s Day. The crowd in Kitty O’Shea’s in Brussels was out the door. Raymond Quinn found himself on the stage when the group that was performing took a break.

	“Ok, I’ll sing one or two,” he said, as he adjusted the microphone angle. But that wouldn’t do. He knew he was able to hold a note, and he was on form that night. They wouldn’t let him get down.

	“You’re the new man in town,” said Landy, when Raymond eventually made his way back to the bar.

	Kitty’s was a comfortable, darkish bar. It’s small, part-leaded windows made sure that much of the daylight that might have remained in the evening was well blocked out. The walls were decorated with Guiness and Power whiskey advertisements, both ancient and modern, as well as those for more antique products that none of the clientele had ever heard of, such as Cadbury’s Pure Cocoa Essence. Fittingly, posters for a small number of Belgian beers were also given wall space. Well stocked shelves behind the bar, and in other parts of the interior, added to the sense of managed clutter that gave this pub an old, homey, feel.

	“Whew, there’s no shortage of Irish pubs in this city,” he said.

	“True enough,” said Landy. “Some of them are run by people who hold down jobs in the European Commission.”

	“Is that a fact?”

	“Yeh. It’s reckoned by many around here that the only times they go into their offices is when they want to use the phone to contact suppliers.”

	“That sounds a bit cynical,” said Raymond.

	“There’s even one called ‘sin é’ that’s owned by a Hungarian.”

	“The Irish pub is our biggest native export. I know of a company that prefabricates them to measure in a factory in Ireland to ship all over the world,” said Raymond.

	“All the Brussels people want to be Irish when they hear Irish music, or music about Ireland. I was in an American themed bar recently. They had a karaoke session. It was very tame until someone started to sing that one about Connemara. You know, Conn-a-ma-a-a- ra?” said Landy.

	“Yeh, I know it.”

	“Well, from when it started until it finished, you had people practically dancing on the tables. When the song was over they reverted to being nice, polite, Belgians.”

	Landy added:

	“So, are you ready to start work in earnest tomorrow?”

	“I think so. I seem to remember they told me I won’t be doing anything serious until I learn the business.”

	“That’s true. But there is a steep learning curve. We have a few seminars from time to time on stock trading techniques, but most of the training is on the job.”

	 

	*

	 

	The next morning there were sore heads in the office of Prester Stock Brokers, in Brussels, where Raymond Quinn had landed a job after leaving the Regional College in Carlow. Quinn’s duties at the start did not extend beyond taking instructions from experienced traders, and running messages. Therefore, a hangover was not a major problem on that occasion. It would not do, however, for it to become a regular occurrence.

	“This stock trading is a strange business,” said Morgan Trotter, an English trader. He had time to talk to Quinn because there was a lull prior to the opening of the US markets, which occurred after lunch Brussels time, up to when dealers from other parts of the world tended to keep their powder dry while they waited to see what the Yanks would do.

	“You must keep an eye on trends, mate. Having said that, one big problem in trading is complacency. If you think the markets are going to keep rising without any correction you’ll be in for a rude awakening. You must be able to spot a bubble when it’s growing, and get out before it bursts. Do you know anything about bubbles? Have you heard of the 1929 Wall Street crash?”

	“I know there was a stock market crash in the States in 1929. Didn’t a lot of people commit suicide?”

	Trotter smiled.

	“Yeh, right. But it was more than a stock market crash. The whole economy collapsed, and then the rot spread around the world. The way things work now, the stock markets are somewhat, but not totally, divorced from the real economy. This crazy dot-com situation, for example. That’s more like the tulip bubble in Holland in the 17th century. The only people who lost their money then were the ones who had been foolish enough to keep bidding up the price of, get this, fuckin’ tulip bulbs after they had reached ridiculous levels.”

	To Raymond, it seemed Trotter was one of those people who was not only good at his job, but was also a mine of information on the history of the business.

	Later Quinn was allowed to make trades of his own. They were small, and he was overseen at all points in the process.

	“We buy low and we sell high,” said Trotter. “Sounds simple, doesn’t it?”

	“I suppose it does.”

	But Quinn was not surprised when the senior trader said:

	“It’s not. We have procedures that help to keep us safe, but you’ll have to learn to use them. Right now, we don’t want you to make money. What we want is to be sure you understand how to manage the risk, and that takes discipline. If you made a lot of profit today we wouldn’t be impressed, because it would have to be beginner’s luck, and we’re not interested in that. Not at all.”

	“I’ve heard a lot of the people here play poker,” said Quinn.

	“That’s true. We encourage that.”

	“But isn’t that just gambling.”

	“It is if you play without understanding the principles that make a good poker player.”

	“What are they?”

	“First thing is, you don’t play every hand you’re dealt. You must wait until you get what you regard as viable cards. That can be tedious, but you must be able to do it. Then you must have the courage to grab an opportunity when it comes along. Playing a fair game of poker, you cannot have any say in what cards you are dealt. Similarly, in trading, the market is near to perfect; this means other traders will have taken away, by trading, any advantages that might have existed in the release of news about a company. In most but not all cases this will have happened almost as soon as the story came out. In poker you must be alert for the time when you are dealt better than average cards, just as you must be able to spot an overlooked edge in the price of a stock.”

	Raymond nodded, and Trotter continued:

	“By far the most important thing, though, is the psychology. This means the person who allows a loss, or a string of losses, to affect their next decision would be better to take up another way of making a living, whether they play poker or trade stocks. You must be strong-minded enough to be able to perform without getting frustrated, or losing heart, under any and all circumstances. There can be no exceptions to this.”

	Quinn thought for a moment.

	“Would trading not have an advantage over poker because in trading it’s possible to do research on the companies you’re interested in.”

	“A very good point, Mate” said Trotter. “And we have a research department here for that. You would be well advised to use it.”

	“I will.”

	“Remember,” said the other, “playing poker well is not gambling. Compare it with Roulette. That’s gambling, because you have no way to get an edge. In fact, all roulette wheels are biased against you because every time a zero comes up, only the house can win. You should make your trading emulate intelligent poker, and stop when you realise you’re acting like a Roulette player.”

	Quinn devoted a lot of time to studying the subject of trading, from all angles. Trotter told him about taking a short position.

	“That’s when you can make a bet on the price of a stock going down instead of up,” he had said.

	So Quinn studied that aspect.

	 

	*

	 

	Landy phoned Quinn.

	“Just the one?”

	“OK, where’s best?”

	“Let’s go to Kitty’s.”

	“Right.”

	The idea of ‘just the one’ was, of course, a joke. Raymond thought it would make a good ironic name for a drinking club, but they never needed an excuse for heading to the pub, so why would they need a drinking club?

	“Anything with dot com in the name is hot these days,” said Landy, after he had ordered pints.

	“And we have news from home: Fyffes, the banana people, have announced they’re about to launch a new Internet portal for merchandising in the global fresh produce trade. It’s to be called WorldOfFruit.com. The price of the parent company has gone way up on the news.”

	Kitty’s was quiet at this time, but there were two other people at the bar. Landy said:

	“I should introduce you. Come with me.”

	They sidled over.

	“This is Raymond Quinn. He’s just come to Brussels to work in the same company as me. I hope you’ll make him welcome.”

	There were handshakes all round.

	“This is Joe Banville.”

	“Hi,” said Quinn. “Nice to meet you.”

	“Joe works in the Commission,” said Landy. These two seemed to know one another well.

	“That’s very interesting. I’ve been in Brussels now for three days, and you’re the first Commission person I’ve met.”

	Banville had a pint glass with a cloudy drink in it.

	“Joe is very well integrated here,” said Landy. “Instead of pints of Guinness he’s drinking Biere Blanche. It’s a Belgian speciality. Great for the thirst in the Summer.

	“OK,” said Raymond, “I heard there were lots of beers in Belgium.”

	“There are, but some of them are a niche market,” said Banville. “This one is made by Hoegaarden, and its fairly mainstream. You should try it.”

	Landy stretched out his left arm, palm slightly upward, in the direction of the woman. 

	“And this is Kaarina.”

	Quinn found himself looking at a clean cut, slim, blonde, with crinkly hair and high cheek bones, aged, if he had to guess, in her late twenties. They shook hands.

	“And where is that name from?” he asked her.

	“I’m from Finland. And I’d say you’re from Ireland. There are a lot of Irish here,” she said.

	On the next round he ordered a Biere Blanche. He asked Kaarina what she would like. “I’ll have a Blanche as well,” she said. “A demi.”

	“I’ve never been to Finland,” he said.

	“I liked growing up there,” said Kaarina. “We do things people in other countries would probably find strange.”

	“Like what?”

	“Well. For example, when I was young, we used to go to school on skis.”

	 

	*

	 

	He sat on a shop window sill on the Schuman roundabout in Brussels. He was waiting for Landy, who was late. He could see a woman on the other side of the rond-point. She was pushing a pram. She also had a child by the hand. He watched as she adjusted a blanket over what was presumably a baby in the pram, without breaking stride.

	That’s interesting. She’s got two children to look after, in a busy part of the city, and she also appears to be on some kind of a mission. Some people say women are natural multi-taskers. I’m not so sure about that. When you think about it at all, it seems they’re no better than men, but they do find themselves in positions where they’re forced to do many things at the same time, so they just have to get on with it. Needs must when the devil drives. But none of the tasks are going to be done with anything like perfection.

	His gaze wandered to other parts of the EU district, of which Schuman was the focal point. The Berlaymont building, which was the main office block for the EU Commission, towered above him. He also knew the EU occupied many other of the high-rise buildings in the general area. Then there were the peripheral functionaries: the press people, the lobbyists, the Non-Governmental Organisations, and so on.

	“Are you Raymond Quinn?”

	The lady with the children had reached him. He stood up when he was addressed.

	“Yes,” he said, surprised, “I am. What can I do for you?”

	“My name is Anna Becker,” she said. “I’m John Landy’s wife.”

	Raymond knew Landy had married a German woman, but he had never met her.

	“Oh, how do you do,” he said, as they shook hands. “I’m due to meet him here so we can go for a few pints of Guinness.”

	“Oh, he’s good at that all right.

	“I was out shopping and he asked me to come down here to see if I could locate you. I’m to tell you he’ll be late. He has something important to do. But if you were to go to the Hairy Canary you’d only have to wait about a half an hour for him.”

	Quinn decided to do that. He made his way to that pub. It was beginning to fill up when he arrived. He made a start. He was ready for another pint when Landy joined him. They liked to sit at the bar if there were stools available, and this evening there were.

	“Have you ever tried Backgammon?” said Landy as he sat up on the barstool.

	“No,” replied Raymond.

	“I’m getting into it now,” said Landy. “I was just finishing up a lesson I’d forgotten about when I made the arrangement to meet you at the roundabout. You met Anna then?”

	“Yes. She seems to be a very nice person.”

	“She is, she is.”

	The pub started to fill up. A group established itself at a table in a corner. Raymond thought he recognised the person who was the centre of attention.

	“Is that Bernard Bolster, the politician from Ireland?” he asked Landy.

	“I do believe it is. He must be over here for some European Union business. So that’s what a crowd of politician’s aides looks like.”

	As the evening wore on, various members of the Bolster group approached the bar to buy drink. One of them engaged Quinn and Landy in conversation. His main interest, it seemed, was in his discovery they were from Ireland. Maybe he thought they might be potential voters back home. When the aide had re-joined his group, Raymond said:

	“Bolster really annoyed me when he was Minister for Education.”

	“Why’s that?” asked Landy.

	“They should have called him Minister for Catholic Education. I’ve always believed we should have a secular education system, but that fellow not only didn’t do that, he bent over backwards to reinforce the Catholic Church’s hold on things.”

	Shortly after that the aide was at the bar again. 

	“Would you like to meet the minister?” he said.

	“That would be interesting,” said Raymond.

	Then Raymond was in the politician’s circle, facing the great man.

	“You’re from Ireland?”

	“That’s right,” said Raymond. “But I’m not in your constituency when I’m at home.”

	There was a laugh from the minister and the assembled company.

	“I’m not officially canvassing for votes now, but I suppose you know politicians are always on the lookout for support, even when there’s no election looming. But I am off duty now. We thought we’d come out and savour the pub scene. We’ve heard a lot about it. The Hairy Canary. That doesn’t sound like an Irish pub.”

	“No,” said Raymond, “I haven’t been here long, but I believe it started out as an English one. But the Irish community here is big, and the Belgians like to imagine they’re in Connemara or somewhere when they go out in the evenings. Now this place has Irish staff, Irish beer, and even Irish crisps.”

	Then the inevitable question arrived.

	“And what are you doing in Brussels?”

	Raymond had been waiting for it. He knew it was assumed that all ex-pats in Brussels had something or other to do with the Commission.

	“I’m trying to get religion out of the schools.”

	Was he imagining it, or did some of the aides gasp? If they did, it only indicated their lack of experience and political skill; the minister took it in his stride.

	“Oh I see. And who do you represent?”

	“Nobody. Only myself.”

	“Oh well, that’s all right then. You’re entitled to your opinion. I’ve agreed to meet someone else. Can you excuse us?”

	Raymond made his way back to Landy at the bar.

	 

	 


Chapter 9 (1991 to 2000)

	 

	 

	R


	udi could talk to Quilty about things. They were having lunch in Andy’s Pizzeria, which was only a small walk from the Hawthorne Meats offices.

	Andy came to their table.

	“Is it my imagination, or is it very quiet in here today?” said Rudi.

	“Aw, don’t talk to me,” said Andy. “We were run off our feet yesterday. The staff couldn’t cope. Some people were waiting for a long time to get served. This happens now and again. Sometimes we’re the victims of our own success. Then the customers stay away the following day because they don’t want to be delayed again. They want to know they can get back to work in a reasonable time.”

	“Sorry to hear that,” said Rudi. “What’ll you do?”

	“Oh, they’ll come back over time,” said Andy. “That’s until the same thing happens again. Then we’ll be faced with the job of building up the lunch business all over again.”

	Andy took their order and went away.

	“I wouldn’t mind getting into property development,” said Rudi. “Cosgrave has a client who’s a builder. We should look into the possibility of doing a joint venture or something like that.”

	“Wouldn’t be a bad idea,” said Quilty. “What’s this builder’s name?”

	“Flynn. He’s from up around Slieverue.”

	“Hey,” said Quilty, “I know him. A stocky fella. He does have a good reputation as a builder.”

	“Make some more detailed enquiries,” said Rudi. “Then we might arrange to have a chat with him.”

	 

	 

	*

	 

	Quilty and Cosgrave were sitting in front of Rudi Considine’s desk. That significant man was taking an interest alright in the conversation that was going on, but his chair was tilted back and his hands were behind his head as he did so. 

	“It’s getting easier to raise loans from banks,” said the solicitor. “My information is they’re finding they can get money now on the global capital markets. Instead of having to rely on deposits so they can give loans to businesses and individuals, which limited the amounts they could lend, banks are able to borrow money at what might be called wholesale interest rates and lend it out at, higher, retail rates.”

	“Right,” said Quilty, and don’t arrangement fees add to their profitability?” 

	“That’s true,” said Cosgrave, “but now that there’s no real cap on the money that can be lent to the likes of property developers, there has to be an easing of the criteria relating to who might qualify for a loan. That’s for the simple reason that there are not enough potential customers out there who would be able to borrow under the more traditional conditions.”

	Quilty liked that he was in a position where he could take part in a discussion like this. And if they do get involved in property development, that will also be great. After all, you needed at least some money to start, and he had never had any. Rudi Considine was his means of getting into the game. He could be a rough enough old bollocks at times, could Rudi, but Quilty reckoned he was able to handle him. He seemed to get really frustrated and angry whenever he was asked to deal with something that takes reading or writing. 

	Now Cosgrave was addressing Rudi directly.

	“You and I are invited to a seminar in Anglo-Norman Bank.”

	“What’s it about?”

	“They want to explain to us how to use them for loans for profitable ventures. I think you would be good for you to come along.”

	“Will Toomerood be there? He never mentioned anything like that to me.”

	“No. The people we’ll be meeting would be senior to Toomerood. He’s a local manager.”

	Rudi was very happy to ‘go along’.

	 

	*

	 

	“Welcome Bernard,” said Seamus FitzGibbon, Chief Executive of Anglo-Norman, when Cosgrave and Rudi arrived at the venue. Cosgrave introduced Rudi.

	“Have a drink while I get our Chief Operations Officer so I can introduce him to you,” he continued. As he walked away, Cosgrave turned to Rudi.

	“Everyone knows him as Seamie, which is pronounced ‘Shamey’. He likes to be known as a hands-on banker. He takes a close personal interest in the clients of the bank and their projects, not like the higher executives of the more established mainstream banks. They tend to remain aloof from the day-to-day running of their enterprises.”

	There were handshakes and smiles when Daniel Timpani, Chief Operations Officer, was found and brought forward.

	“Great to see you here,” said Timpani. “I’ve been hearing wonderful things about the introductions you’ve been making for development loans. All very high-quality clients, like Mr. Considine here. The core activity of this conference is for us to share the concepts we believe give us the best possible mix of good business and risk mitigation to ensure this will continue. I don’t have to remind you that as we make these kinds of loans to your contacts, the rewards for everybody concerned will be substantial.”

	Rudi thought the conference was like a big party. Looking around he recognised that those in attendance were of the same mind, and came from similar backgrounds. Hardworking, astute business people, easy to talk to, but guarded in their comments. The drink flowed fairly freely, without anyone over indulging.

	Timpani went onto a stage at one end of the room. After he welcomed the attendees, he said:

	“I’ll be making a presentation here today. It’s to let those of you who are not in the heart of Anglo-Norman Bank understand the principles we use for loan evaluation. It’s a very simple concept, as you will see.”

	Timpani put up his first slide on the beamer. It held one sentence. This was:

	“There are three factors in deciding whether or not a client should be eligible for a loan.”

	He pressed a button in the electronic wand he was holding. A single word appeared underneath the first sentence. It said:

	“Security.”

	Another button press. Another expression, on a new line:

	“Ability to repay.”

	And finally, on the next line:

	“Recourse.”

	“Okay,” he said, “what does all this mean? It means that, number one, the loan must be asset backed. If someone wants to build an estate of houses, the bank must be able to hold both the land the houses are built on, and the houses themselves, as proven security until they’re sold. Proven means our lawyers must be confident there’ll be no hindrance of any sort to us being able to sell everything in order to get back our money, with interest, if things go pear-shaped. We will, of course, not go into a situation where this is likely to happen, so it’s a last resort, but necessary. That’s security.

	“The second thing, ‘ability to repay’, means the client must be able to demonstrate they can service the loan. If it’s a retail business, for example, we would need to make sure its cash flow was sufficient so regular repayments can be made, making allowance for their other outgoings. If it’s a property development we’ll roll up the interest payments until the work is complete, but then we’ll need to know that market research has shown the property or properties will be turned into cash at that stage.”

	He brought his pointer down to the last line.

	“‘Recourse’. Your prospect must have net worth that is high enough so we can recover the amount owed, again with interest, from them personally in the event of default. This means due diligence must be done into the assets they own, and our lawyers must be happy they’re tied up legally so the amounts can be recovered from them if all else fails.”

	He looked at the assembled, upturned faces, and tapped the screen with his pointer.

	“It’s simple really,” he said. “Go forth and do it.”

	Then he added:

	“There are a number of people here today who would be good prospects for loans for business development, especially in property. We would invite them to contact us about doing business on the principles I have just outlined.”

	 

	*

	 

	“I have a prospect for you,” said Cosgrave, on the phone to Rudi, who was driving to Dublin on the new motorway that was being constructed in stages, and which would make travelling to and from the South and West much easier than before. The hands-free mobile phone in his car was also new, and he didn’t know what he did before he had it.

	“Okay, give me the details,” he said.

	“It’s an estate agent I know from out of town. Not only has this site been rezoned to residential, but the owners have also got planning permission for 48 semi-detached houses. It’s ready to go.”

	“Give me his details” he said again.

	“I’ll text you his phone number.”

	When Rudi got in touch with Cosgrave’s contact, he was told there was strong interest in the site from other developers. No real surprises there.

	“Not only that,” said the contact, but we’ve arranged to have an auction for it today. In fact it’s due to start in about 20 minutes.”

	“Where is it situated?”

	The contact gave him full details of where the site was located. Luckily, Rudi was familiar with that region, and was able to visualise the site.

	He drove for another twenty minutes, leaving the line open. The auction started on schedule. Bidding went on for some time, during which Rudi said nothing. Then there was a lull.

	“Are you still there?” said the voice on his phone.

	“Yes. Why has the bidding stopped?”

	“It hasn’t stopped, but it will soon if there are no other bids.”

	Rudi waited for another minute or so, and then he made a bid that was just more than a little bit above the last one. There was another silence. Rudi drove, and did not speak. Then the voice said:

	“It looks like you have it. I’m going on the recommendation of Bernard Cosgrave. I’ve never met you. You’d better get to our offices as soon as possible to pay a deposit. Unfortunately, if you cannot do that, we’ll have to sell it to the underbidder.”

	“I’ll be there first thing tomorrow morning.”

	Then he rang Cosgrave again.

	“Wow,” said the solicitor, after he had heard what Rudi had to say, “that’s the world we live in now. You have balls all right. Only in the Celtic Tiger. I’ll arrange a meeting with Anglo-Norman Bank.”

	The meeting was arranged for that very afternoon.

	 

	*

	 

	Cosgrave and Rudi were sitting in what looked like a boardroom in the offices of the bank, waiting for the arrival of Daniel Timpani.

	“You’re getting the star treatment here today,” Cosgrave whispered. “We’re in the inner sanctum and you’re about to meet the most senior member of the bank apart from the Chief Executive.”

	“That’s only the way it should be,” said Rudi. “We know what we’re doing and we’ll do as much for Anglo Norman as they can do for us.”

	“Hello, Rudi, nice to meet you again,” said Timpani as they shook hands.

	They all sat down.

	“I have to call a spade a spade,” said Timpani, “Bernard here has told me you have already agreed a purchase price for this development land. It’s unusual, and not very wise, to make a deal like that without arranging the finance first. But we’re impressed with your track record. We like the fact that planning permission is already granted. We’ll need assurances from you that your contractor will be able to start building immediately, and we’ll also need to hear from the local estate agent about the demand for houses in that area.”

	Rudi had no problem with any of that.

	Timpani continued:

	“Now, as you know, there is an amount you have to pay to the government whenever you buy property. It’s a tax. They have a fancy, old fashioned name for it, but it’s still a tax. Right now it stands at nine per cent. That means the charge to you, the buyer, on the price you have agreed for this site, would be the best part of a million. That fancy, old fashioned name is ‘Stamp duty’, and when you pay it that’s it; you do not get it back.

	“The bank will expect the prices you’ll charge for these houses will be whatever the market will bear; they will not be calculated based on your outgoings plus a profit, although we would not be happy if that profit after all the sales are made turned out to be less than fifteen percent. Whatever is good for you is good for us, and vice versa, and the outcome of this will have a bearing on our attitude to the next project you bring to us.

	“The profit must be maximised. Are you with me so far?”

	Rudi nodded and said: “Yes.”

	“None of us wants to have to fork out a million more than we have to, for a tax expense.”

	He looked around at the assembled faces.

	Cosgrave swallowed. He had heard all this before, but he never failed to be affected by the intensity of Timpani’s commitment to making money.

	“So, here’s how it works: you go back to the seller, or their agent, and tell them you’ll only be proceeding if they agree to complete the sale based on a Resting In Contract arrangement. I predict they’ll agree to that, because by our reckoning you’ve paid top dollar for what they were selling. Their agent might already know about this, and if that’s the case it would be great. If they don’t know about it, our legal consultants will explain it to their advisors. The seller will get the full price before you start construction, but they’ll not transfer legal title to the land on which the houses are built until such time as you sell them on to the occupier, or renting investor, or whatever. Then title will transfer from the person who sold the land directly to the buyer of your houses, who will have to pay the Stamp Duty. You’ll be neatly leapfrogged over, in a legal sense. The reason this works is because, according to the law, Stamp Duty is only payable when title is transferred.

	“All this will be governed by a licence agreement. Everything will be done legally to make sure that neither the seller nor you will be in any way exposed to a risk of loss.”

	Rudi learned later there were other wrinkles attached to this scheme, such as that each buyer of an individual house would wind up with two contracts, one for the sale of the site on which the house would be built, and the other for the building of the house itself. Probably more work for Cosgrave, but hey, a saving of a million would cover that and much else besides.

	He discussed it with Quilty, who made enquiries about it. The legality or otherwise did not bother them, but he would not want to be landed in a difficult situation if it turned out to be dodgy.

	“The government knows all about it,” Quilty reported, “but they’re prepared to turn a blind eye. This is because they’ve got used to assisting property development and construction; many of the biggest developers in the country are financial contributors to the party. They could legislate this loophole away but it suits their backers so they’re happy to leave things the way they are. If anyone in the opposition raises it as an issue, they’ll say they’re doing that in the interests of raising the employment figures, and of making sure that there’ll never again be a housing crisis.”

	 

	 

	*

	 

	Penny Considine found herself smiling at the cheeky way her daughter had greeted her.

	“Did you get a discount for the bandy seats?”

	Jane had run up the middle aisle of the Theatre Royal in Waterford, to where her mother, Penny, and the mothers of other girls in her school were seated for a public performance of her school’s play. She was in it but, like Proust’s rising moon analogy of the young actor who comes in early to sit at the back of the theatre in her street clothes until it’s time for her to get ready to go on, Jane was only stage bound in the second act.

	Penny was glad to see that her daughter appeared to have got over the rebuff she had attracted from her father, Rudi, on the way to the theatre in the car. They had passed a homeless man, begging on the street. 

	“What I’d do,” Jane had said, “is I’d buy a hamburger and give it to him, instead of giving him money.”

	“That’d be a fucking stupid thing to do,” Rudi had said. “Then if you ever came by him again, he might think he had some kind of a relationship with you. Those people are crazy, a lot of the time.”

	Rudi might have had a point, of course, but Penny wished he was able to express these things more delicately.

	She was, by and large, proud of Jane, and thought they had a good relationship. Not so good was the time Penny was given an early model mobile phone by one of her friends, who thought that Jane might appreciate it. 

	“I don’t want a turnip for a phone,” Jane had said, “or a brick.”

	There was the time they had all taken a trip to Paris. On the Metro Penny, Rudi and Jane had found themselves in a carriage all to themselves. Try as her parents might, Jane was not prepared to sit anywhere near them, moving to the place that was at all times as far away from them as possible. That was until three adolescent males had boarded.

	They looked like normal, decent people. But seconds after their access to the carriage, Jane was cuddled up, as firmly as she could have been, right in the middle of Penny and Rudi.

	She took her studies seriously, Jane did. So seriously that she had to have absolute quiet in the house when she was studying for her exams. She wanted to do a business course in Trinity, and that was not going to be easy to get into. She needed high points in her Leaving Certificate, and she was determined to get them.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	T


	he main bar in the Bohemian hotel in Kilkenny was a large, square room. Bernard Cosgrave, solicitor, would not have acknowledged it, but his habitual choice of table there was in a corner that would have made a fen-shui practitioner proud. It was the power position. It gave him oversight of the whole room, with no possibility of anyone sitting behind him. He reckoned such was his right, and he would have been very annoyed indeed if he arrived for his morning coffee to find someone else positioned there. His companion today was Rudi Considine.

	“So, you’re a Kilkenny man born and reared?” Considine was saying.

	“That’s correct. My grandfather was the Earl of Ossary’s coachman. My father was born in one of the estate houses on the grounds of Kilkenny castle. We’ve been around horses for several generations.”

	“And you continue that tradition with your show-jumping.”

	“That’s right. And my children do too. They’re very good at it, I’m delighted to say. If I had my way early on, I’d be a professional show jumper now instead of a solicitor.”

	“And why didn’t you do that?” asked Rudi.

	“Our family never had the kind of money we would have needed to have a horse, never mind horses, of our own. And as it worked out, my grandfather could only be the coachman for the Earl of Ossary for about four years, because the Earl packed up his entire family and moved to London in 1935. After that Kilkenny Castle fell into a state of neglect. My grandfather had to find another job, and then he was worried about what my father, his son, was going to do when he left school. My father eventually got a job in Smithwick’s brewery, and he most certainly could not have supported me indefinitely. But he loved horses, so he was lucky, I suppose, in the times that were in it, that his father, my grandfather, got a job in Ballybrennan stud. It didn’t pay very well, but at least my father was where he wanted to be when he wasn’t in the brewery, around horses. He did the best he could to give me and my brother an education, but university was a bit of a stretch in those days for people like us.”

	The waitress approached.

	“I’ll have a croissant and a coffee,” said Rudi. Cosgrave was already well into a Danish pastry. Rudi was, once again, struck by the proud, patrician, manner in which Cosgrave held his head, and the loud, powerful voice he was able to effect when the humour took him.

	“My father had a contact in one of the most highly regarded solicitor practices in town, so he was able to get me into it as a clerk, initially, but on the understanding I would become a solicitor in due time. You don’t need a university degree for that, but it is a prestigious occupation.”

	“So how do you become a solicitor?”

	“You must be taken under the wing of an existing solicitor. Then you do exams, take a professional practice course, and work for two years doing in-office training. After all of that, and assuming you are successful in the exams, you’re entered into the Roll of Solicitors.

	“And when that happened you went out on your own.”

	“I certainly did. I couldn’t stand the atmosphere in the office I worked in to become qualified. Far too staid and conservative for me. I’ve always believed you need to have a little give and take, whatever profession you’re in.

	“I wanted to do legal work related to finance. The problem is when you’re starting off you can’t pick and choose your clients. One of my first cases was a criminal one, defending someone who was charged with running a Ponzi scheme, you know, where they rely on getting new investors to put in money so they can pay dividends to earlier ones. Nothing is done to earn profits. The promoters of course siphon off money for themselves. As soon as the pool of investors stops growing the whole thing collapses and lots of people lose money.”

	“Yes, I’ve heard of Ponzi schemes. Why do people allow themselves to be sucked into those?”

	“Most often they don’t start out as Ponzi schemes. Sometimes legitimate business people have an idea that doesn’t work out. Instead of calling a halt when they have cash-flow problems, they keep taking on investors in the genuine expectation that things will come good before too long.”

	“So if things don’t improve they find themselves running a Ponzi scheme, even though they didn’t start out like that.”

	“That’s correct. You’ve got it in one.”

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond Quinn had stopped by Landy’s desk. Landy was looking at his screen. 

	“There’s something very weird going on here,” he said. 

	“Yeh, on your hobby horse again. The others here just think it’s a normal part of the way markets grow,” said Quinn.

	“There’s nothing normal about a company having a valuation of many millions, and a share price in the stratosphere, when it hasn’t made a red cent in profits. Ever. Look at this one here, ‘TheOrbit.com’. It was launched last week with an Initial Public Offering price of $6, and it’s already gone to $97. It only needed to have dot com in its name for it to take off”.

	“It would be a brave person who would short it, all the same. Still, I suppose we do need to pay attention to these. I’ll have a talk with research.”

	Research was on the floor above. Quinn had a well-worn path up there. The head of that department, John Rahm, looked the part: bald on top, with long wispy hair at the sides of his head and a pair of reading glasses hanging from his neck by a cord.

	“All you chaps are getting your knickers in a twist over these dot com companies,” he said, “but there really is nothing I can tell you that might help. This one, TheOrbit.com. It was started by two undergrads at an Ivy League University. They took a basic chat room on the internal computer network, coded it so it could be put on an Internet server, and started to look for chat room participants outside of the university. There was a sizeable take-up.”

	“So they moved outside of the university community?” said Quinn.

	“Yes, they got outsider subscribers. They would have had to if they wanted to float it and sell shares. As a research department, we must know where they intend to make their profits. They claim they’ll do it through advertising, and in charging for people to play online games. They also own paper gaming magazines.”

	“Yes, I’ve heard all these online companies hope to be able to rely on advertising,” said Quinn.

	“Right, advertising,” said Rahm. “That’s the be-all and end-all of these social media companies. They’re not tech companies. The companies that make microchips that are becoming so small you’ll need a microscope to see them soon are tech companies. So are the ones that make the routers and develop the software that drive the Internet. But the likes of TheOrbit.com; all they do is utilise the things the true tech companies make available to them so they can make money through … advertising.”

	“So all the dot coms are doing the same thing?”

	“Exactly,” said Rahm. “And that brings us to the biggest problem. Because the popularity of the dot coms is based on belief, or faith, rather than proven profitability, there’s no way of knowing which ones will last and which ones will not. So, all we can do is look at the trends of their share prices, and hope the people who are buying them know what they’re doing.”

	“I think I see,” said Quinn.

	“It’s all nothing better than a gamble. You’d be better off at a horse race. Did you hear what Alan Greenspan, head of the Federal Reserve, said?”

	“No, what?” said Quinn.

	“He made a speech where he asked: ‘do we know when irrational exuberance has unduly escalated asset values?’ I like that. Irrational exuberance. That’s a good reason for being ultra-careful with these things.”

	Quinn made his way back to Landy.

	“I don’t think I’ll be investing in any dot coms,” he said. “I’ll keep my powder dry, and an eye out for developments.”

	 

	*

	 

	“We’re going to have to stop drinking, at least in the way we’ve been drinking.” Raymond found he was nursing another hangover at the morning status meeting in Prester Stockbrokers. He and Landy were early. That was their policy. Even if their brains were under stress at least they couldn’t be accused of being habitually late.

	“Yeh, you’re right,” said Landy. “I suppose we’re lucky we’ve been able, both of us, to be so successful with our trading.”

	“Right, but make sure you understand it’s in spite of our drinking. I’m serious about taking it easy from now on.”

	Trotter entered the room.

	“Glad I caught you before the others arrived,” he said. “The big boys upstairs have decided to start trading Foreign Exchange. They’re looking for two people to get started in it. You two blokes have been volunteered by me.”

	“That’s fine,” said Raymond. “But why Foreign Exchange?”

	“Massive market,” said Trotter. “Great liquidity. You can trade electronically, and once it’s set up you can operate any time of the day or night. The market is distributed all over the globe.”

	“How do we get started?” asked Landy.

	“We’ll have to piggy back off of one of the market makers. They’ll have orders coming in from the big banks. When someone needs US dollars, let’s say, and they want to purchase them using, let’s say again, Swiss francs, the market maker will try to find someone who wants to buy Swissies. They’ll have a constant stream of these orders, involving every hard currency under the sun. Of course they take a commission.”

	“What do you mean by hard currencies? said Landy.

	“He means US dollars, UK Pounds, French francs, all the stable currencies. But not Russian roubles or Chinese renminbi,” said Raymond.

	“Right,” said Trotter. “You’re already on your way. We’ve a geezer down in Research we want you to talk to, today. We want to get started on this as soon as we can.”

	“How do we make money out of it?” asked Raymond.

	“Your job will be to take a view on which way the exchange rate is going to move for the currencies you trade. You create a trade by either buying or selling them, depending on the way you expect them to go. If you’re right you can close the trade for a profit.”

	“And if I’m wrong?”

	“That’s the key. Just like in trading stocks, you’ll have a stop loss order already in place. When the level of the stop is reached your trade’ll be liquidated, for a small loss.

	“We’ll expect you to design a system so that your wins will be bigger than your losses over time. You’re already doing that with stocks. But one of the reasons we’re keen to try Foreign Exchange is because there is no structural difference between long and short; you can sell a currency just as easily as you buy it. If you want to short a stock you have to borrow the amount you want to short from another broker so you can do that.”

	“We’re getting over that problem by using derivatives.”

	“That’s right,” said Trotter, “but sometimes the derivatives are not perfectly correlated with the main stock.”

	“So currency trading is all speculation, then,” said Landy.

	“Not at all,” this from Trotter. “When it started off it was only used by the likes of imported and exporters. Let’s say Toyota has had a good sales month in the US and the UK. It will be holding lots of dollars and Pounds. But it has to pay its suppliers and subcontractors in Japanese Yen. So it brings its dollars and Pounds to the bank and exchanges them for Yen.”

	“Right,” said Raymond. “Then people like us started putting themselves in between the exporters and the banks, buying up Yen, say, in the expectation that it will appreciate when Toyota and other Japanese exporters want to buy lots of it.”

	“You’re getting the idea,” said Trotter. “Of course, it’s not as simple as that. Changes in interest rates, or the expectation of them happening soon, inflation figures, election results or surprises, those things and many more all effect the rates of exchange.”

	So Quinn and Landy got involved in Foreign Exchange, or Forex for short. They used the same kind of risk-management techniques they’d already developed for stock trading. And it was good. Raymond particularly liked the speed with which transactions could take place. He could open and close a trade sometimes in a matter of minutes. This practice, he came to understand, was called scalping. They delved further into the way in which these trades were managed on the other side. It turned out that the counterparty, or the entity that took the other side of any trade they made, was composed of not one, but a lot of different, players, all joined to each other by an electronic network.

	Eventually the Foreign Exchange trading floor was indistinguishable from the stock trading floor. Banks of computer screens, laid out in several lines, covered the room. The contents of those screens were Foreign Exchange rates and graphs of currency movements but, apart from that, they had exactly the same look and feel as the images they were used to. A great many more people had been recruited for Forex trading, and when they were present another difference was apparent. Instead of shouting orders down the phone to counterparties, the Forex people did all their work by pressing buttons on their keyboards.

	It was this way of doing business that caused a real morning of excitement on the floor. A junior trader made an unfortunate mistake. He succumbed to a Fat Finger error. That meant he inputted and order that had many more zeroes in the buy or sell field than he had intended to have. It turned out to be a great many more zeroes, turning a rather mundane order of a couple of million into one that involved many billions. The order did not go through immediately. Quinn learned that this was because there were not enough offers of the currency the trader was trying to buy on the network to fill it. It was left pending in the system. But the currency the trader was attempting to buy rose anyway.

	“Holy God,” he said to Trotter, at one of the status meetings, “that fat finger order seems to have affected the market.”

	“That can’t be true,” said Trotter. “The forex market is massive. How big was your order?”

	“It wasn’t mine,” said Quinn, “it was one of the new guys, and it was in the Billions.”

	“Good grief, Mate,” said Trotter, “your team is not authorised to make trades a big as that!”

	“We didn’t make the trade,” said Quinn, “it was a Fat Finger episode, and I cancelled it before it could be filled. But it’s given me an idea. What would happen if large pending orders had a time delay on them to prevent them from being filled immediately? They would be in the system, for all other traders to see. That might cause them to buy that currency in the expectation that the large order was going to drive up the price when it was filled. But we could cancel it before that happened”

	“Probably highly illegal, Mate,” said Trotter. “I don’t want you even thinking about doing something that’ll bring Prestor stock brokers into disrepute.

	Well, let’s see.

	Quinn spent the next few weeks thinking about his idea. He spoke to Bonky, the computer geek that looked after all the networks in Prestor stock brokers.

	“Yes, said Bonky, such a delay is possible, but you’d have to modify the trading software. Only the developers can do that.”

	“Are you in touch with the developers?”

	“Yes, but I can’t ask them to do something like that.”

	Quinn thought he detected a note of apprehension in Bonky’s demeanour. And he was right, because the next thing the computer expert said was:

	“I’m not even comfortable talking to you about something like this. Especially in the office.”

	“So what should I do?” asked Quinn. “Should I set up a trading system in my apartment?”

	“That would make a lot of sense,” said Bonky. “You wouldn’t need anything really special. A fairly high spec commercial computer would do the job. You could configure it to run two screens.”

	“Would you specify the computer and set it up for me?”

	“Sure. And I’ll introduce you to my contact at the developers. But after that I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

	The developers were based in Geneva.

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond was surprised to find he didn’t need a passport to fly from Brussels to Geneva. This was because both Switzerland and Belgium were in the Schengen area, a free travel zone that covers most the of the countries in the European Union and the European Economic Area, which includes Switzerland. Imagine, Switzerland was only in the EEA, but the Swiss still saw the benefits of the Schengen idea.

	It was deeply annoying, for someone who is totally committed to the European Union, to have to recall that neither Ireland nor the UK were in Schengen, so to travel from either of those countries to any other EU country meant dealing with all the stuff that had to do with border control. And you got the shitty end of the stick in major continental airports by being forced to the farthest reaches of the departure area to board your plane through the most poorly developed boarding gates.

	Schengen passengers did not have to go through passport control at Geneva airport, but they did have to walk along a corridor with glass walls that ran parallel to the passport queues. And what a queue there was for one of the booths. As he drew abreast of it he could see the reason. There were three passport checkers, two seated and one, apparently a supervisor, who was standing behind his subordinates. They were examining the passport of a traveller standing in front of them at the window, and in the process holding up everyone else. One of the officials had what looked like a microscope, under which was a passport.

	Glad I’m not in that queue.

	Raymond had never seen anything like it in any other airport he had travelled through. These Swiss take border control seriously. Then some more officials appeared. It looked like another guichet had opened and they were signalling to the blocked passengers to go to that one. It looked like the guy they were examining was going to be held up for a while.

	As he was leaving the baggage area he was greeted by a sign that invited him to press a button on a machine that would present him with a free ticket for the train ride into the centre of Geneva, which left from a station platform that was an integral part of the airport.

	Nice touch, but he’d have to forego that. Need to get a taxi. Can’t be wasting time trying to find the developer’s offices using public transport, no matter how efficient it is.

	On the land side of the airport the concourse was very busy indeed. A lot of people had long, black bags that obviously contained skis. They’d be heading for the Grand Massif area in France, where there are about seven ski resorts within an hour or an hour and a half from Geneva Airport.

	When he got the taxi and had to pay for it he realised why the city of Geneva was giving free tickets for the train to arriving travellers. The cost of the short taxi ride to the meeting made his eyes water. And this was his own money; nobody at Prestor stockbrokers knew anything about this trip.

	“Please take a seat here.”

	The receptionist had guided him into what looked like a boardroom. Then his contact arrived.

	“Mr. Quinn, how do you do. My name is Arlo Abu Rashid. Would you like a cup of coffee?”

	“No, thanks, I’m fine.”

	Your friend from Brussels who introduced you mentioned you wanted to open an account.”

	“That’s right,” said Raymond, “but I have a special request.”

	“What’s that?”

	“I already work for a brokerage that’s a client of yours. Now I want to go out on my own. Will that cause any problems for you?”

	“None whatsoever. We’re here to do business with anyone who can afford to open an account. Your relationship with your present employer is no concern of ours.”

	“I’m working on a trading strategy. To make it work I’d need access to the people who design your software.”

	“What have you got in mind,” said Abu Rashid.

	“Nothing terribly complicated. I need to be able to specify a delay in executing my orders at the time I place them.”

	“I don’t see how that could be a problem”, said Abu Rashid. “We have never had such a request before, but I can’t see how it would cause us any issues. We are a No Dealing Desk Forex broker. That means we do not trade on our own account. Our firm merely acts as the intermediary for those who wish to trade. We have several large banks feeding their orders into us. We match them up with people like you.”

	Abu Rashid smiled.

	“And your current employer, of course.”

	Then he added:

	“But you’ll need to meet a programmer. I’ll go and get one. I’ll be back shortly. Are you sure I can’t get you some coffee while you’re waiting?”

	Once again Raymond said he was fine.

	The programmer’s name was Deane. He informed Raymond he was from Australia. When Abu Rashid was satisfied Raymond and Deane were comfortable together, he made himself scarce, letting his client and the programmer to get on with it.

	“Abu Rashid,” said Raymond, when he was alone with Deane, “sounds Arabic.”

	“Yes, he’s from Abu Dhabi. We have a division here that specialises in designing trades for strict Muslims, who cannot deal with anything that involves interest on their money. It’s against their religion. Abu Rashid has a big part to play in that.”

	“Interesting indeed,” said Raymond, after which he introduced the reason for his visit.

	“Look,” said Deane, “I’d have no trouble giving you what you want in terms of a delay in execution, but you’d still have the regulators to deal with. They might not be best pleased if you tampered with the way trades go in.”

	“Yes,” said Raymond, “I can see how that might be a problem. Have you any ideas?”

	“I have,” said Deane. “Instead of putting a time limit on your execution, you could put a price limit. Done correctly, that would have the effect you’re looking for.”

	“How would it work?”

	“Right, let’s say you’re trading long. You expect the price to go up. Then you could place a limit order. This is one that cannot execute until the Forex pair reaches a price you specify, higher than where it was at the time you input the trade. With experience you might be able to estimate how long that would be expected to take. There’s your time delay.”

	Raymond went back to Brussels. He continued to work in Prestor brokers, but did get Bonky to set up a computer system in his apartment. He opened an account with Abu Rashid, but only placed a very small deposit in it. It was really no more than a demo account, where the trades were imaginary. This, however, did allow him to study the mechanics of trading in the way he wanted to operate, and in a way that might not be wise in Prestor brokers. Of course, imaginary demo trades could have no effect on the market, but that would come later. His real money trades in Prestor brokers were getting bigger, as he continued to enjoy success at it.

	But he wanted the big bucks. Even the commissions he was earning now seemed to be pedestrian. He was level headed enough to realise the enormous rewards he heard about in the industry, mainly supposedly made by super traders in the US, were likely to involve something more than what could be achieved by sticking strictly to the rules.

	“I have something I want to talk to you about,” he said one day to Landy. “It’s not something I can talk about here. Let’s meet in Kitty’s this evening, just the two of us.”

	“You’re always pushing an open door when you invite me to Kitty’s,” said Landy.

	At the counter, Raymond got straight down to it.

	“I’m considering going out on my own,” he said, when the demis of Biere Blanche had arrived.

	“No surprises there,” said Landy. “I’ve noticed your mind has been elsewhere recently when you were at work. I’m terribly afraid that others might have noticed it too.”

	“Like who?”

	“Like Morgan Trotter, for one,” said Landy.

	“I’ve gone some way down the road in making the necessary preparations,” said Quinn. “I was wondering would you be interested in joining me.”

	“Naw, I don’t think so,” said Landy, after a pause for a think.

	He’s thinking about it though. He needs just a bit of a push. A bit of carrot to awaken his adventurous instincts, not to mention his hunger for wealth. He wouldn’t be in this business unless he had that.

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond found he was spending more of his time on his own private trading. He had to do it right, and that meant he had to do it out from under the supervision that existed in Prestor brokers. He had saved a decent sum from his salary, bonuses and commissions in that firm, so he finally took the momentous decision to leave, to do what he had told the Geneva wholesale broker he was already doing, working as a sole trader. Now he needed the broker in Geneva more than ever. Before he would leave Prestor Brokers, he would make another trip to the Swiss city.

	 


Chapter 11 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	Raymond Quinn had engineered a situation where he and Kaarina were walking together well in front of the other members of the group they’d been drinking with, on the way to the Metro station. This collection of people had become a regular occurrence at various hostelries around the city, but mainly in the Irish pubs.

	“Would you like to come out with me some time?” he had said.

	“You mean just you and me,” said Kaarina, “away from the rest of the group?”

	“Yes. That’s what I mean. Just you and me.”

	They went to dinner. When that was finished, he escorted her home. She lived in a small apartment well off the main thoroughfares in Brussels. That first time he left her at the door, but they did exchange details and he told her he would contact her again.

	She rang him instead.

	“There’s a festival of open-air concerts in the gardens of a chateau down near the French border. I thought you might like to go to it. We can travel in my car.”

	Her car was small, and not in the first flush of youth.

	“Wow,” he said when they got there, parked, and went into the gardens of the chateau. It was a balmy evening in late summer. Walking on pathways wending through curved ponds and well-tended lawns, they came across here a pair of concert pianists, there a string quartet, a little further on a soprano with a single instrument player as backing, all performing away as if nothing else existed. This was repeated over and over.

	They stopped at a marquee selling snacks.

	“Que désirez-vous?” said the vendor.

	Kaarina said, in what Quinn decided was flawless French: “Deux gâteaux au chocolat, s'il vous plaît, avec du café au lait à côté.”

	“You’re French is good,” he said.

	“In Finland we learn a lot of languages in school. I speak German as well.”

	She doesn’t suffer from false modesty, at least.

	“Your English is perfect, and I expect you speak Finnish as a native.” Again, she took all this in her stride, as being no more than her due.

	When the coffee and cakes were gone, they made their way to a wine stall. This time Quinn ordered; he could hear the man behind the counter speaking English to other customers:

	“I’d like a Chardonnay, please.”

	The barman took down a glass and started pouring from the wine bottle. As he did so he said:

	“And what would your wife like?”

	Quinn and Kaarina exchanged the briefest of glances, but said nothing.

	Back at her apartment, he was invited in.

	“You have a nice place here,” he said.

	“Yes, it’s big enough, and the address means it doesn’t cost a fortune in rent, although rents are not really a major problem in Brussels, not like in some other places.”

	“I can’t help noticing your book shelves. You seem to have a lot of stuff on world affairs.”

	“Yes. You could almost say those ones are work related. I do some work for an NGO, a Non-Governmental Organisation.”

	“What does it do?”

	“We work all over the world to help children who have no one else to protect them. I’m not active in the field, although I fully support the aims of the organisation. I’m strictly head office material.

	“We’d have to be an NGO really, because we promote ourselves as being non-political, international, and with no religious affiliations. Totally independent in fact.”

	They chatted for a while. They had coffee. Then she stood up. Quinn stood up. He faced her, and put his hands on her hips. He bent slightly, with the intention of placing his lips on hers. But he never got there. She had turned her head away. He found himself nuzzling her neck, where it met her shoulder. Even that was nice, but it soon became plain he was to go no further.  

	 

	*

	 

	Quinn and Kaarina were in the Sean O’Casey, standing at the front on a balcony which looked onto the main bar. There was a sizeable crowd down there, which included Landy and many others of what would have to be called the Irish community in Brussels.

	“You have lovely ears,” she said, as she ran one of them between her thumb and forefinger.

	“I’m glad you like them.”

	Then her arm was draped over his shoulders. Soon she was snuggling into his neck.

	He liked that. She was a strange bird, no doubt about it. No chance at all of doing any more than drinking a coffee when they were in her apartment, yet here she was, all over him in full view of everyone in one of the busiest Irish pubs in Brussels. His arm slipped around her waist.

	He had reached his re-order level of Guinness in the pint glass on the shelf beside him. 

	“You’ll have the same again?”

	She would.

	He’d have to go down to the bar to get more drink. On the way he passed Landy, who said:

	“You’re getting on well with Kaarina,”

	“Yes, she’s a nice person.”

	“Nice, she’s fucking lovely, you lucky bastard.”

	Quinn had to wonder what was in Kaarina’s mind. He fully respected her refusal to allow him not to get physical in her apartment, but he had to try to figure out why she was behaving in this way in public. Then it dawned on him. She was sagacious enough to know that male pride was often of the highest importance in groups like the one to which he belonged. She was giving him a present. He would now be seen as a big swinging dick, at least by his male friends. It was also an indication she could trust him, and this performance was to let the other fellows know she was accounted for, and should not be pursued unless she chose to allow it.

	 

	*

	 

	Kaarina found herself contemplating this Raymond Quinn fellow on a fairly regular basis.

	Okay, he’s passed the first test. He’s shown that he can be around me without all the time trying to get into my knickers, as my American friends might say. 

	And he is good company. He’s generous.

	“I used to have a boyfriend,” she said one evening after Raymond had come to visit her after work. They were now meeting up, not just to go to concerts or restaurants, but on a fairly regular, if informal, basis.

	“What happened?” said Raymond.

	“He got the idea it might be what he called fun for us to go to this place where everybody, men and women, were walking around with only towels wrapped around them, if they had anything covering them at all, having sex with all and sundry, willy – nilly. I don’t know what gave him the idea I’d be interested in something like that. Maybe it’s because I’m from Finland. He was English.”

	 “That’s interesting,” said Raymond, with a smile. “How did that work?”

	“He told me it was just an ordinary lounge bar. When we got there people were just standing around and sitting. We spent the longest time at the bar, chatting. But I could see he was excited. He kept looking around him, as if he was expecting something to happen.

	“Eventually, a kind of floor show started. Two women basically took off their clothes and started putting what looked like baby oil all over each other. They weren’t even up on a stage. They were just in the middle of the floor in the lounge. It was disgusting. But my boyfriend hoovered it all up.”

	“But you said people only had towels wrapped around them.”

	“That came later, when we were all supposed to go into another area. You wouldn’t be allowed in there unless you had taken off all your clothes and put them in a locker. The locker key was on an elastic band. You were supposed to put that on your wrist. Or somewhere. Then you put on the towel.”

	“And did you do that? Did you go into the other area?”

	“You must be joking. I refused point blank. But I was still easily able to see what went on. There was a big window that gave a view in.”

	“So? What went on?”

	“It was just one big orgy. People were having sex in groups. They were using their mouths as lot. Men were having sex with other men, and women with women. There was also conventional sex. I couldn’t help noticing how many women were on top when that happened.

	“When I had seen enough I told my boyfriend I was leaving. And I did. I just got my coat and went out on to the street. I got a taxi home by myself. I haven’t seen him since.”

	 

	*

	 

	One evening when they had returned from a lunchtime concert, which had morphed into a very nice, long, liquid lunch, Raymond became aware that Kaarina was lingering just a little bit in their embrace when it came time for him to leave for his own apartment. Then her hold became a kiss, which lasted for the longest time. When that was over she put her head back and said:

	“Wow. What a lovely, tender suudelma that was.” The tips of the fingers of her right hand were now touching her lips. The strange word was pronounced with a long U-sound on the first part.

	He smiled. “Sood-elma?”

	“It’s the Finnish for kiss. But not just a kiss. A nice touching of the lips, done with feeling. You are a very gentle person, for a man.”

	She moved back a few steps.

	“I’ve been thinking a lot about you,” she said. “I’m very impressed that you have continued to see me, even though we haven’t been intimate.”

	Where did she learn her English?

	“Intimate is something of an old-fashioned word.”

	“Okay then. We’ve never had sex, even though you’ve made it plain you would like to.”

	“I find you very attractive,” he said. “But we also have a lot in common. At least I think so.”

	She reached out until both her hands were holding his. She leaned forward. There was another suudelma. But this one grew into something quite a bit more intense. He could feel her tongue in his mouth. He was emboldened to reciprocate. 

	It was she who started to remove her clothes, and it was she who continued to do so until he was getting the full experience of those fantastic Nordic breasts, which heretofore he could only experience in reverie.

	The foreplay was prolonged. At all times Raymond was the follower, but only in the sense of being a good partner in a dance, a waltz say, as he was able to divine where he was supposed to go next instantaneously. He was having a sensual experience that only a woman with a profound sense of sexual freedom could provide. It started on the couch but it finished on her bed.

	He stayed in her place that night. In the morning they both had to go to work, but they agreed to meet up again in the evening. 

	They went for a meal. After the wine had been tasted, and poured, they toasted each other. Their eyes met. When he had registered, more clearly than ever before, the mascara she was wearing, and after his focus had penetrated further, it seemed to him that he could see right into her soul. He wondered afterwards what had been in her mind at that moment. Were the brown pools of his pupils, for which he had often been praised, having an effect on her? 

	Raymond suggested they should move in together. Kaarina agreed. They decided his place would be best for them, for a reason that he later thought to be rather mundane: It had two bathrooms. Why do people insist on calling these facilities bathrooms when they talk about apartments? The last place he had seen an actual bath was in an hotel.

	 

	*

	 

	The international star of stage and screen once more found himself facing a camara. He was not making a film, however; he was being interviewed for the TV news, and he was standing on the fringes of a street demonstration. He was saying:

	“Through the painful force-feeding process, geese and ducks have as much as three pounds of food pumped into their small bodies every day - in human terms that’s roughly forty-five pounds of pasta – until they develop a disease that causes their livers to enlarge up to ten times their normal size.”

	He had written in a national newspaper:

	 

	“…In Britain it is illegal to produce foie gras, but not to sell it.

	Though we have been successful in persuading some shops to take it off their shelves, it can still be bought in other food halls.

	I decided to approach each one separately, in the hope that they would stop selling foie gras.

	A year ago I wrote to the stores asking them to join our campaign. I did not even receive the courtesy of a reply.

	So three months ago I wrote a personal letter to one millionaire owner, whom I often bump into at charity functions and private parties. I made him an offer.

	I would buy up his entire stock of foie gras if he would agree not to restock it. He did not reply either.

	Perhaps things are not going so well for him in these straitened times. Perhaps he doesn't have the money for the stamp…”

	 

	*

	 

	The celebrity butcher now had an agent, in the same way, he thought, as a film star might have one. This was a bit of a stretch, however; Gus’s handler was a neophyte who was attempting to gain a foothold in the business. Nevertheless, he did place his clients from time to time. One opportunity arose when it became known to him that a world-renowned department store in London was considering the idea of opening a concession counter for just such as Gus was now described, a celebrity butcher.

	“I don’t know,” Gus had said. “I have a lot of other commitments, and spending time over in London might be difficult.”

	“You’ll have no trouble at all,” said his agent. “You’ll only need to be there one or two days a week, to show your face. It would be important for you to bring at least one, and preferably two, of your existing butchers with you so you could develop their presence as the face of the operation. You’d have a role the same as that of an executive chef in some of the better-known fine dining places, who only really gives his name to the restaurant, or hotel.”

	So Gus found himself being interviewed, and accepted, as the name over the butcher counter of the London department store.

	“Our meat counter,” said the department store executive at the interview, “has to match the standards of the rest of our store. We know you have made your reputation in being able to source interesting delicacies.”

	“Sure have,” said the celebrity butcher. “I’ll be able to make the very best of venison available to our customers. A relation of mine has an estate in Scotland, and a large herd of deer. This herd is regularly culled, and we slaughter the beasts using the same stress-free techniques we use for our cattle and lambs.”

	“Good. What else?”

	“We’ve handled kangaroo meat, from a supplier in Australia. We can also provide Halal meat. There’s a supplier in Ireland. This company started up to supply properly killed and prepared meat for a contingent of Muslims who settled there some years ago.”

	Gus was aware the executive knew enough about his business so he did not need to have it explained to him that Halal meat had to come from animals that had been killed by a butcher of the Muslim faith, their throats having been cut in a single movement with the sharpest possible blade, and from which the blood had been drained out fully before any subsequent butchering was done.

	Kind of like we did it in the early days, except we didn’t have a Muslim to do the slaughtering.

	“I can also provide foie gras, from a supplier in France.”

	“Stop there,” said the executive. “We have an absolute requirement with regard to that. You cannot, under any circumstances, sell foie gras.”

	“Oh,” said Gus.

	“No. We have some very important customers here who have a fundamental objection to the way foie gras is prepared. The idea that geese and ducks are force fed for the entirety of their shortened lives to enlarge and flavour their livers for foie gras is just not acceptable to them.”

	But it is damned nice to dine on, so long as it’s not overcooked the way English-speaking countries do it.

	“No,” said the executive again, “you’ll know of Roger Moore. He was in a lot of movies. He played James Bond for several years.”

	“I do,” said Gus. “I even remember him as The Saint.”

	“Correct. That’s him. Well, he’s way out there in the campaign to stop foie gras being sold, and he has targeted us specifically. Our board of directors has made a commitment to Moore and his followers on this issue: we’ll not stock it. Therefore, you cannot sell it.”

	“OK,” said Gus, “No problem.”

	The concession was set up. Gus stayed in London for about three weeks with his butchers from Ireland. He also recruited in London. His concession space was adorned with posters, as in Brussels, of Irish cattle up to their knees in lush, green Irish grass. Gus served at the counter fulltime in those early weeks.

	“We’ve heard a lot about you,” the knowledgeable customers would say to him. He came to realise they were often the cooks of the people who would be enjoying the meat. Their employers had seen him in the Sunday paper magazines his agent had been able to persuade to run articles about him. Sometimes those employers came in to discuss the cooking of the meat and to listen to him hold forth on the way in which he believed animals should be treated before they are slaughtered. It all went down very well.

	Gus had also been successful in finding a small, two bedroomed apartment for himself. An essential part of the kit required by any businessman with interests in London.

	Roy Dunning, himself a Londoner, was the man he decided to appoint as his supervisor in the London operation.

	“I’m sure you know all the cool places in this town,” Gus said to Roy one day, as they cleaned up.

	“It depends on what you want. If you like the kind of place where they’ve made no effort to remove the unique aroma of a London pub, with grumpy old men sitting at the bar, where they sell Real Ale, there’re places for that. Or you might like something more upmarket, with cocktails and the kind of clientele where they go to see and be seen. We can supply that too.”

	“Why don’t we try them all?”

	“Good answer,” said Dunning.

	 

	*

	 

	Back in Ireland, Jane Considine was growing up. In 1999 she was 18.

	“What am I going to do for accommodation?” she had asked her mother, after the momentous news had arrived that she had secured a place in Business Studies in Trinity College, Dublin.

	“It’s okay, I’ll go up there with you and we’ll sort something out between us. I have to go to Dublin anyway to see an editor.”

	Crap, Mam is really working hard to get something published. Ever since she studied Creative Writing she’s been constantly sending stuff into magazines and papers. An odd thing appears, but nothing like as much as she’d be happy with. 

	They settled on a house in Serpentine Avenue. Jane had to share it with four other girls. Her room was the former front sitting room on the ground floor, and everyone shared the kitchen. She found it really hard to study there, what with all the coming and going of the other girls, so she opted to stay in Trinity most evenings, studying in the Berkeley Library. 

	But she did make friends. One of them was Emma, who was doing the same Business Studies course.

	“This university is very different from school. Here we have a chance to talk to the lecturers in a way that we couldn’t to the teachers. That Finbar Treacy in the class is very funny.”

	She and Emma were walking through Front Square, on the way to the library.

	“Yeh. That was good when we had that fella from Garda management in to talk to us. In the middle of his presentation a fire brigade passed. Its siren was going like mad. Treacy shouted up: ‘It looks like your backup has arrived.’

	“That got a big laugh.”

	“Or when Connolly was lecturing us on marketing. He was trying to make out that the companies that made electric drills tried to market them with a kind of sexual imagery. Treacy put his hand up. He sounded so innocent. ‘Are you talking about the one with the hammer action?’ He brought the house down with that comment.”

	“Yeh. We couldn’t do anything like that in school. There it was the teachers who made the jokes. In my school we had a geography teacher who told us about a volcano in Mexico. 

	“Now girls,” he’d said when he was finished, “that’s not for the exam. That’s for your dinner parties.”

	“I’m really enjoying all this,” said Emma. “It’s wonderful. But I think I joined too many societies in the first week here. It’s hard not to. Someone told me they have a hundred and twenty of them here.” 

	“As well as fifty sports clubs.”

	“They make them all sound so interesting. I suppose they fully expect a lot of people to drop out.”

	Jane found that there was also a lot to do in the social scene outside of college. It was inevitable that she’d come face to face with the question of drugs at some stage. Curiosity did kill the cat. She reckoned afterwards she was very lucky, as time passed, to find herself part of a group of five very firm friends. They all looked out for one another. They consoled when consolation was needed. They even interviewed boyfriends collectively. 

	So, allowing for a little dabbling with pot at late night parties, they steered each other away from the more insidious substances.

	Jane found herself going home to Waterford less and less. Penny took a very strong interest in her daughter’s education. Then college was over. Where did those four years go?

	 

	 


Chapter 12 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	P


	aul Brannigan wondered what he had signed up for when he joined Hawthorne Meats as company accountant. Things were really hopping on the business front, which meant a lot of work for him.

	You had to be in a special place to realise what was happening. In 2004 there came a development that changed everything: There was an enlargement of the European Union, the biggest since its foundation. Ten new countries came on board: The Czech Republic, Estonia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. Not only did large numbers of the citizens of these countries want to migrate to Ireland to take advantage of the higher rates of pay the Republic offered as an existing EU country, but there was a significant cohort of Irish men and women who had emigrated in previous years, and who now wished to return home. All these people did two things for the construction industry: they were very often highly skilled in construction trades, and they needed houses in which they and their families could live. A steady lowering of interest rates meant the people who had jobs and who wanted to purchase houses would find it easier, as the new century advanced, to get the mortgages with which to do so.

	“Right,” Rudi had said at one meeting when Brannigan had, once again, warned him about the way in which they were sailing close to the wind when it came to working capital, “we need an imaginative way to solve our cash problems. We got a fright two years ago when that bailiff called on us and said he’d confiscate stuff if we didn’t pay him what was owed in taxes. That day will always stick in my memory. But there are lots of businesses that stay under the radar by not telling the tax people what they make. Maybe we’re being too honest.”

	“I’ve analysed our expenditure,” said the accountant. “Here are the results. I’ve arranged all the outgoings in order of magnitude every month. The rule when you’re trying to save money is to tackle the biggest costs and try to lower or eliminate them.”

	“So what’re our biggest costs, then?” said Quilty.

	“Tax, and more tax,” said Brannigan.

	“What do you mean, tax and more tax?” asked the boss.

	“We’re paying a fortune every month to the tax people for VAT, and then we have to send in payroll taxes for our employees.”

	“I have a friend who has a forestry business,” said Rudi. “He was telling me he pays no payroll taxes.”

	“How does he manage that?” asked Brannigan.

	“Apparently the people who cut down the trees and transport them to the sawmills are all listed as being self-employed. That means they’re responsible for their own payroll taxes.”

	“We tried that already,” said Brannigan. We had to pay them more because they had to make those payments themselves. They also had more paperwork to do. So it wasn’t much use to us.”

	“We’re always paying money for construction work here,” said Quilty. We have a lot of maintenance on all the shops and buildings. Why don’t we take the workers off the books, pay them cash, and then put the amounts in the accounts as building maintenance and repair. I do be playing with a great piece of software called Photo-Shop at home, to try it out. We could make up our own invoices for work done. Simply invent the names of the companies we say did the work. Then pay the meat factory workers in cash, no questions asked.”

	“So what are you saying,” said Brannigan, “we write cheques for fictitious building maintenance work, take them to the bank every Friday, and get cash to pay the workers?”

	“Yeh, would that work?”

	“It might. The first thing you’ll have to do is tell the workers they’ll be getting cash from now on.”

	“OK,” said Rudi, “I like the sound of that. Let’s do it.”

	 

	*

	 

	“Okay. The time has come to do something about O’Hagan. Neither him nor his sleeping partner, Quinn, are contributing anything to the business.”

	Rudi was, once more, in earnest discussion with Quilty. 

	“That’s right,” said the lieutenant. “You’re the one who’s fostered relations with Barry Duggan of Maximum, and we’re the people who solved their refrigeration problems for them.”

	“Yes. I was very happy with that, all right. None of their stores was doing the fridges right for the meat. But we’ve been at it for years, so it was easy to give them advice. The big thing was getting into a position where we’d be listened to on the topic.

	“And Barry Duggan really appreciates things like that. Buying as cheap as possible and saving on costs are the two things that make him tick. Being able to help them with their refrigeration was a big win for us.”

	Rudi’s eyes were bright.

	“I’ve been in touch with Carlow County Council,” he said. “They’re hungry too. They’ve set up this brand-new industrial estate on the outskirts of Bagenalstown, but they’re finding it really hard to get businesses to move into it. They’d let us have a unit there for a very small rent, at least until the business got going.”

	 Rudi often found that he had his best ideas just after he got up in the morning, after having a conversation like that one on the day before. So it was that on the following day he took Quilty by the elbow and told him he wanted to discuss with him something that was so sensitive they would have to have it off site. They drove to Kilkenny once more to talk securely in the Caledonian Bar. 

	   “What we’re going to do is this,” said Rudi, as they had settled in the snug, and made sure that no one could overhear them. “We’re goin’ to carry out a raid. First we have to rent an apartment where we can make our plans and execute them.”

	“What’s the apartment for?” said Quilty.

	“There will be one strict rule. Apart from this discussion here, we will not talk about this unless we are in the apartment, where there will be no danger whatever of being overheard. I’m even considering putting plastic film over the windows so we can’t be spied on from outside.”

	“That sounds a bit extreme,” said Quilty.

	“You might think so,” said Rudi, “but we can’t be too careful. We’ve enough money now to be able to fit out the place we got from Carlow County Council. We’ll form a new company straight away, for meat processing. Cosgrave will fix it so that it’ll be a subsidiary of Hawthorne Meats. There’s a requirement for a second director alright, and I’d like for you to fill that role. Are you okay with that?”

	There was much nodding by Quilty.

	“Of course. You can count on me.”

	“When the new place is ready we’ll move production very quickly, overnight if possible, into it. You’ll have to make sure the workers are on board. But tell them no more than they need to know. Take on new people under the auspices of the new company if you have to.”

	“I can do all that,” said Quilty.

	“Then we’ll let Maximum Supermarkets and all the other customers know their invoices will be coming from the new company in future. Nothing else will change as far as they’ll be concerned. We’ll continue to look after the refrigeration for Maximum. We’ll simply tell everyone we’ve reorganised for tax reasons. By the time word gets out that O’Hagan and that idiot Quinn are no longer involved, it’ll be too late, and nobody’ll give a fuck anyway.”

	 

	*

	 

	Penny felt she was wearing a path in the road between Waterford and Dublin. If she wasn’t chasing prospective writing assignments, she was doing something for Jane. Like the time her daughter had asked her to collect the books she would need in order to study to be a Chartered Accountant. Jane had landed a position as an intern in a large accountancy firm.

	Poor Jane feels she has to show commitment. For her that means not taking time off, even though they only pay her buttons. 

	Penny made her way to the offices of Chartered Accountants Ireland. The place was teeming with youngsters, all collecting massive bundles of books. Then Jane’s name was called. Penny went to the counter. 

	“Jane Considine?” said the man behind.

	“I’m here to …”

	“Here you are Jane,” said he, passing over one of many batches. “These’ll give you something to do in the evenings.”

	He thinks I’m the student. That’s nice. Don’t see anyone else here who’re remotely as old as me, but I suppose there must be some.

	Jane was still renting accommodation in Dublin and, in fairness to Rudi, he was taking the financial strain for that. He might have his faults, but he did right by Jane.

	 

	*

	 

	Bernard Cosgrave wanted a new car. He figured he deserved it, and he could lease it so the cost wouldn’t be a drain on his capital. Sure nobody bought a car outright these days, especially if they were involved with an entity, like his solicitors’ practice, that was registered for VAT, which meant he could recoup that purchase tax. He liked the sound of the new 2006 Lexus LS430. He went to see a local dealer.

	“This is a magnificent car.”

	“It would need to be, “said Cosgrave. “My time is precious.”

	The salesman opened the bonnet and tapped the underside of the raised part.

	“Look here,” he said, “There’s more insulation on the inside of this bonnet than you would have in the whole of most other cars of its size. There are computers in each door, to operate the windows and the locking system.”

	The salesman was particularly proud of the interior upholstery.

	“This is superb leather upholstery. Superb.”

	Bernard nodded.

	“Very impressive, but what’s it like to drive?”

	“I’ll show you in a minute. But first I want to point out a few things. The engine will keep going well after 300 thousand miles. The shape of the car was made using the same wind tunnel the Japanese use for their bullet train. That adds to the comfort when driving. On the road, and no matter how rough the terrain is, this is the softest thing you’ll ever experience. Every single motion, every interaction of this car with its driver is painstakingly refined.”

	He’s learned his sales script well.

	“And the acceleration. I’ve had this car out. Often, when I stop at traffic lights there might be a motorbike beside me. Then we both take off. At the next lights the fella on the bike can’t believe I’ve been able to keep up with him. I can see the surprise in him. There’s more leg room in the back, and more headroom. This car is often chauffer driven.”

	“OK, let’s take it for a spin,” said Bernard.

	Out on the road he could see what the salesman was talking about. It was very smooth indeed.

	“The car lowers itself slightly on motorways. This, and the other refinements like the outside shape, are all to make sure the car is quiet. Not for efficiency, not for speed, although it is fast.”

	“What’s the mileage like?”

	“Hmm. That’s probably the down side. Just over 20 miles to the gallon. Flamin’ thing weighs nearly two tons”

	Bernard expected his clients would be paying for the fuel he would be using, in one way of the other. His practice was doing well, and the addition of Rudi Considine to his client list had been a big earner.

	“The interior is as good as a Rolls Royce or a Bentley. The wood you see wrapped around here all came from the same tree, so the grain patterns would match.”

	Bernard thought he would feel rather good driving this.

	But it was also fortunate that he lived in the country. The pony transporter, and now this new Lexus, would take up quite a bit of parking space. And then there was his wife’s car. That was to say nothing of the stables he needed for the ponies, and the grounds that were required in which to exercise them.

	 

	*

	 

	Anton Ledwidge, electrical engineer, was talking to his friend Marcus Redford. Redford was well known as a fundraiser for emerging businesses. Now his services were needed in earnest.

	“It’s amazing. We were developing a system for controlling the movement of surveillance cameras for our security service. One day an engineer came in to me and said: ‘Anton, we have a problem. It looks like we’re getting more energy out of these motors than we have to put in to make them work!’

	“I said that can’t be. It’s against the laws of physics. But then he brought me out and showed me. He was right. I still don’t know how it happens, but we’ve hit on a way to produce free and clean energy. Out of nothing.

	“You’re asking me what’s different about our device. I’ll tell you. It uses magnets. Magnetic fields are imperfectly understood. But we can reproduce that free energy effect here in our workshop anytime we like. It’s time to capitalise on it. This will be bigger than all the social media companies rolled into one. We’ll need lots of money for research and development, because what we have here needs to be scaled up. Our discovery should be put to use to replace electricity generating stations. Think of the effect on the environment alone!”

	“Don’t think my contacts are too worried about the environment,” said Redford. “What they want to do is make money.”

	“While I want to save the planet,” said Ledwidge, “I see no reason why you and me, and your contacts, cannot become well-off while we’re doing it. It’s important now that we get this thing patented all over the world. Then you’ll have to go to work. How would you proceed when it comes to raising cash?”

	“You’re going to have a problem with sceptics,” said Redford. “There are a lot of people out there who believe it’s impossible to create energy out of nothing. They’ll push back.”

	“Yes. This thing about conservation of energy, you know, that neither energy or matter can be created or destroyed, only have their form changed, is like a religious principle. A dogma. Well, we’re heretics. We believe energy can be created. You know what they did to heretics in the Middle Ages? They burned them alive in public. How things have changed. Now most of the western world at least is made up of people who think God is a delusion. Heretics all, and they just go about their business without hindrance.”

	Redford made a note in his electronic notebook.

	“Then the best thing,” he said, when he looked up, “is to concentrate on people who are not scientific. People who’re making money in business or the non-scientific professions. Like vets, for example.”

	“Or property developers,” said Ledwidge. “But how are we going to reach those people?”

	“No problem,” said Redford. “We get them through their accountants, or bank managers, people like that. We need credibility though. We can’t just go in cold.”

	“I’ve been thinking about that. What I’ve decided is we’ll put a full-page advert in a prominent international magazine, calling for scientists to come to us to check out the technology.”

	“That’ll cost an absolute fortune.”

	Ledwidge opened both his of palms in Redford’s direction.

	“I know. But it’ll make a hell of a splash. That alone will give us standing. Chancers don’t spend that kind of money on a notice in the paper. And I sincerely believe the scientists who respond will back us up when they see what we have.”

	“What’s important,” said Redford, “is that we concentrate on the bank managers and other advisors and get them to encourage their clients to invest. Those business people will have learned everything they know in what you might call the University of Life. There aren’t any modules dealing with the laws of thermodynamics in that institution.”

	 “That’s it,” said Ledwidge, “we’re preaching scientific heresy. We’re not going to convince the true believers.”

	He wondered if they might not be getting somewhere.

	“OK,” he said “and when we talk to the accountants and bank managers we’ll let them know we’re very selective about the investors. It’ll be an exclusive investment group.” 

	“Right,” said Redford, “but I know from my own experience that we’ll have to incentivise the financial advisors and bank managers.”

	“We’ll give them a percentage of what they raise in the form of shares in the company,” said Ledwidge.

	“That’ll do it.” Redford made another electronic note. Then he said: 

	“Anton, have you decided what you’re going to call this invention?”

	“I think the Greek term for free energy would be appropriate.”

	“What’s that?” 

	“It’s pronounced like this: ‘thorean energeia’. Of course in the Greek it’s laid out in Greek letters, but that’s what it sounds like in English. That’s the phonetic version. I propose to call the company Thorean Energy.” 

	“That sounds good. It has a ring to it. OK, let’s get going. We have to make Thorean a household word. You’re the best man for that.”

	 

	*

	 

	“These weekly status meetings are becoming quite nice,” said Rudi. He and Quilty were, once again, taking a well-earned rest in the Caledonian bar.

	“They are, right enough,” said Quilty. “Brannigan brings good news to them. Every single month now the amount of cash we have available grows a bit more.”

	“Yeh. And did you see that man at the last sales day we had for our houses and apartments in Clonmel? He had a chequebook hanging out of his back pocket. He put deposits on about six houses and apartments. And there were many more like him.”

	“There’s no doubt about it. We’ll sell all the units as soon as they’re ready to be occupied. That’ll boost our cash position.”

	“Toomerood in the bank wants to meet me,” said Rudi. “It is nice to be going to see him under these circumstances. It’s not so long ago he was whining about fucking cash flow.”

	Both men took a draught from their pints. 

	“That move on O’Hagan worked out well,” said Rudi. “He made it easy for us when he went to Malta for a month at the end of March. He got some shock when he came back and found we’d moved most of the business into our new subsidiary, and there was no place for him or his friend Quinn.”

	“Yeh. He made some song and dance with Maximum Supermarkets, but they don’t even return his calls anymore.” 

	 

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi was getting a bit better at the golf. The first green in Waterford is pleasant for a number of reasons. The fairway rises for some distance, meaning that his drive gave considerable satisfaction when he got it away. Rudi hadn’t a hope of reaching the crest, but the fact that there was a slope there at all meant he could convince himself that he was overcoming a challenge. Then the fairway, on both sides, is framed by a line of large oaks. Very impressive, but better keep between them. A wayward shot could mean getting off to a bad start.

	“It’s great to see how your cash pile is building up,” said Toomerood, as they progressed together up that slope after hitting reasonable drives. They were not playing with anyone else, so they could talk.

	Rudi grunted. He thought that too, but he wanted to see what the banker had in mind.

	“Have you been giving any thoughts to what you might use it for?” asked the banker.

	“Well, sure we want to expand the business further. But according to Brannigan, there’s plenty of financial capacity for that. The property development is coming towards a bit of a payoff. We’re well on course to sell all the houses and apartments.”

	Couldn’t make the green from here. Better to lay up and make sure his third shot would be near the pin.

	Toomerood hit his second.

	Wow. He’s a big hitter. That one’s gone over the green.

	Then they had to split up to follow their balls.

	When they met again, on the green, they concentrated on the golf. At the next tee box Rudi said:

	“I can’t help thinking that you have something in mind for our money.”

	“Well, as a matter of fact I have. I’ve just been told of a very interesting investment that only a few people know about.”

	“Oh, what’s that?”

	“This company has figured out how to make free electricity. They’ve developed a way of using magnets to do that. They’ve had it evaluated by eight independent scientists.”

	“Let’s talk about it when we’re having a drink,” said Rudi.

	As the game progressed Toomerood pulled ahead of his rival. On the 17th and 18th, however, his play deteriorated drastically. The turnaround was so bad that he had to pay Rudi one Euro in the clubhouse. The convention was that the loser made a big deal of presenting it to the winner at the bar. Rudi liked that. 

	“OK, tell me more about this investment opportunity,” he said, after he had pocketed his winnings.

	“They want people who’ve proved themselves in business. You very much fall into that category,” said the banker. “What you need now, at this stage of your development, is to diversify. I know you have the building business, but anyone could do that.”

	He’s right. Electricity generation by means of a sexy new technology is much classier. 

	“What I’d like to do,” said the banker, “is to introduce you to the two who’ve set up this concern. The main man, the inventor, is called Anton Ledwidge.”

	 

	*

	 

	Rudi Considine made his way to a full meeting of the Thorean Energy shareholders. They were to be addressed by Anton Ledwidge and Marcus Redford. The company had chosen one of the most prestigious hotels in Dublin, the Merrion, for this event. Ledwidge and Redford he had already become familiar with, but he was interested in meeting the other investors. To say he was impressed by the promoters would be an understatement. 

	The Thorean Energy group of investors met in a well-appointed room. 

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” said Ledwidge, when he had taken his place at the head of the group, who were all seated at a boardroom table, “we have asked you to come here to let you know something more about the wonderful company and product you have invested in. It is no exaggeration to say that you are in at the start of the process that will lead to the total reorganisation of the world’s energy situation. The days of worrying about fossil fuels unlocking carbon, which in turn leads to global warming, are about to come to an end. Concerns about the kind of accidents that can follow the construction of nuclear electricity generating plants will soon be a thing of the past.”

	A screen filled the wall behind Ledwidge. Onto this came a succession of very slick, very sharp computer-generated graphics. The lights in the room were dimmed except for a single spot-light that illuminated the speaker. The logos of some of the household names of the global technological world appeared on the screen. 

	“Your company,” said Ledwidge, “has managed to create a product that will eclipse the offerings of all of these companies put together, in terms of market capitalisation, earnings, and status in the world. How lucky are you that you are in on the ground floor of this? You may say that these are bold claims, and indeed they are, but when you think about it there is no other logical outcome once we have scaled up the Thorean Energy device. We have already carried out tests in our workshop which demonstrate the viability of doing this. We want to invite you all to come along and see it, as soon as the meeting is over.

	“Now I want to get a little bit of housekeeping out of the way. I want to talk about money. I want to tell you about the remuneration package for myself and Marcus here, who you all know, and I want to circulate our accounts. I’m doing this to impress upon you that everything in Thorean Energy is above board. There is, and will continue to be, complete transparency.”

	The investors were given a sheaf of papers with the accounts on them. Ledwidge highlighted the salary figure for himself and his partner. 

	“This may sound like a lot of money to you,” he said, “but it’s not really. Not in terms of the stupendous returns you will make in the future. Remember also the amount of work we have to do, in strategic terms, to maximise the take for everybody. Patents, tax issues, regulatory compliance, and so on. We must be well motivated. That’s a management principle all on its own.”

	There was some muttering around the table, but nobody spoke up. Rudi was interested to see that his contribution to the balance sheet of the company was listed there, along with that of all the other investors. The total amount put in at that time amounted to many tens of millions. Redford had done his work well, and there was certainly a large pot of money from which the salaries being spoken about, and other expenses, could be drawn.

	Later Ledwidge and Redford mingled with the investors. Rudi was introduced to others: a vet, a dentist, at their sides a man who had made his money in farming. He found them easy to talk to. Marcus Redford, who stood in the middle of this group, was heard to say:

	“You haven’t heard this from me, and I will deny I ever said it, but we have it on very good authority that some of the major oil companies are already aware of the technology we’ve discovered. They’re shitting themselves in case it gets out. They’d be ruined.”

	Then Rudi buttonholed the dentist. 

	“How did you get introduced to this operation?” he asked.

	“I’ve been building my circle of contacts for some time,” was the answer. “I decided to join a group that meets every month for a lunch, and to discuss doing good works for the community. One of the members was my bank manager. Because I was in the group he told me he could trust me enough to let me know about this opportunity. It’s not for everyone. Boy, am I glad I pushed myself out there.”

	Rudi nodded. He wasn’t in any such group, but he was obviously the type of person that could be given the same chances as those who were.

	 

	 


Chapter 13 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	K


	aarina remembered the first time she had seen the house. She had been early for the appointment. The estate agent had said ten o’clock but she had decided to walk, and had given herself too much time. It did however give her an opportunity to examine it from the outside. 

	The ornate brick frontage, rising three storeys over the footpath, was impressive. There was a number of steps leading up to the front door, and beside them a window at ground level. This, she surmised, was associated with a cellar. The house was in a terrace, in a street close to the European Union area of Brussels. While the other houses in the row were also three storeys, had a basement, and sported elaborate, colourful brick facades, they were, nevertheless, all different to one another in design details, and in extra features.

	Kaarina and Raymond were at that time in the market for a home fit for a couple that intended to start a family, and she was doing some preliminary investigation on this maison de maître, or “master’s house”, a home fit for a professional, or a successful entrepreneur, but not reaching the level of an aristocrat, who would require a chateau. In Belgium the typical maison de maître is in the city. It would approximate to a town house in London, which would not however have the same elaborate and unique frontage. In Brussels they were mostly built in the early part of the 20th century.

	She had been happy here, and was delighted that she and Raymond now had two healthy children, Clara aged five and Jonathan, who was three. The presence of the kids had brought certain things to the fore: As she and Raymond were settling in for a movie on the TV one evening, savouring a nice Sauvignon Blanc as they did so, he said: 

	“Landy’s daughter will be making her First Holy Communion soon. Apparently she’s very excited.” 

	“Yes, it is a wonderful occasion for little girls to be dressed up and be made a fuss of,” said Kaarina. “It’s a pity we won’t have anything like that, especially for Clara.”

	“There is something to be said for a rite of passage for children, right enough,” said Raymond. “Jewish people have their bar and bat mitzvah. Landy’s girl will go on to have her confirmation. That’s another coming-of-age ritual.”

	“You must have had those yourself,” said Kaarina. “You grew up in Ireland.”

	“I certainly did. It wasn’t as easy to have a secular upbringing in Ireland as it probably was in Finland. You told me before that your parents were not religious.”

	“That’s true. I did not get a religious upbringing. But I did take part in a coming-of-age ceremony.”

	“How did that come about?”

	“My parents contacted a Humanist organisation. It arranged for a group of parents to come together to arrange a ceremony for children of agnostics and atheists. It was very successful. So much so that the Humanist group has made it a permanent annual event. It’s been expanded out to a week-long camp for children, known as a Prometheus Camp.”

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond Quinn and John Landy had flown to Geneva. This time they got the free ticket at the airport for the train ride into town.

	“The event is in the Four Seasons Hotel Des Bergue,” said Quinn. “I find it hard to understand, but this thing is turning into a fucking fashion show. The last time I was here they had a catwalk down the middle of the floor, flashing lights, loud music, the lot. There was still plenty of Champagne, all you could drink in fact, but I don’t know what a fashion show has to do with trading Foreign Exchange.”

	“Are we staying there?” this from Landy.

	“Nope. We’re doing okay in the trading, but not good enough to afford the Hotel Des Bergue,” said Quinn. “We’ll be staying in a small hotel on Rue de Berne. I found it on the Internet. One of the reviews said it was in the Geneva red light district.”

	“Really?” said Landy.

	“Don’t get excited. Another reviewer said, and he seemed to know what he was talking about, it’s a fairly harmless red-light district, here in Geneva.”

	They got off the train at the Cornavin station.

	“It’s a ten-minute walk from here to the Hotel Des Bergue,” said Quinn. “Let’s stroll down and have a look, and then we can go back to our own hotel to freshen up before the event.”

	They walked down the Rue du Mont Blanc, past all the Swiss watch shops. Rows of them, with merchandise that cost a fortune.

	“How do the sell them all?” said Landy.

	“With great care,” said Quinn. “Do you know that if you were caught coming off a plane here wearing a fake Swiss watch, you’d be arrested?”

	“Naw, didn’t know that. Wow.”

	When they got to the Quai Des Bergue they could see the Jet d’Eau, that massive 140-metre-high water fountain which is a particular feature of Geneva, on their left. Then they were at the Hotel Des Bergue. In the lobby nobody paid any attention to them, even though they were carrying their, admittedly light, pieces of luggage. They went into a room off the reception. This was quite small, and occupied by what seemed to be a pair of business men having a serious discussion, and a large Arabian family. The room was not in any way ostentatious, but was very tastefully decorated.

	Landy caught Quinn by the elbow.

	“Do you smell it?” he said.

	“Smell what?”

	“The money,” said Landy. “The fucking money.”

	Later that evening Quinn and Landy were met by Arlo Abu Rashid, Quinn’s main contact at the brokerage.

	“You are very welcome, Raymond,” said Abu Rashid. “The man I wanted you to meet has not arrived yet, but please come and enjoy the Champagne and the canapes until he comes. You might also be interested in the fashion show.”

	“Yeh, that’s always a surprise. I can understand the canapes and the Champagne, and the opportunity to meet like-minded Foreign Exchange traders, but I don’t see where the fashion show comes in,” said Quinn.

	“This company is very successful, Raymond,” said Abu Rashid. “The wife of our founder wanted to try out the fashion show idea at some of our earlier soirées, and she was allowed to do it in a small way. Then, month by month, it grew large, until now it dominates the proceedings. You’ll only see one or two of our trading terminals in the room now, and they’re pretty much hidden away in corners.”

	“Right.”

	“But anyway, your purpose here this evening is to meet our client from Macau. Relax until he arrives, and then I’ll come to get you.”

	The two traders mingled with the crowd. They discovered that if they stayed close to where the waiting staff emerged with the trays of canapes they could have the pick of them. Glasses of Champagne could be replenished at any time, from a large table from where that and other drinks including red and white wines, and non-alcoholic beverages were dispensed. Then they found a seat from which to watch the fashion show.

	Raymond got a tap on the shoulder. Abu Rashid spoke into his ear:

	“He’s here. He’s waiting to meet you.”

	He got up and followed Abu Rashid. Landy came too. Soon they were being presented to Roland Driver.

	This man presented an imposing figure. His torso (large) seemed to be almost as wide as it was high. His head was to the same scale, and was topped off by a crown of jet-black hair of generous proportions, slicked back and held in place by the application thereto of some hair cream or other, of high viscosity. His voice when he spoke projected a volume of sound that matched his physical makeup.

	Roland claimed New Zealand as his birth place. His ancestry, as asserted by his bulk and his facial features, was Polynesian, marking him as being of Maori descent, although his names, surname and given, were distinctly of United Kingdom origin. He claimed to love all things British, with the emphasis on the Queen, and talked of the Old Country with nostalgia.

	He told them he never touched meat, but they saw later that he could consume prodigious amounts of Chinese food that conformed to Vegan principles. Similarly, he was abstemious in his drinking habits, often not partaking at all when those around him were quaffing the wine, slurping the beer or sipping the whiskey and gin.

	Roland refused to talk business at all that night. After everyone had been introduced his main preoccupation was to have his photograph taken. With Quinn and Landy, with Abu Rashid, but most of all with as many as possible of the fashion show models who were mingling in the crowd and making themselves available for pictures. Roland had many of these taken, often in front of a large board that contained the names of the fashion houses that were having their wares displayed on the catwalk. Quinn heard him tell Abu Rashid he would appreciate if the photos could be sent to him when they were available. He was assured this would be done.

	Eventually Quinn tied him down to an agreement that he would meet him and Landy at an hotel out at the airport for lunch on the following day.

	He was late for this appointment also, but contacted Quinn to let him know he should start a tab at the bar that he, Roland, would settle when he arrived. Then they had lunch. Afterwards Quinn couldn’t help thinking it was a waste of Roland’s money, because that giant of a man did so much talking that Quinn did not enjoy the lunch; he was obliged to listen and respond.

	“I don’t work for the company I’m here to talk about,” said Roland. “I’m a lawyer. I’m their chief independent legal counsel. They have many, many other business interests besides Foreign Exchange trading. They’re very big. They operate across all of Asia, from Hong Kong and Macau to Singapore and Malaysia, and into Mainland China.”

	“Very interesting, all right,” muttered Quinn, while trying to do something with a mouthful of the very nice canard a l'orange he had ordered.

	“The main people in the organisation are Datos. Dato is not a word you’ll have heard much before, is it?”

	“No, I’ve never heard it before.”

	“Right. Well, a Dato in Malaysia is the same as a knight in England. The honour can only be conferred by a Sultan. All Datos are very wealthy people. Very wealthy indeed.”

	“Mmm, ver’ int’rest’n.” It’s not easy to speak with your mouth full, especially if you have been trained from a young age, by your very respectable mother, not to even attempt it.

	“They have Chinese traders working for them, and a large team of Quants. You probably know they’re the people who develop and run computer algorithms. I’m here now on a mission. I’m talking to you because they’re looking for someone to head up a team of traders.”

	“Mr. Driver,” said Quinn, “we have our own trading operation. What we want are investors who wish to make money out of what we do. We don’t want to work for someone else.”

	“How is your trading carried out,” said Roland. “What is the methodology you use to make money out of Foreign Exchange?”

	“I’m afraid I cannot tell you that. It’s proprietary. If we let the secret out then everyone would do it, and it would cease to work.”

	The lunch continued, and Roland was generous when it came to paying the bill. However, the matter was not taken any further on that occasion.

	 

	*

	 

	The budget airline flight from Dublin to Paris didn’t go to Paris at all, of course, at the time in question. It went to Beauvais. So, Raymond had to take a bus from that city to get to the French capital. This terminated at Porte Maillot, in the 16th arrondissement, and the trip took one hour and fifteen minutes.

	Where the bus stopped was easy to remember because it sounded like Port Mayo, as in Co. Mayo, Ireland, when you said it out loud.

	When he got off the bus, he could see the Arc de Triomphe at the other end of the Avenue de la Grande-Armée, so he decided to walk. His appointment was at restaurant Fouquet's, which is situated in the middle of the Champs-Élysées, on the other side of the Arc.

	And a pleasant walk it was. He passed numerous cafes, all inviting; jewellery shops, lots of motorbike salesrooms, including one for Harley-Davidson; banks; and the architectural jewel that is the Église protestante unie de l'Étoile, a small church that opens out on to the street. Occasionally he passed large doors into six storey buildings that had no signs at all them. They were entrances to apartment complexes. He could only imagine the cost involved in coming to live in that part of Paris.

	The walk around the circumference of the rond-point Étoile, now called Charles de Gaulle, which surrounds the Arc de Triomphe, gave him a good impression of the scale of that monument to French military victories and, because he commissioned it, to Napoleon Bonaparte himself.

	He knew Eveline Golden worked in an office across the Champs-Élysées from Fouquet's. He intended to look her up. He had always enjoyed her company. She was not involved in the matter that was the subject of his meeting, but he had given himself plenty of time. In fact, getting together with her would have been more than enough reason for making the trip, even if nothing at all were to happen as a result of his appointment in Fouquet’s.

	He found the brass plate for her office, a legal firm, without any trouble.

	Better compose his request to the receptionist before he went in.

	“Je suis, em, un cousin de, em, er, Madame Golden,” he said, when he arrived at the desk. “Est-il, urr, possible, er, de la, er, voir?”

	“Good morning, sir,” said the pleasant, blazered young man behind the desk, “I’ll have to ring up to find out if she’s available. Can I have your name?”

	He told him who he was.

	“Would you like to take a seat?”

	In a short time, he saw Eveline coming down the stairs. She seemed to be very happy to see him. “Raymond Quinn,” she said. “It really is good to see you. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

	“I have a meeting in Fouquet's in about forty-five minutes. I was wondering if you might have time for a coffee?”

	“I can slip out now, but only for a few minutes. We can go to a café near here. Let me get my coat.”

	In the café he said:

	“I’ve been put in contact with a possible investor for a Foreign Exchange dealing business I’ve been involved in. We’re to meet for lunch today, across the road from here in Fouquet's.”

	“Listen,” she said, “I won’t be able to get away until about five o’clock. When are you leaving Paris?”

	“I was supposed to go back later today, but I took the precaution of buying a second cut-price budget airline ticket for tomorrow, in case I got held up and missed today’s flight. It only cost three euros”

	“Well, we’d love to meet you later, me and Chantal, my new partner. You know we live in Beauvais. Why don’t you stay with us tonight and I can drop you to the airport tomorrow. I don’t think you’ve ever met Chantal.”

	“No.”

	“OK. I’ll tell you what we’ll do then. You go to your meeting, and when you’re finished come back here. I’ll finish up in the office as soon as I can, and then we’ll go for drinks with some of my friends. You can say with me in Beauvais tonight and meet Chantal.”

	“Hopefully this fellow will pay for the lunch.”

	Raymond made his way to Fouquet's. He sat down in the lobby and dialled a number on his mobile.

	“I’m in position now,” he said to Roland Driver, when he answered.

	“I’m here already. Go to the terrace restaurant and tell the maître d' that you’re in my party.”

	When he got to the table he could see there was a young, slim Chinese woman with Roland. She looked very fetching indeed in her bright red beret, complete with its pronounced stalk on top, from which her jet-black hair protruded. Roland had to have been in his late sixties. This woman was, at best, half his age.

	“This is Syd,” said Roland. “We’re on our honeymoon. Sit down there. You’ll have some wine.”

	Roland signalled to a waiter who seemed to be in place, behind a curtain, to cater solely for the big man’s needs. Quinn did not forget his manners. He shook hands with Syd before he did anything else.

	“Heartiest congratulations,” he said. “I hope you’re enjoying Paris.”

	Roland made another gesture to his waiter, and a copy of the menu arrived for Quinn.

	“I’ve found the Sole meunière is good here,” he said, “and I like to have onion soup, à la Parisienne, naturellement, to start with. You can study the menu if you like, but I can recommend those.”

	“They would suit me very well,” said Raymond.

	“And what would you say to a nice little Sancerre, suitably chilled, to wash them down?”

	“That would be great.”

	Roland gave the order to a waiter.

	“And the fish is served with pommes vapeur, is that right?”

	“That is correct, Monsieur.”

	Roland turned to Quinn.

	“Let’s get down to business,” he said.

	Quinn remembered the lunch in Geneva, and the discomfort of having to speak through mouthfuls, and of having to abandon a dish after it got too cold.

	I’ll have to impose discipline after the courses arrive. Let him off ‘til then.

	“As I said on the phone, I have a completely different proposition for you from the one we discussed in Geneva. How’s your trading going, by the way?”

	“Very well. I’m making consistent profits.”

	“Right. What I have for you now would mean doing a very small amount of work for a large amount of pay. The brokers in Geneva think an awful lot of you, and since we met I have had to agree with that. If you got involved in what I’m suggesting you’d advise our people on the way to proceed in Foreign Exchange trading, but your main function would be to assist them to get investors. Your position would be as Chairman of our Foreign Exchange business. It’s called SternComm FX inc. You’d have to travel, but it’ll always be on Business Class or First-Class flights. You’d be put up every time in five-star hotels. At the end of a two-year contract you’d be free to use the contacts in Asia you would have made to get investors for your own trading. What do you think of that?”

	“It sounds great.”

	The dishes arrived, and Raymond was able to enjoy them this time. Roland seemed to believe that, as he had made his pitch, there was little else to say. Certainly, the soupe a l'oignon was perfect, as was the Sole meunière, to say nothing of the Sancerre.

	When the meal was finished, and Roland had promised to send contract documentation to Quinn as soon as his honeymoon was over, it was nearly four o’clock. He made his way back to Eveline’s legal office on the other side of the Champs-Élysées. This time he did not use his pidgin French on the réceptionniste when he asked to see her. Once more, she did not keep him waiting.

	“I’ve called around to my friends. They’ll meet us at this little place we know. Chantal is at home in Beauvais, so you’ll have to wait ‘til later to meet her. Come on. My car is in a garage not too far from here.”

	“Tell me about your friends,” said Raymond.

	“There’ll be four of us. You and me, and Gloria and Sylvie, who are also a couple.”

	“You’re the regular Gertrude Stein,” he said. “And you have Paris all around you to complete the image.”

	She laughed. “Yes, I do a little writing. That would make Chantal an Alice B. Toklas.”

	Eveline seemed to know where she was going alright, but they still had to drive for quite a while before she parked up and announced they were here. He was introduced to Gloria, a person of androgenous mien, with her short hair and masculine clothes, and Sylvie, who was anything but. That woman appeared to be in her early thirties. She wore a bouncy, shortish dress, the better to show off her legs, which seemed to go up and up. She had full-bodied, long blond hair, and was not wanting in the curves department. They all sat down on the wide terrasse of a taverne, to enjoy some beers.

	The other women seemed to have a deep respect for Eveline. Raymond became aware that this extended to him also. He decided he might get a little bit more practice with his French. He asked Gloria, who was seated in the chair next to his:

	“Est-ce que ici la rive gauche?”

	She produced from her capacious bag a large map book of the Paris streets, which she thumbed through with urgency. She went back a few pages. She sighed. Then she went forward again. This went on for a little while before she pronounced:

	“Oui. Ici c’est la rive gauche.”

	That’s all right then. He was only trying to make conversation.

	Gloria and Sylvie had come in their own car, and after a pleasant time on the terrasse everybody went in their separate voitures to another place, where they had something to eat. After that there was dancing. Raymond found himself in the enviable position of having three women to dance with, all at once. When other men approached any of these ladies to ask them to partner them, they were rebuffed. What did they make of this guy who had all the girls, while they could not dance with any of them?

	Then it was time for Gloria and Sylvie to go home, and for Raymond and Eveline to drive back to Beauvais.

	There they parked, and entered what looked like a very old building, with outhouses. Sylvie was waiting for them, and Raymond and she were introduced. He thought he detected Eveline speaking rather sharply to her partner, in French, although he was not able to comprehend what was said. They opened a bottle of wine. When that was gone it was time for bed. He was shown to a guest room, and Eveline and Chantal disappeared together, presumably to theirs.

	He spent the following morning in Beauvais with Chantal. Eveline had left for her work in Paris, but not before she had made the plans for the evening: Chantal was to cook a roulade of pork, and he was informed there was plenty of wine in their cellars.

	He and Chantal breakfasted on croissants, confiture, and strong coffee, in a terrasse café in the centre of town. Chantal was well-known, and was greeted by many people.

	“Je suis né à Beauvais,” she said to Raymond, at one stage. Her English was sparse indeed, so he got necessary practice in his spoken French, such as it was. But she was a lovely person, and spent some time showing him the sights of the city, including the impressive Cathédrale de Saint-Pierre which, she told him, is over 750 years old. His plane to Dublin was due to leave the following morning, but not so early as to place a restriction on the evening.

	Chantal cooked the pork roulade, which was to be stuffed with mushrooms, and he investigated more of the town of Beauvais on his own while she was preparing dinner. This was, as expected, delicious, as was the wine that accompanied it. Eveline and Chantal knew how to entertain.

	 

	*

	 

	This Singapore Airlines flight has everything to recommend it, thought Raymond, as he reclined in his compartment, a carefully designed private space where he would be able to lie full length in order to get a sleep when the time came for that.

	“Mr. Quinn, would you like another Singapore Sling?”

	He looked up. The lovely lady with the very distinctive Singapore Airlines cabin attendant headgear stood above him.

	“Yes, that would be very nice, thank you.”

	He’d been studying the dinner menu, and he liked what he had seen. Dishes which, on paper anyway, would be at home in the best restaurants he had been to. He was enjoying one of the very late release movies that were available, on his own personal screen. He liked the fact he could switch over, from time to time, to software that monitored the course of the flight over the terrain below, although that information was also available on a large monitor at the front of the business class cabin he was in. This screen also permanently indicated the direction of Mecca, from wherever the aircraft happened to be.

	He was on his way to Hong Kong, from where he had been informed that arrangements would be made for him to get a ferry to Macau. This ferry had a First-Class section, and he would be travelling on this level. All of it had been arranged by Roland Driver. Raymond had signed the contract documents he had been sent after the meeting in Paris, and for the last three months had been receiving the generous salary he had been promised.

	I suppose it is time for me to earn my pay.

	The event to which he had been summoned was billed as a symposium for the investors in the company. It would be necessary for him to make a speech. Before the symposium he would have to chair a meeting of the directors of the company. He had been given their names and backgrounds, and had been sent pictures of them. At this meeting he would receive a detailed briefing on the activities of the company. Then it would be required of him that he should meet the most important of the investors. The financial information he had been supplied with showed a concern that was very profitable. The annual report contained the information that it had been prepared by one of the Big Six accountancy firms. He had been assured that the next one would have a picture of him in a prominent position.

	Flying into Hong Kong airport involved an approach for the aircraft that passed over the Pearl River at a low level. When he looked down he got an excellent appreciation of the enormous length of the bridge the Chinese authorities had just built linking Hong Kong to Macau.

	In Hong Kong airport he was met by Jefferson. He’d talked to Jefferson before, on many Zoom calls. He was obviously Chinese, so Jefferson would have been his Western name. Almost the first comment of Jefferson on all these calls was along the lines of how good he was at evading Chinese government measures to control the Internet, and communications over it to the outside world.

	They had to wait a little while for the ferry to Macao. In the meantime he looked around.

	“Why are so many people wearing masks over their mouths and noses?”

	“People still remember the SARS epidemic here in China. It peaked about two years ago, but a lot of people are still very wary of it. It killed about 600 people and made many more very sick,” said Jefferson. “Surely you’ve heard of it?”

	Raymond had a vague memory of something like that happening in China alright. Wasn’t there something about the authorities telling people not to spit in the street?

	“That’s right,” said Jefferson. “That dirty habit was regarded to be a major cause of spreading the infection.”

	Jefferson continued:

	“The ferry to Macau leaves from Hong Kong airport,” he explained. “Let’s go to the terminal and have a coffee while we wait.”

	“It’s nice to be able to meet you in person,” said Raymond, as he sipped an Americano.

	It would also be nice to know how Chinese people come to have western names. But you have to be very careful not to cause offence. Still, he had heard this man boast so often about his Information Technology skills that he had come to knew him as a friend.

	“I’ve always been intrigued about how Chinese people come to have English or American names,” said Raymond, after he had decided to bite the bullet.

	“It’s simple. For many, many years people from China have been allowed to choose a name for themselves when they reach adulthood. It’s called their Hao name. Before modern times it would be another Chinese name, which would have meant nothing to an outsider. But after the opening up of China after the time of Mao Zedong, people started to choose Western names as their Hao title. It’s as straightforward as that.”

	“So you chose the name of the third president of the United States as your, how do you pronounce that, Hawa…”

	“Hao name,” said Jefferson.

	“I must say it makes things a lot easier for non-Chinese, especially English speaking, people,” said Raymond.

	That’s a good custom. At home you’d be slow to give yourself a new name when you reached adulthood in case you might offend your parents. But if it’s the custom, and if everyone’s doing it…

	They boarded the ferry. Not a very big vessel. The First Class area took up the whole of the upper deck but when the ship cast off, Raymond and Jefferson were the only passengers in that part. Food was served. A filled roll, rather dry.

	Doesn’t match the standard of Singapore Airlines, I’m afraid.

	The trip on the ferry took an hour. Roland and Syd were waiting for them when they landed on the Macau side. The four of them made their way to where there was a limousine waiting. Then it was into the city, past skyscrapers and more lights than Raymond had ever seen anywhere. Fountains sent water high into the air, and this constantly changed colour by means of the bright rays that were trained on them. They altered every few seconds to take in all the colours of the rainbow.

	“Mr. Chairman,” said Roland, “we have a celebratory dinner this evening in the best restaurant in Macau, by my reckoning anyway. What we’d like to do first is to check you in at your hotel and give you a chance to freshen up. You’ll be staying at the same hotel that the symposium is to be held in tomorrow, the Crowne Plaza. We’ve booked you the penthouse suite. You’ll have that all to yourself for the duration of your stay.”

	Raymond was feeling tired. By the time they got to the Crowne Plaza he was feeling very tired. All the energy had gone from his body. He wouldn’t have thought he could be so enervated and still remain standing.

	“You’re suffering from jet lag, I’m afraid, Mr. Chairman,” said Roland.

	Even though Roland, Syl and Jefferson were determined to cater to his every need, he still had to go through the formalities of checking in at the front desk, when what he only wanted was somewhere to lie down. Tired as he was, he couldn’t help noticing there was a contretemps when the time came for the company people to produce a credit card to guarantee the booking. Something about a debit card not being acceptable. Roland conferred with Jefferson, and Jefferson made a phone call. Eventually another person arrived, who he was to later find out was the CEO. He had a credit card. It was processed, Raymond could sign on the dotted line, and at last be escorted to the penthouse suite.

	He had a vague sense this was a truly magnificent accommodation before he crashed out on the massive bed in a separate room to the main suite. The others recognised his predicament, it seemed, because they let him be until the last possible moment, when he was woken up. He showered, and recovered most of his former liveliness before he was, once again, escorted to the limo. He had decided to wear a multi-coloured bow tie he had acquired for a wedding on a Mediterranean island some time before. This was a good choice.

	“Let me introduce you to the chef, Mr. Chairman,” said Roland, after he had indicated Raymond should sit at the head of the table. “This is Robin, he’s English.”

	Handshakes all round.

	The guy doesn’t have to be English to avoid language problems. All the Asian people he’d met so far had excellent English.

	Robin said:

	“I’m delighted to meet you. You’re from Ireland, I believe?”

	“That’s right. We tend to turn up everywhere.”

	“My mother was from Ireland. Unfortunately she’s no longer with us.”

	“I’m very sorry to hear that.”

	“Mr. Driver has told me you’re something of a gourmand.”

	“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” said Raymond. “I like my food.”

	“I can do you what I believe to be a fairly special risotto,” said the chef. “It’s not on the menu, but I’d recommend it. Our sommelier tells me we have a nice little Pouilly-Fumé that would go very well with this dish.”

	“I’d be crazy not to go with your recommendations,” said Raymond. “I’ll have all of that, and I’d be delighted to be surprised by any others you might have.”

	Roland sat at the other end of the table. Behind him played the ubiquitous bright and multi coloured fountains. The CEO was to Raymond’s right, and Jefferson was to his left. The CEO was introduced as Billiant. He was from mainland China.

	Did he get his spelling mixed up when he chose his Hao name? Did he mean to call himself Brilliant?

	“Our CEO is getting married shortly,” said Roland.

	“Yes,” said Billiant, with pride, “my wife-to-be is from a remote village in China.”

	When the time came for Raymond to make his speech, he was introduced by Roland.

	“We are delighted to welcome here this evening our new Chairman. I want to impress upon you the standing of this man, and his generosity. I was invited to meet him at a function he had organised at Geneva, Switzerland, where he made sure I was served the very best of food. There was top quality champagne if I’d been a drinking man. I was also entertained, and left wanting for nothing.”

	Did Roland really think Mr. Chairman had been responsible for the event in Geneva? Mr. Chairman didn’t think so.

	Raymond could only talk about how happy he was to be there, and how welcoming were the Chinese people he had met. What would he say in his speech to the symposium tomorrow? He was beginning to realise he knew little enough about the fine detail of this company.

	 

	 


Chapter 14 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	S


	ince his arrival in London Gus had been enjoying himself immensely. He was making more and more new friends in the trendy bars he frequented in Soho. He got the impression a great many of the people who came into the concession only did so in order to feast their eyes on him practising his skills as a butcher.

	What’s the best way to prepare a fillet steak?

	Can you let me know the best wine to accompany a rack of lamb?

	It had to happen. Gus now moved in such lofty circles that he was bound to be asked about the subject that had been made taboo. It was at the bar in the dark but trendy place he found himself in with Dunning, who had introduced him to friend of his. One of the first questions, when he mentioned what he did, was about foie gras.

	“Well, I never had any problem selling it in my shop in Brussels, whenever there was a demand for it.”

	“So you can source it then?”

	“Yes,” said Gus, “but I don’t do deliveries. The problem with collecting it at my place in Knightsbridge is that under the terms of the concession I’m not allowed to sell it.”

	He thought for a minute, as he sipped his drink.

	“I’ll tell you what. I’ll have it under the counter. You come in and ask for, let me see…”

	He drummed his fingers.

	“Ask for the Liverpool Cut. That’ll be the code phrase. Foie gras is the liver of geese and ducks, and I know there’s a building in Liverpool called the Liver Building. I was there once.”

	Soon there were more than a few customers coming in and demanding the Liverpool Cut.

	 

	 

	*

	 

	Things were abustle in the Fine Meats concession of Harridges department store in Knightsbridge. The food hall was particularly busy. Now Margaret Birtwhistle had something very important to do. Her friend Janet had told her she had been at that counter when a man had come in and ordered something called The Liverpool Cut. Normally Margaret would not have gone to the meat counter to save her life, being a committed Vegan, but Janet was very confident that what was handed over on the day she was there was a full liver of foie gras. It didn’t come from the fridge or anything like that, it seemed to have been stored under the counter.

	“That made my blood boil,” Margaret was to say later, when she was interviewed. “Our group fully supports the activities of the actor Roger Moore in having foie gras banned in all the London department stores, and we believed Harridges had given an undertaking it would not be sold in theirs.”

	She had waited for an hour to see for herself, hanging back on the fringes of the meat concession area. How dreadful is this so-called celebrity butcher? So cocky, so proud of himself, as he carries on his hail-fellow-well-met act for the cooks and various other members of the serving class who are sent out to patronise his concession. They’ll lap up any old blarney. Perhaps it brightens up their humdrum lives. The idiot seems to be able to tell them how to cook the meat they buy too. The whole thing is disgusting.

	But she needed to see the foie gras being handed over herself. If she could catch the Devil Butcher in the act, she could take the story to her friend Jonathan Cruickshank in the London Evening Ensign. However, she did not see anything on this occasion that would incriminate this person. She’d have to talk to Janet again. 

	She called around to her house that evening.

	“So, what exactly did you see?” said Margaret, as she sipped the organic wine Janet had produced.

	“Well, as I said, this shifty kind of individual came in talked to the Devil Butcher. He had a thick accent which I think was Belgian. I distinctly heard Liverpool Cut being mentioned. I was standing right beside the person who said it. Then the Devil took something from under the counter. It was wrapped in paper but he exposed a little of what was in the package to show the customer. I’ve been to France many times, and I’ve often been at business dinners where others would have foie gras, although it gives me the creeps. This material was certainly foie gras.”

	“I waited for a long time when I went there today after you told me that before,” said Margaret, “but no one came along to buy anything like that. It’s not that I don’t believe you, but the paper won’t be interested unless we have some kind of proof.”

	“Perhaps we could go along an order the Liverpool Cut,” said Janet.

	“Would you come with me? That would be fantastic.”

	“For you Margaret, darling, anything.”

	So the two ladies made their way to Harridges Fine Meats concession. The Devil Butcher wasn’t there, so they decided to buy some lamb chops instead.

	“And these lamb chops are from Ireland?” said Janet.

	“That’s right,” said the butcher.

	“From what part?

	“Tipperary, do you know it?”

	“My grandmother was born there,” Janet lied.

	“You should come in and meet Gus,” said the butcher, “he’ll be here tomorrow.”

	“I think I will. I’ve also heard you sell the Liverpool Cut. I find that very hard to get.”

	“Gus is your man for that,” said the butcher.

	“My name is Janet. And yours is?”

	“I’m Connell.”

	“Very pleased to meet you. We’ll see each other again tomorrow.”

	The following day Janet and Margaret were once again at the concession. They waited until there was a lull in business. Connell remembered Janet, which was the whole purpose of the charade she had played out the previous day.

	“Oh hi, Janet,” he said, “I’ll tell Gus you’re here.”

	He brought over the Devil with the cheeky grin.

	“This lady was here yesterday. She’d like to get some of the Liverpool Cut.”

	The patronising smile on The Devil Butcher never wavered.

	“And where did you hear about it?” he said.

	“I was at a dinner party recently and they had it. I asked where they got it, and they told me to come to you and ask for the Liverpool Cut.”

	“Great,” said Gus, “I wonder whose party that was?

	Janet told Margaret afterwards that she had just then remembered the person she’d seen being handed the cruel contraband. She had decided that nothing ventured, nothing gained.

	“It was given by a Monsieur De Witte. He’s from Belgium.”

	Gus cupped his hand over his chin. “I did sell some the other day to Rademaker. He’s Belgian. He must have given some to your friend, De Witte.”

	He reached under the counter and brought out the offending item. As he handed it over he put the index finger of his other hand to the side of his nose. That infuriating smile once again.

	“Can’t be too careful, you know.”

	Now Margaret was able to call Cruickshank and let him know she and Janet had been able to purchase foie gras in Harridges.

	“You have it in your possession, do you?”

	“Yes. What do you want me to do with it.”

	“What I’d like would be for you to bring it into our offices. I’d like to see it myself. It’s not something I’m terribly familiar with. I’ll get our cookery correspondent to come over and talk to us about it as well. Would tomorrow at five be convenient for you?”

	“It certainly would. I’ll be there. I’ll bring my friend Janet. She’s the one who alerted me to this whole thing.”

	It was raining hard as Janet and Margaret got out of the taxi at the offices of the London Evening Ensign. Janet clutched her precious but nevertheless disgusting package as they waited for Cruikshank to come down to meet them. When he did he asked them to follow him into what looked like a boardroom. A few minutes later another man appeared.

	“This is Nigel Fairbrother. He writes a food column for us here at the Ensign. Nigel, this is about the foie gras I spoke to you about earlier. Margaret here has a sample,” said Cruikshank.

	“OK, do you mind if I see it?”

	Margaret didn’t mind. Nigel opened the outer brown paper packaging to expose plastic wrapping on what seemed to be a soft, moist piece of grey material. There was a label on the plastic packaging.

	“This is top of the range stuff,” said Nigel. It’s what they call foie gras entier. In other words, the whole goose liver. It’s sold like this, but also in tins and other containers.”

	Janet grimaced.

	“Right,” said Cruikshank, “so Harridges are selling foie gras.”

	He lifted a phone from the centre of the boardroom table and keyed a number.

	“Olive, we’re in the boardroom. Can you come in here, and bring Jamie with you.”

	Two younger people came in.

	“This is Olive and Jamie. They’re part of our investigative team.”

	He addressed the pair:

	“How feasible is it for you to get footage of Margaret here buying foie gras at the Harridges meat concession?”

	“I should think it wouldna be too difficult,” said Jamie. He had a strong Scottish accent.

	“We’d have to go over there and reconnoitre the place first,” said Olive. “Then we’d plan what we’d do. I’d be thinking about putting a camera in a shoulder bag I’d carry. We’ve done that kind of sting before. I think it would be a good idea if Jamie had a similar set-up as a backup. Then Janet would engage the butcher, and buy the foie gras. We’ll be standing in the queue to get served. We’ll film the whole exchange.”

	“Right, let’s do it. Margaret, Janet, will you arrange days and times with Olive and Jamie that would be good for you all to get yourselves over to Harridges to do this job? When you get the footage, I’ll write it up, and we’ll expose them. It’s possible, indeed probable, that Harridges don’t know anything about what’s going on, but that’s their problem.”

	On April 10th 2007 the London Evening Ensign carried a story with the headline:

	 

	“Celebrity” butcher sacked: he sold foie gras under the counter

	 

	There followed an account, with photographs, of Gus Considine handing foie gras to a customer in his concession. It also mentioned that foie gras had been banned in all other high end department stores in London, and when Harridges were approached by the paper they confirmed it was banned in their store too; the man who sold it had been acting on his own initiative, and against the terms of his contract. The story was picked up by national papers. One article said:

	 

	Mr. Considine is reputed to be one of Britain's best butchers. He supplies prime cuts to top restaurants and hotels.

	But he was seen handing over foie gras after it had been banned in a top store. 

	The London Ensign was alerted, and our reporter recorded a later, similar exchange.

	When the film was shown to the store, Mr. Considine was fired.

	He told reporters ‘I have not done anything wrong.

	'Filling a bird up with food is like filling me with Guinness.’

	Mr. Considine also has a shop in Brussels. He says he has no trouble selling foie gras in that outlet.

	 

	 

	 

	*

	 

	Penny Considine was on the phone to her brother-in-law, Gus. “I was very sorry to hear about that business in London. You didn’t deserve that.”

	“How did you find out?”

	“One of my friends lives in London. She saw the article in the paper. She knew about our connection so she contacted me to let me know about it. How do you feel?”

	“I’m fine. Those fuckers in Harridges got rid of me but they still had to pay me some go-away money. It’s not a fortune but it’s better than nothing. I’m back in Brussels now.”

	The ignominy of the rushed exit from London was starting to ease. The Brussels shop was going better than ever. Local commentators were taking the view that he had been badly treated in the British capital. Foie gras is a delicacy in the Francophone world, and no amount of opprobrium from those uptight English batards was ever going to change that. 

	“Can I advise that you take it easy for a while?” said Penny. “The whole business must have been traumatic.”

	“I will. At least until I see another opportunity. How’s the other fella?” 

	“He’s fine, I suppose. He’s very busy. As obtuse and as picky as ever.”

	“Right.”

	Penny waited to see if Gus would ask the question she would have liked him to ask, which was: “Does he ever talk about me?”, but it was not forthcoming. In any event the answer would have been in the negative.

	It’d be nice if the brothers could manage to patch up their differences. The other day she had overheard a phone conversation between Rudi and his banker friend, Toomerood.

	“OK,” he had said, into the phone “so if Hawthorne Meats is to increase its shareholding in something Energy (she couldn’t hear the name of the company properly), we have to give you a percentage of the shares.”

	There was a silence while the other end spoke.

	“Hmmm,” Rudi had said, “I suppose that’s fair enough. Ten percent then.”

	There was more silence before Rudi said:

	“We can put in another million. That’ll make our total holding worth two million.”

	Toomarood must have gone onto a different subject then, because she heard Rudi say:

	“Yes, I’m looking forward to Spain. You better brush up on your game, because I’m going to make mince meat of you over there.”

	More silence.

	“Yes, that’s correct,” said Rudi. We’ll be flying out in two weeks from today.”

	There was some more small talk before he hung up. Then Penny had made herself scarce. It wouldn’t do at all if he got to know she had overheard anything.

	Now she found herself saying to Gus:

	“He’s just signed up for a golfing trip to Spain in about two weeks’ time.”

	“How long’ll he be away?” said Gus.

	“Fifteen days.”

	“I think you deserve a break yourself,” said Gus. “Maybe you could take advantage of him being away to come over here and take in the sights of the capital of Europe.”

	Oh, that would be lovely. She deserved a break, all right. 

	“I’ll have to see how I might be able to organise that,” she said.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 15 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	M


	r. Chairman,” said Roland, after the celebratory dinner had wound up, “tomorrow we have a special itinerary for you.”

	“Okay,” said Raymond, “what do you have in mind?”

	“Syd and I would like to show you around Macao, after breakfast. Then we’ll have a light lunch, after which you can perhaps have a little lie down before the symposium in the evening. About two hours before the start you’ll need to meet up with our CEO and perhaps Jefferson to tie down what you’ll say in your speech. We’ll have an interpreter on hand to translate your words into Chinese so our investors will know what you’re saying, and you’ll need to have a rehearsal with him. He’s a good man, we’ve used him for this job many times before.”

	Back at the hotel Raymond was at last able to get an appreciation of the suite he had been given. It was magnificent. Its most memorable feature was the extensive all-glass wet room shower area. The living area, naturally, was big and luxurious, and the bedroom part was too. Large flat-screen TVs dominated both spaces, and the view from the floor to ceiling window walls was stunning, taking in, as it did, a large proportion of the Macau peninsula from high up. And the lights. The cost of the electricity used in Macau as a whole must be enormous.

	The following morning he was met by Roland and Syd. He was in the hotel lobby and just happened to look out the window as the limo arrived.

	Roland certainly looks the part, puffed up in the back seat like that. His bulk and his patrician pose must make him look like some sort of an aristocrat to the hotel staff.

	As they drove away from the hotel Roland explained that the luxury hotel Mr. Chairman had stayed in last night was built on reclaimed land. The waterfront had come up to where the hotel was built no more than about twenty years ago. Then they developed casinos and luxury shopping malls, not to mention the spectacular hotels, on the reclaimed land.

	“Our first port of call is the old town,” he said.

	They visited the ruins of St Paul’s church, which had been built by the Portuguese when they controlled Macau. (They had only handed it back to China in 1999, after having dominion over it for 442 years). The façade of the St. Paul’s has been preserved, and it is an imposing structure, perhaps more so by virtue of being left standing while the rest of what must have been a massive building has been demolished.

	The streets of the old town, adjacent to St. Pauls, certainly had a Portugues feel to them. They were narrow, and liberally sprinkled with the ubiquitous farmácias of metropolitan Portugal.

	They stopped at the Parisian casino and hotel complex.

	“This will be a half-scale model of the Eiffel Tower when it’s finished,” said Roland, pointing to a tower of scaffolding. Other casinos will have replicas of Big Ben in London and the Rialto bridge in Venice. They spare no expense here.”

	“Who supplies them with the electricity they need to keep all of this going?”

	“The mainland Chinese,” said Roland.

	“So if there was ever a time when the people of Macau got out of line from the point of view of the Chinese, all Beijing would have to do is shut off the electricity,” said Raymond.

	Roland nodded. “That’s correct. The amount of money spent by visitors to Macau is about five times that of Las Vegas. They make a lot of profit, but more than half of it comes from the sale of luxury brands in the shopping malls. I find that interesting.”

	“It is interesting,” said Raymond.

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond met with Billiant, who had Jefferson by his side, on the fringes of the vast auditorium that had been retained for the symposium. Jefferson’s English was better than that of the CEO. However, at one stage Billiant turned to Quinn..

	“Whenever we want to find out as much as possible about someone, we encourage them to take a lot of drink,” he said. “Then they’ll reveal all about themselves.”

	When Raymond relayed this anecdote to people after he got back home, the unanimous judgement was:

	“Well, you’d win that contest anyway!”

	He tried to prise more out of Billiant about the activities of the company, and about its profitability, but Billiant never offered more about any of this than what was to be found in the annual report Raymond had already received.

	He had prepared a handwritten version of his speech before he met the interpreter. It was composed of mainly generic stuff about the attractions of Foreign Exchange trading as a means of making a secure income, provided it was carried out prudently. His instruction from the interpreter was to read it out one line at a time, and wait for the Chinese version to be relayed to the audience before he spoke the next one. Later, Raymond found this very hard to do. Whenever he made a presentation he got into a rhythm, and stopping to wait for an interpreter blew that rhythm out of the water.

	It was time to enter the auditorium. The group went to the main door, which was at the back of the hall. This meant they would have to progress up through a broad central aisle in the middle of all the tables in the hall.

	“Wait for it, Mr. Chairman,” said Jefferson.

	Roland was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Syd. In fact, come to think of it, he had seen neither of them all evening, since he had come to this part of the hotel to meet Billiant and Jefferson.

	Then there were two young women beside him, one on each side, clad only in outfits that seemed to be made up entirely of gauzy material, and not a lot of that.

	There was a wait before the double doors to the auditorium were opened. When they were, the place where the group was standing was filled with sound, and with bright, pulsating, multi-coloured light from within. He was urged by someone to enter. He did so. The gossamer clad young women remained on each side, only now they each had one of their arms extended in front of Mr. Chairman. In this way he was ushered, to thunderous applause from all present, which was exaggerated by the music, to a large circular table just in front of the stage. There were other people at this table, but they were all standing, applauding, and beaming at him, to within an inch of their lives. He sat on the chair that was indicated to him, which was in the centre of the half-circle segment of the table that faced the stage.

	Billiant came and sat at his right-hand side.

	What an entry.

	There followed a highly professional, and enjoyable, cabaret. All the songs and commentary were in Chinese, so Mr. Chairman was not able to understand what was being said. He did enjoy the music, however, and the spectacle. The very large room had floor to ceiling monitors on the walls beside the stage so everything that happened up there was available to everybody. A guitarist, who had a prominent part in the proceedings, displayed, with some ostentation, he thought, a Christian cross on the support strap of his guitar, facing front. This wasn’t just a plus sign. It was a quality reproduction of the most successful logo in history, with a well-proportioned upright part. Raymond thought it was a little surprising. From what he had heard the Chinese authorities were not at all in favour of religion. Communist regimes don’t like their citizens taking guidance from a foreign power like the Vatican. Perhaps this man was Falun Gong, which he was aware from news reports had been targeted by the Chinese government for special attention. Maybe people can get away with more in places like Hong Kong and Macau than they can in Mainland China.

	Food was served, right from the beginning of the cabaret. Dish after dish, of what he had to presume was the most authentic Chinese cuisine he could have had, was put in front of him. His wine glass was never allowed to go below about one third full. When it became apparent that his, albeit sincere, efforts to use the chopsticks with which he had been provided were not a success, a knife and fork appeared, having been delivered in the most discreet manner possible.

	When the cabaret was over it was time for the serious part of the evening. Billiant went to the stage. A large whiteboard was wheeled in. The CEO started laying out thereupon the various divisions of the company, and their profitability. All were in high positive territory and when added up, amounted to a significant total. There was an air of excitement, and all the numbers were greeted with loud cheers.

	Then it was time for Mr. Chairman’s speech. He was guided to the front of the stage and handed a microphone. The interpreter did a wonderful job, even if the Caucasian chairman made it very difficult for him by failing to stop at the finish of each sentence, as had been planned. He could see himself on the giant monitors, and it did look good. Eventually, table by table, the symposium invitees failed to provide even the appearance of paying attention to what he was saying, and began to talk, quietly, among themselves. He looked around the room.

	Look at that. He was the only person there, of the many hundreds, who was not Asian. His was the only white face.

	Prizes were handed out, and Mr. Chairman was called upon to present some of those too. As to what they were for, he was at a loss.

	When the proceedings came to an end he mingled with the crowd, and was guided by Billiant and Jefferson to one group after the other to have his picture taken with them. Then he decided to go to bed. As he was heading for the elevator to bring him to his suite he was approached by about four or five of the delegates.

	“Mr. Chairman, can we have a photo with you?” said an elegant young woman.

	Of course they could.

	When that was done she stood in front of him and looked him in the eye.

	“Mr. Chairman, can we take it you’ll make sure our money is safe, that it will be looked after?”

	“Of course you can,” he said.

	“Do you promise?”

	“Yes, I promise,” was all he could come back with.

	But it all made him think, as he entered the elevator for the ride up to his floor.

	 

	 

	 

	*

	 

	The following morning Roland and Syd had appeared again. Raymond met them in the lobby of the hotel.

	“Let’s go to breakfast,” said the big guy.

	“So, were you impressed with last night?”

	“Yes,” said Raymond, “I was. But I didn’t really understand what was happening. I got treated like some kind of a superstar, but no one there knew what I was saying.”

	A waitress passed.

	“Let me show you how we deal with these people,” said Roland.

	He tapped the tip of his hooked index finger on the table. The waitress came over but, if looks could kill, Roland would have been carrion.

	Embarrassing.

	Raymond reached the conclusion that what Roland had done was the same as if a visitor to France had summoned a member of the serving staff with the word ‘garcon’. Did Roland not realise he was being offensive? Did he care?

	“Pancakes and maple syrup. What would you like, Mr. Chairman?”

	Raymond exhibited his most charming smile to the waitress, to try to offer some apology.

	“I’ll have the Eggs Benedict, with coffee, please.”

	Smile, smile, but now Roland was talking again.

	“So you liked being made a fuss of?”

	“It was okay, I suppose. I really need to know a lot more about this company. I was approached by some people when I was heading to bed. They wanted to know if I would be making sure their money was safe.”

	“In English?” said Roland.

	“Yes, very good English,” answered Raymond.

	“They were from Hong Kong. What did you tell them?”

	“I told them I would look after their money. But I really do need to get to know a lot more about this company. When are we going to have a proper board meeting, for example? When we met in Geneva you told me you were trading Foreign Exchange. Who does the trading?”

	“Billiant is in charge of it.”

	“Roland, I’ve seen enough of what’s been going on here to know it might not always be legit. Foreign Exchange can be a tricky business. If I’m going to help you and your principals I’m going to need to make a lot more money than I’m getting off you now.”

	“Wait until Billiant comes. Billiant is a very important person.”

	“How’s that?”

	“He’s the nephew of one of the Datos that own this operation. You remember I told you about the Datos. They’re like knights in England. They can only be created by a Sultan in Malaysia. This one is very wealthy indeed.”

	When Billiant arrived he conferred for a while with Roland. Then he and Jefferson sat down beside Raymond. They were still in the lobby of the hotel.

	“Okay,” said Billiant, “you did a good job last night for us, but we weren’t really asking you to do too much. You only had to be a white face.”

	“Hm, I suspected that. You want someone you can point to as a chairman who comes from either America or Europe, where there are regulations, and where big gains are well known to happen.”

	“That’s right. But Roland tells us you want more. What can you offer in return?”

	“Billiant, I’ve been trading with a very special piece of software. It’s able to go into the market and place a very large order for a share transaction without the need to ever carry it out.

	“What’s the point of that?”

	“The fact that this pending order is in the system drives up the price for the stock I’m supposed to be buying. I’ll already have bought a smaller, but still very significant, amount. When my large pending order drives the price above what I paid for my smaller order I sell that, and cancel the pending order. I’m guaranteed to make money. All I have to do is to keep repeating what I’ve described and the profit mounts up, with negligible risk. It’s like a money pump.”

	“So why are you here talking to us?”

	“To place any order I need to have money on deposit with the broker. The size of the pending order has to be large, so I need a large deposit. That’s where SternCommFX might come in.”

	“Can you show us a record of where you have made money using this system?” said Billiant.

	“Yes, of course. I can let you see my trading account. It’s not spectacular, because my priming pending order has not always been as large as I would like it to be. That’s not optimal.”

	“I see,” said Billiant.

	“There’s one other thing. I also have to be careful to keep the trades under the radar of the regulators. If they knew what was happening they’d shut it down.”

	“So how do you do that?”

	“The software again. It goes into the market in a computer-generated random manner with regard to currency pairs, size of order, and timing. I’ve never had any trouble and I think there’s a very good chance I can continue like that.”

	“OK,” said Billiant, “we’ll want you to make a trip to Kuala Lumpur in Malasia. That’s where my uncle lives. You’ll have to talk to him.”

	“Fine. I’ll go back to Brussels and put together the records of my trading. You can arrange for Roland to send me a business class ticket to Kuala Lumper, and I’ll talk to your uncle.”

	 

	*

	 

	It seemed to Raymond that the ride from KL airport into the city was a long one. It took about an hour. He was still thinking about the landing card they had been issued with on the plane. You had to provide your name and address and where you would be staying in Malaysia. The thing that had caught his eye, as it was no doubt meant to do, was the warning, in bold, red writing, that those who were caught smuggling drugs into the country would be subject to the death penalty. Whew.

	“Why did they build the airport so far from the city?” he asked Billiant, who had come to meet them in a chauffeur driven limo.

	“The government was careful to make sure the whole of Malaysia would have access to it, not just those who live in KL.”

	“Very democratic, I’m sure,” said Raymond.

	“You’ll be staying in the Banyan Tree, one of the best hotels in KL,” said Billiant. We’ll go there now and you can have a rest and a freshen up. We’ve arranged to have dinner in the KL tower. It has a restaurant on the top that revolves all the time. We’ll have a window seat so you’ll be able to have a continuously changing view out over the city. It’s supposed to be the highest restaurant in the world. The tower itself is about a hundred metres higher than the Eiffel tower. You get a really great view from the restaurant.”

	“Interesting,” said Raymond. 

	They got to the hotel. This time there were no check-in facilities to be bothered with. The chauffeur took care of everything. Raymond decided to go for a walk. He found the air conditioning to be severe. It made him feel cold, so much so he was glad to get down to street level again where he could feel the heat on his back.

	Massive skyscrapers here, but a lot of them seem to be unoccupied. Here’s what looks like a partially built metro system.

	“Why are there so many skyscrapers with nobody in them, and a metro system that seems to have the construction stopped?” he asked Billiant, when they were settled in the restaurant, and waiting for the main man, the Dato, to arrive.

	“The price of oil,” said the CEO. “When oil prices were high there was money to burn, by private developers and the government. Now that oil prices have collapsed, so has access to cash. We had a serious economic crisis here, one that we’re only now getting out of. Lots of projects were, how do you say it? Mothballed. Malaysia is very dependent on the price of oil. If you look over there you’ll see the Petronas twin towers. Amazing buildings, with what they call an air bridge between them. Petronas is the government owned oil company, and the means by which oil revenues are channelled into infrastructure and all the other things the government needs to spend money on…

	“Here’s my uncle. He always travels with a few secretaries and, of course, his security people. It would be good if you could stand up. When I introduce you, give him your business card, but make sure to hold it between the thumb and forefinger of both hands as you pass it to him. And bow slightly at the same time.”

	“Got it,” said Raymond.

	He jumped to attention.

	The great man was introduced to Raymond. He took his seat opposite Raymond. He said something in his own language to Billiant. Raymond smiled. The Dato turned to him and said:

	“Did you understand?”

	“No,” said Raymond. “But I saw you at the symposium in Macau. I was very impressed by the passion you showed for your company when you spoke from the stage.”

	The Dato grunted.

	Raymond had decided to let Billiant make the running in the conversation. He also asked the CEO to pick the items on the menu for him. He determined to be sparing in his intake of drink.

	“You are from Belgium, no?” said the Dato.

	“I am based in Brussels at the moment,” said Raymond, “but I was born and raised in Ireland.”

	“Ireland,” said the Dato. “Very cold, very cold.”

	“Only in the Winter. We have a very pleasant climate for the rest of the year.”

	“Do you have a soccer team?” asked the great man.

	“We do,” said Raymond. A lot of our national team players belong to English clubs.”

	“Right,” said the Dato, “Manchester United, and Liverpool.”

	“Yes,” said Raymond, “Do you follow English soccer?”

	“Oh yes,” said the Dato, “and also the Bundesliga.”

	“One of the best Manchester United players was Roy Keane,” said Raymond.

	“Yes, Roy Keane. A great player. Superb.”

	“Well, he’s from Ireland.”

	“Oh right.”

	The meal continued. The conversation never moved from sport or non-controversial world affairs. The Dato seemed to relax as the evening rolled along, but it became clear to Raymond that this was a getting-to-know you event, rather than the opportunity to do real business. At one stage Raymond had to go for a pee. To do so he had to traverse the top of the discreet but nevertheless visible track upon which the rotating mechanism for the revolving restaurant moved. He found out later that it did one revolution in a little over an hour. 

	The toilets were a major disappointment. It looked like they hadn’t been cleaned for ages. What a shame. Such a luxurious, high spec restaurant, and such badly maintained toilets. Amazing.

	When the meal was finished the Dato rose with his entourage and took his leave. There was no handshaking, just a polite bow from all sides. Only Billiant and Raymond remained at the table.

	“Right,” said Billiant, “I’ve seen your trading records. They are good. If my uncle was impressed with you this evening we’ll do business with you. If he wasn’t impressed, nothing will happen.”

	“How long will it take?”

	“I’d like to meet with you again tomorrow afternoon. In the morning maybe you might like to see some of the sights of KL. I would suggest a visit to the flea market in Petaling Street.”

	The following day he met Billiant again. The news was good: his uncle liked Raymond. He would be prepared to make a significant amount of money available for trading, but he needed Billiant to work closely with Raymond while this was being done.

	“My uncle insists on this as the means of giving him comfort that his investment will be safe. After all, none of us really knows you.”

	“But then you’d be able to do it yourself, after a while,” said Raymond. “You wouldn’t need me at all.”

	This was ignored. 

	“There’s another thing,” said Billiant. “We want you to come with the company on a revenue raising tour of mainland China. There will be symposiums in about six different cities, all of the same kind we had in Macau. You’ll have to show your face, make speeches, and have your photograph taken with the investors.”

	“When does this tour start?” asked Raymond.

	“In about a month. We’re still planning it, so you can go back to Europe until we’ve finalised everything.”

	 

	*

	 

	It’s always the same, thought Raymond. Finalising a deal like this takes an absolute age, every time. 

	He had spent many weeks contacting Billiant and Roland, attempting to bring to fruition the promise the CEO had made about the Dato providing cash for trading, using the new software, but to no avail.

	Fucking frustrating.

	Then he was told that the tour of mainland China was about to start. He was needed in Macau, from where it would kick off. Roland was his usual, unctuous, self. 

	“Billiant has been making the arrangements for putting the Dato’s cash in place so that you can start trading. We’re all very excited about it. But this tour has to be got out of the way first.”

	

	*

	 

	On a Sunday morning, Raymond Quinn and Roland Driver were enjoying a leisurely breakfast in the Tongli Lake View hotel, a high end, luxurious resort outside Shanghai. Raymond did not know it then but he subsequently learned, from a member of the Irish Consular staff in Shanghai, that he and Roland were under observation even as they savoured their Eggs Benedict. There had been a seminar to solicit funds for SternCommFX the previous day in this hotel, and Raymond had been feted as usual as the Chairman of the company. Just as in Macau, Roland was nowhere to be seen on the evening of the presentation and dinner, although he had turned up for this breakfast, seemingly in order to get a full briefing from Billiant and Jefferson about how the event had progressed. Those two had already left the hotel when Raymond and Roland’s table was approached by a Chinese gentleman.

	“Remember me, Roland,” he said, in perfect English.

	“Of course I do. Jack Zhang,” said Roland. “How could I forget you? How do you do?”

	His outstretched hand was ignored by the visitor.

	“I don’t do very well at all,” said Jack Zhang, “I was at the seminar last night that was addressed by this Mr. Chairman here. You were nowhere to be seen then. But I saw you in the lobby of the hotel. So your new venture is this SternComm FX? Would that be anything to the other scam, QuintFX, that you were involved in? Where I lost all my money, and a lot more that I’d borrowed from my friends?”

	“No, no,” said Roland, “your money is quite safe. We just had a rough patch, that’s all.”

	“You’re a thief. I know that now. Me and some of my friends who also lost money have told the police that you’re here.”

	“Look here, Jack,” said Roland, “you were warned that there was a risk involved in your investment.”

	“You never told me I’d lose all my money, and my sister’s money, and all my friends’ money”

	With that Jack Zhang turned on his heel.

	“Okay, Mr. Chairman,” said Roland, “I’m going to pack my things. I think we should leave.”

	“But what the hell’s going on?” said Raymond.

	“You have nothing to worry about,” said Roland. “You should realise by now that you’re just a figurehead.”

	“I’m afraid that won’t do, Roland. Where I come from the Chairman of the company has to take responsibility. You and Billiant have never told me enough about the company to allow me to do my job.”

	Raymond did go to his room to pack his bags. The beautiful view out over the lake had lost its charm. When he got back to the lobby Roland was nowhere to be seen, but there was a group of Chinese people, which included Jack Zhang. Then Raymond was the centre of a commotion. Loud words were directed at him in a language he had no knowledge or expertise of at all.

	Don’t like the look of this.

	The hotel staff attempted to control the excited group. In a lull in the disturbance Raymond supposed this kind of thing was not good for business; the Tongli Lake View was a family-oriented resort that prided itself on its peace and quiet. Jack Zhang, too, in fairness to him, seemed to be telling the people, in their language, to calm down.

	A police car arrived. It was driven by a woman and had a male passenger, both uniformed. Jack Zhang got into a conversation with the two officers. After about a half an hour, and a lot of gesticulation, those three came over to Raymond.

	“I’ve told them our complaint,” he said. “None of these police speak English but they do have an English-speaking investigator in the main station in Shanghai. They’ve put out a call for her to come here. You’ll have to wait.”

	Don’t liked the way those two uniforms are looking at me. At least they’re not armed.

	In spite of everything Raymond was impressed with how civilised all this seemed to be, after the initial excitement of the crowd had died down. Once again he realised Roland was not to be seen anywhere.

	Then another police person arrived. The English-speaking one, apparently. She wore plain clothes. She was given a table by the hotel in the corner of a large room, probably a ballroom. Raymond, Jack Zhang, and the original two police also were all directed to this table.

	“Can I have your passport?” said the policewoman.

	Raymond handed over that document. It was placed, without comment, into a large manilla folder that sat on the table in front of the policewoman. Then she said:

	“I’ll also need your phone and your laptop.”

	What!

	“Your phone and your laptop. A very serious charge has been made against you by a large number of people,” she said. “You’ve been accused of carrying out a fraud based on Forex trading. We don’t like Forex here, and we especially do not like it when westerners come to China and set up schemes to deprive our citizens of their money. I cannot try a case like this. I am not a judge. But what I can do, and what I will do, is I’ll carry out an investigation. Then the case will go to court.

	“Your accomplice, Driver, has made a run for it, but he won’t get far. The hotel made a scan of his passport. As soon as he tries to travel through any airport in China he’ll be arrested. The fact that he did not wait for me will tell against him. I’m afraid it also damages your case.”

	There seemed to be a large knot in the pit of Raymond’s stomach. 

	“When will I get my phone and my laptop back?”

	“After we’ve examined them. You’ll also have to give us the passwords for them. If you refuse we’ll get our own experts working on them. They’re very good, and they will get in. Then the fact that you refused will be mentioned in court.”

	“Can I get someone to represent me?” he said. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I was asked to become the chairman of this company because of my experience of trading. That would include Foreign Exchange. I had nothing to do with the running of the company. I was only a figurehead.”

	Use any term at all except Forex. That seems to be a really dirty word here.

	“I see from your passport you’re Irish,” said the investigator. “The best advice I could give you would be to contact the Irish consulate in Shanghai. I don’t have a number for them, but I can get you one. Now you must come with us to Tongli police station to answer some questions.”

	 

	*

	 

	At least the cell in the police station was not the kind of dungeon he had been expecting. A small comfort. He was able to rest after the onset of the trauma of coming to the attention of the Chinese police, but the anxiety was still there, and growing. The Tongli area is an upmarket one, and the police station seemed to reflect that. The cell was small but clean, and he had it all to himself. There was a bed and a toilet area that was shielded off, but minimally.

	After a period that seemed like hours, he was given something to eat. He couldn’t identify it, but rice was there in abundance. And tea. It was delivered by a policeman who had nothing whatever to say. Probably didn’t have any English.

	Better do what he could to keep his strength up, so eat it.

	The amenities did not seem to run to knives and forks, so he had to do what he could with the chopsticks he was given. And his fingers.

	The moth hour, to quote W. B. Yeats, went from the fields, and stars began to peep. He could see them through the cell window. He dozed on and off on the bed.

	At last, late in the evening, he was visited by two policemen who indicated, by gestures, that he should come with them. He was placed at a table in a room with a large mirror. This covered a complete wall. He had seen enough police movies to know this would be a mirror on his side, but a transparent window on the other. He was joined by two plainclothes people, one of whom was the woman he had met at the hotel.

	“OK, Mr. Quinn,” she said, “here is the number for the Irish consulate in Shanghai. It would take a consular official about an hour to get here in a car.”

	“Am I not entitled to legal representation?” asked Raymond, again.

	“No. You are entitled to a translator. In this case that is me. My name is Sandra Chu. I learned my English in America, actually, and I have had good practice at it.

	“So, to begin. You are the Chairman of SternCommFX inc., is that true?”

	“I will be resigning my position as soon as I possibly can,” said Raymond. “I can see now I’m as much a victim of those crooks as any of the people who were at the hotel earlier. I was duped into taking this job. They told me they wanted to learn from my Foreign Exchange skills, and from my experience in setting up a business. But they never, ever gave me an opportunity to do any of that. I believe now they just wanted to give the impression that the company was operated by people from either America or Europe, in order to fool investors.”

	Sandra Chu translated all of this for her colleague. He made a short comment. Then she said:

	“All of that sounds very sincere, Mr. Quinn. But how do we know you’re not a good actor? How do we know you have not, actually, put away large sums of money you got through SternComFX? How long have you been the chairman?”

	“A little over two years.”

	Sandra Chu gave the information, again, to the other investigator in his own language. He replied, but again succinctly.

	“How much have they paid you?”

	Raymond had to think.

	“Let me see. Less than a hundred thousand Euros anyway.”

	“What’s that in Yuan?”

	“I have no idea.”

	“But you are a Foreign Exchange dealer. Why do you not know what that amount is worth in the Chinese currency, actually?”

	“I don’t trade your currency.”

	“Why not? What is wrong with it?”

	“My understanding is the Chinese government does not like it to be traded speculatively.”

	No need to mention it’s not regarded as a hard currency. Most dealers and brokers in the West would run a mile from it.

	He continued:

	“If you give me my phone I could probably find out how much my salary was in Yuan.”

	“There’s no need,” she said. “Actually, I can look it up myself.” She took out her own smartphone.

	Press, press, press, press, scroll. Another scroll. She looked up.

	“Actually, you were paid over seven hundred thousand Yuan, by your own admission. That’s a lot of money.”

	There was another conversation between her and her colleague.

	“All that money, and a lot more, was swindled from Chinese people, actually” she said. “You’ll have to stay here tonight. We’ll be finding out more about your company, and we will want to talk to you again tomorrow. I will now arrange for you to contact the Irish Consulate in Shanghai.”

	The two Chinese left the room. Presently they both returned with what looked like a cordless landline phone. Ms. Chu read out the phone number again to Raymond, and he dialled. When the call was answered a woman’s voice spoke to him in Chinese. When she paused he said:

	“My name is Raymond Quinn. I’m an Irish citizen. I’m calling from the police station in Tongli. I need to speak to someone about my situation.”

	The call was transferred without any further comment from the woman who had answered.

	“Irish Consulate, Shanghai,” said a male, Irish voice. “Duty officer Sam White speaking. How can I help you?”

	 

	*

	 

	When Sam White of the Irish Consulate in Shanghai took the call from Raymond Quinn he had been coming to the conclusion that the problems of Irish travellers in that Chinese city were certainly diverse, and interesting because of that, but they were also a little bit repetitive. The ones who had lost their passports, the sick ones, those who had run out of money, and so on. But the Raymond Quinn case seemed a bit different. This person was locked up in the police station in Tongli because he had got involved with a dodgy investment scheme. 

	“You’re telling me you work for a currency trading company, called SternComm FX, is that right?” he had said.

	“That’s correct.”

	“Hmmm. And you’re in the police station now because someone has accused the company of defrauding them of their money?”

	“That’s right. But I’m really just a figurehead, I can assure you. I never had anything to do with the workings of the company.”

	“OK. I cannot do anything for you in the legal sense. That’s not what the consulate is for. We can make representations on your behalf, but they’ll amount to little more than what you could do yourself if you were fluent in the language. I think the first thing we have to do is to let the police in Tongli know you’re a citizen of Ireland in good standing. Are you?”

	“Yes, absolutely,” said Raymond, “I’ve never, ever been in trouble with the law in Ireland, or in Brussels, Belgium, where I’m based now.”

	“OK. I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll get a car from the pool and I’ll go over there to meet you. I’ll need to get my Chinese-speaking colleague to make the arrangements with the police. We won’t be able to do that until the morning. But as soon as it’s arranged I’ll get the police to let you know. Is that OK? It’s the best we can do for now.”

	“Yes, sure,” said Raymond. “I’ll be waiting for your visit. Anxiously.”

	 

	*

	 

	“What you’re involved in here is a real Ponzi scheme.”

	Consular official White was driving a consular pool car from Tongli back to Shanghai. His passenger was Raymond Quinn. It was two days after he had first visited Quinn in the police station. It had taken that time to persuade the police that their prisoner would be available at any time to answer questions. After all, he couldn’t leave the country because of his exit ban.

	“Some Ponzi schemes start by accident. Their promoters begin off with the best of intentions and then get into bother because the business plan doesn’t work. Then they use new investment to pay dividends to existing members to give the impression all is well. For a while they genuinely expect to get back on track in the short term. 

	“The one you’re involved in is not like that. It was designed to be a Ponzi scheme right from the start.”

	“You’re familiar with SternCommFX then?” said Quinn.

	“I wasn’t until yesterday. I did a bit of research at the same time I was contacting the people in Brussels you gave me as references. It seems there are a number of these scams on the go. They take advantage of the publicity around Forex. Also options and other things like that. One feature is the need for a white face in a nice suit. That’s where you came in. I’ll bet you were made a fuss of at the roadshows.”

	“I certainly was. It was weird, really. I have had some success in trading, but nothing that would justify being treated like a pop star.”

	“Welcome to China.”

	




Chapter 16 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	G


	us had picked up Penny at the airport, and they were driving back into town.

	“Brussels is a great city,” he was saying, “but I fully realise you need to have someone with a little local knowledge to show you around if you’re going to get the best out of a visit.

	“I’ve booked you into the hotel Ibis in the city centre. It’s a no-frills kind of a place, but very clean and well run. We’ll go there now and get you checked in. We’ll have a quick lunch. I’ve booked a table for dinner this evening in a place I know that’s off the tourist trail, or the main part of it anyway. This afternoon I thought we might go and visit the museum out in Tervuren. It’s all about the time when Belgium colonised a part of central Africa. That eventually became known as The Belgian Congo.”

	“Yes, I read about that. Didn’t the king run a large part of it as his own personal estate?”

	“He did. It turned out to be a great stain on the history of Belgium, what happened there. They made slaves of the local people on the rubber plantations. There are lots of pictures of black men, women and children who had their hands chopped off because they couldn’t fill their quotas for tapping rubber from the trees, or the hands of the children were amputated to punish the parents.”

	“Why did they make a museum that would remind everyone of that?” asked Penny.

	“Well, those pictures are not in the museum, of course. They crop up in magazines from time to time. I think the museum was set up initially as an exercise in colonial arrogance, you know, at the time the king thought he could behave any way he liked. Nobody was going to oppose him. I believe that now the government keeps it going as a way to acknowledge and atone in some way for what happened.”

	They had reached a roundabout. 

	“Crikey,” said Penny, as Gus accelerated onto the middle lane, just avoiding the car in front, as he and the other driver jostled for position, “look at the speed of those cars!”

	“This is Montgomery. It’s notorious for the driving you have to do to negotiate it. You learn quickly that the only way to deal with it is to attack it. It’s well named. Mongomery was the British general who did a lot for the winning of the Second World War.”

	“That’s interesting, that they’d name a roundabout after a British officer,” said Penny, after they had exited onto a straight road.

	“He’s not the only one. They also have the rue Franklin, of course, where my shop is. It’s called after Franklin Roosevelt, the US president who died just as the war was coming to an end,” said Gus. “The Belgians were very grateful to the allies for liberating them from the Germans. You probably missed it, but there’s also a statue of Field Marshall Montgomery looking out over the roundabout.”

	“Yes, I’m afraid I did miss it,” said Penny. “I was holding on to the dashboard, for dear life.”

	“Ok,” said Gus, “I’m going to park the van now. I don’t really need a car here, public transport is so good, but this van is needed for running the shop, you know, deliveries and so on?

	“Yes, I can see how that might be the case.”

	He made his way to the aforementioned rue Franklin, and parked up. He hadn’t mentioned it when he was talking to her about what they might do in Brussels, but he was anxious to show her what he had achieved here. Therefore the next thing he had to do was to give Penny a guided tour of his speciality butcher outlet. 

	“You’d be amazed at the opportunities there are here for this type of operation. Our best customers are embassies and the staffs that work in them. We also supply meat to some of the most famous restaurants in the city.”

	The celebrity butcher was in his element as he explained how the local TV stations had proved to be very receptive to the kind of advice he was able to give their viewers about how to prepare and cook meat. There was no mention of the London debacle. Did he divine that his visitor was loath to mention it also?

	

	*

	 

	The best way to get to the African Museum in Tervuren, grandiosely called by the Belgians Musée royal de l'Afrique centrale, or the Royal Museum for Central Africa, is to make your way to the Montgomery metro stop, and then transfer to the pre-metro tram line 44, which goes to Tervuren. 

	“That’s a lovely trip all by itself,” Gus had told her. “The tram goes through this really nice wooded area for most of the way. Very picturesque. You’ll like it. It’s great for people who want to take their time, and savour the trip.”

	Penny nodded. She had begun to enjoy the bustle of the metro system, but then she supposed she was on something of a holiday. She had to admit, to herself, that she found Gus to be the perfect host. 

	“What are you reading at the moment?” he said, as the tram trundled its merry way through the trees.

	“I’m well into John McGahern’s Amongst Women.”

	“Yes. A great book. Probably his best,” said Gus. I think he condensed a lot of what he wrote before into that book. You know, The Barracks, The Dark, all those books that were really autobiographical. 

	“But he paints a fantastic picture of how a man like Moran can affect the lives of the people around him.”       “There’s no doubt about that. The detail in all McGahern’s writing is its strength. That and the beautiful prose, of course.”

	After about twenty-five minutes the tram arrived at the last stop, which is very close to the museum. 

	“There’s a statue the Belgians are very proud of,” said Gus, pointing to the other side of the road as they walked towards the entrance to the museum. “A full-sized African elephant with three Africans on board.” They’re armed and ready too. With their spears.”

	Yes, this place is worth a visit, alright. Although there were many examples of other animals, all stuffed, of course, it was particularly interesting to see the various exhibits that had to do with elephants. You could examine closely the makeup of elephant skulls, in the most intricate detail.  

	Then they emerged into a garden area, with walks. 

	“What’s that building over there?” said Penny.

	“That’s the Stanley Pavilion,” said Gus. “It’s closed now, for renovations, I think, but when it’s open you can see material that’s directly related to Henry Morton Stanley. He’s the man who made his name by finding the Scottish missionary, David Livingstone, who was regarded as having been lost in Africa. This was in the 1870s. Stanley is supposed to have made the remark, ‘Dr. Livingstone, I presume’, when he finally tracked down the good doctor. Those words have become famous over the years.”

	Penny plucked a long-stemmed piece of grass, and put the end of it between her teeth. 

	“Why has he got a pavilion here?” she asked as she chewed.

	“Well, he was a bit of a bad boy in the end,” said Gus. “He helped the Belgian King, Leopold II, to set up his domain in Africa. By doing that he was at least partly responsible for the awful things that happened to the natives. Stanely claimed he operated on the assumption that the Belgians were going to do good things for the Africans, like give them education and health services. He claimed afterwards the exploitation was a surprise, and abhorrent to him. I don’t know whether that’s true or not.”

	Then they made their way back into town. Gus had to check on things in the shop.       

	 

	*

	 

	“The next item on the agenda is dinner, madame. I’m going to bring you to Rick’s, on the Avenue Louise. It does the very best Moules Frites in Belgium, in my humble opinion.”

	“Moules Frites,” said Penny, “that’s Mussels, right?”

	“Mussels, certainly, but a lot more besides. Rick’s Moules Frites will have onions, garlic, carrots, parsley, celery, a chilli, the mussels, of course, a drop of Pernod, and a nice Chablis or other dry white wine for cooking everything in. The frites will be crunchy on the outside and fluffy on the inside, and there’ll be mayonnaise for dipping them in. Dare I say they’ll have lots of other items on the menu as well, if you feel like something other than Moules Frites.”

	In Ricks, at that time of year, when the mussels were in season, you entered into a street level courtyard where the food was served, rather than by mounting steps to the main restaurant area, which also housed the bar. This courtyard has the great advantage of being in the open, but well sheltered, so that there was no fear of the occasional wind that can hit the city of Brussels from time to time. Penny and Gus now had a table in the centre of this dining area. 

	“So, what’s the story with these Moules frites, then?” said Penny. “How are they served?”

	“The best thing is for you to look around,” said Gus. “I can see at least three tables near us where they’re having Moules Frites. Look over there.” He indicated the nearest one.

	“You mean they’re in that big pan the waiter has just taken the top off of?” said Penny.

	“That’s right. That’ll be used to hold the shells when the person has eaten the mussels inside. The frites are served separately, on their own dish.”

	“Crikey, I don’t know. That looks to me like an awful big meal.”

	“A lot of what you see is made up of the shells, but there’s another option. They have a starter on the menu that has mussels in it, but it seems to be a lot smaller. It’s here as ‘Poêlée de moules romarin ail vin blanc’. That’s Pan-fried mussels, with rosemary, garlic, and white wine.”

	“Yes. I think I’ll walk before I try to run.”

	“That’s your starter. What are you going to follow it with?”

	“Something light, on the fish side of things.”

	“How about this: Sea Bass Victoria? That’s sea bass in a seafood sauce.”

	“That sounds good. I’ll go for that combination,” said Penny.

	Gus settled for a shrimp croquette as a starter, and then the traditional Moules Frites dish.

	“Now, what do you like in the way of wine?” he asked.

	“I’ll be very happy to leave all that up to you. I’d probably like a white, but you can choose whatever you think would be best.”

	When Gus had taken care of that formality, he looked Penny in the eye.

	“So, you didn’t have any trouble getting away?”

	“No. I told him I was going to Brussels. I talked about a bridge holiday, but everything was implied. I never had to even mention any of the people I might be going with.”

	“But he’s gone to Spain himself, on a golf trip?”

	“That’s right. With his banker friend, so they can talk business I suppose. He’s more interested in that than he is in what I’m doing.”

	She paused.

	“I suppose I should be disappointed, really, but I’m not.” 

	It seemed then to Penny that Gus had become quieter. Eventually he said:

	“Do you remember a fella called Raymond Quinn? He grew up in Waterford?”

	“I used to see him around all right,” said Penny, “but I didn’t know him very well. I think I remember hearing he was in Brussels. Your brother doesn’t have much time for him. I’ve heard him say things.” 

	“He’s not in Brussels at the moment. He’s over in China, and the Chinese authorities won’t let him leave the country.”

	“Crikey, why is that?”

	“He got involved in some kind of a business deal that the Chinese police say was defrauding investors.”

	“Wow. Is he in jail?”

	“No. he lives in a small apartment, and he has his passport. The problem is that every time he tries to get on a plane to leave, he’s refused permission to board and turned back. I’ve a feeling it’s going to be hard on his partner and their kids. They don’t seem to know the full extent of the problem just yet.”

	“That’s terrible,” said Penny. “It’s an awful thing to say, but I’d never be so lucky that something like that might happen to Rudi. He’d never dream of leaving Ireland unless he was going on a golf trip, or something like that.”

	“How is his behaviour these days?”

	“It’s probably mellowed a bit. Or maybe I’ve learned to deal with his tantrums better.”

	Gus was minded to put his hand over hers as it rested on the table between them, but he caught himself in time.

	Soon it was time to escort her back to her hotel. They got a taxi.

	“You were right,” she said, as they travelled, “the hotel is basic, but clean, and well-designed I suppose for its price range.”

	When they got to the hotel he told the taxi to wait. He walked with her to the entrance. There they embraced. While his left arm gently held her to him, his right hand descended to where it could hold her left one, which reciprocated the gesture, pressuring his fingers. They remained in that position for a few moments. Then they disengaged. He walked slightly backwards.

	“I’ll pick you up here tomorrow,” he said, “so as to have you at the airport in good time for your flight.” Then he turned and made his way back to the taxi. As he was getting in to it he could see she was still looking out at him from the partially closed hotel door.

	




Chapter 17 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	K


	aarina was beginning to get annoyed. Raymond had said he’d only be away for about eight days on this latest visit to China, but it was now three weeks, and he still didn’t seem to be able to say when he’d be returning to Brussels. She got to talk to him most days on the phone, but that was little consolation for the fact that she was left to take care of things here on her own. The kids were no trouble, of course, but many of the jobs that had to do with the running of the home, that Raymond took care of in the normal way, were tedious. Now Clara and Jonathan were beginning to miss him too.

	The phone conversation last evening had been strange. Once more she had asked him did he have any idea of when he’d be home?

	“There’s a bit of a bureaucratic problem related to my travel arrangements,” he had said.

	“What kind of a bureaucratic problem?”

	“Something to do with the way my passport is stored in the computer. But it should be sorted out soon.”

	That just didn’t sound right. 

	Now there was someone at the door. It was Landy and Gus. At this hour of the morning?

	When she had brought them in and sat them down, all the while wondering what was going on, Gus said:

	“It’s coming up to midday here now in Brussels.”

	She knew that.

	“That means it’ll soon be seven in the evening in Shanghai. It’s seven hours ahead of us here. I’m to put a call through to Raymond now.”

	He dialled the number on his mobile phone, one of those new ones with the speaker phone feature. When Raymond answered he pressed the button to activate that, and placed the phone face up on the kitchen table. 

	“I have Kaarina and Gus here with me now.” 

	He looked at Kaarina.

	“Clara and Jonathan are in school?”

	“Yes,” said Kaarina, “they’re in school. What the hell is going on?”

	Raymond’s voice came onto the phone speaker.

	“Kaarina, I asked the two lads to come over to be there with you, because we have a bit of a problem.”

	“What the…Raymond, you’re really frightening me. What is it?”

	“Well, this company that I’m involved with, SternCommFX, it turns out they might not be fully legitimate. The police in Shanghai seem to think they’ve been responsible for ripping some people off.”

	Kaarina’s chest heaved a little. Without any effort at all she was able to make the obvious connection between Raymond’s delayed return to Brussels and the mention of police.

	“Perkele, are you telling me you’re in jail? In China?”

	She could sense the others glancing at each other. They would have heard her using a Finnish swear word before, but not often.

	“No, no, nothing like that. I’m free to go where I like so long as I don’t leave China.”

	“I understand the Irish consulate in Shanghai has got involved in your case,” said Landy. His tone was mollifying. 

	I don’t want to be patronised.

	“That’s right. The main man there, Sam White, is very helpful.

	“Look, this thing will be sorted out. We just have to have patience. I’m as much of a victim as any of the people who’ve allegedly lost money. I’ve made that plain to the authorities. Also, having the consulate on my side should help the situation.”

	“What are you doing for accommodation?” said Kaarina, “and food. Is SternComm still paying your expenses?”

	Was that a chuckle, or a gasp, she heard on the phone? 

	“Not exactly. But the consulate has found me a cheap apartment. I can still withdraw what I need from my bank account in Brussels. All my cards still work.” 

	 

	*

	 

	In late January 2006 a number of news agencies carried the story of an Irish businessman based in Brussels who had fallen foul of the authorities in Shanghai, China. He was being investigated about a possible fraud. The businessman protested his innocence, saying he had been duped into taking over the role of Chairman of this company, SternCommFX, because of his experience of trading Foreign Exchange. He said he had never been given a proper detailed account of what the company did, and because of this he had resigned from the position of chairman. However, he still remained under a travel ban imposed by the Chinese authorities while investigations were taking place. He had been under arrest for a period for questioning, but was now released. However, he was unable to leave China. The Irish government was said to be providing consular assistance. The name of the businessman was given as Mr. Raymond Quinn.

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond knew he had a problem. It was compounded by the fact that he couldn’t trust any of his means of communication out of China. His phone had been in the possession of the police for long enough to give them time to get all the data they would need to be able to tap it anytime they liked, and were probably doing so on a continuous basis. 

	He decided to keep a journal. His first entry read:

	 

	 

	Tuesday Dec 13th 2005

	Here I am in Shanghai. What a mess! I was three nights in the police station in Tangli. I’m now out and I have my passport back but they’ve held on to my laptop and phone. They’ve told me I cannot leave the country; if I present my passport at an airport I’ll be turned back. The Irish consulate has been very good. The guy there, Sam White, has helped me to get a small apartment, but beyond that there seems to be little he can do.

	I wake up every morning with a total sense of dread here in Shanghai, my city prison. White from the consulate comes over from time to time to keep me company (and sane). There’s also a decent Irish community here, who are sympathetic for the most part (although I do tend to feel a little sheepish when I meet them).

	White said that whatever I do I’m not to give the Chinese any idea about my personal possessions. 

	Roland, Jefferson and Billiant have disappeared off the face of the Earth. Where before I could always get an answer from Roland, now it’s as if he never existed. They’ve left me to stew. 

	Kaarina is very worried, and I’ve also been in touch with Gus and Landy and some of the others in Brussels. They’re all horrified I can be held here like this, and I’m told they’re making efforts to publicise the case in the Irish and UK media.

	I contact Sandra Chu in the police service here about once a week. In fairness to her she always responds, even if it’s only to tell me they’re still carrying out their enquiries.

	 

	Later he made another entry:

	 

	Monday Dec 19th 2005 

	What’ll it take to get out of China? There’s been some publicity about my case in the Irish and English papers, but opinion seems to be mixed on the part of the public. Some seem to think that I’m the author of my own misfortune. Others are sympathetic.

	Stuck here in Shanghai. Fuck, stuck in Shanghai! Where do I go from here? Do I have years in a Chinese jail in front of me?

	 

	When he had read it over after that last addition he decided to burn the journal, and not write it up anymore. If his apartment was searched it would be the same as if they had transcripts of all the phone conversations, emails and text messages he ever might have made. 

	He thought the journal experience did have one positive outcome. It made him very conscious of the need to be guarded when he spoke to anyone back home on the phone. 

	Christmas came and went. Then the New Year of 2006 arrived, which of course meant nothing to the Chinese. They have their own new year.

	Raymond had found Shanghai to be a nice place early on, but now it was beginning to disgust him. It still looked the same but going out here now, even for a walk, carried constant reminders of his predicament. So he stayed in the apartment. Then he found he was moping. So much so that he started to dread the calls from home. These were particularly harrowing when Kaarina put the children on the phone. Their mother obviously thought she was doing a good thing for all of them, but the tendency of the children to ask when he was coming home had the effect of multiple punches in the solar plexus.

	One morning in early March his mobile rang. This was not the time for a call from Kaarina, and indeed it was not her. It was Sam White from the consulate.

	“How are you, Raymond?” he said.

	“I’ve been better. Have you any news?”

	“I might. I can tell you that your case has been taken up at the highest level in the Irish government. The Minister for Foreign Affairs has spoken on the phone with his Chinese counterpart, and he brought up your case. The outcome is that you are to visit the police in Shanghai. They will want you to do certain things, and if you’re agreeable my belief is that they’ll be likely to lift the travel ban.”

	“Jesus, that’s fantastic. What do they want me to do?”

	“My understanding is that they want you to resign from the company. Formally. You’re to give them a copy of your letter of resignation. Then they want whatever details you have of the payments you received from SternCommFX. I’ve been told they’re looking for information about the company’s bank accounts so they can seize whatever money is in them.”

	“I’ll have no problem with any of that. When do they want to do this?”

	“Sometime next week, I believe. But I’m waiting for further information.”

	“One other thing,” said Raymond. “I’ll need my laptop. I’ll be able to get into my bank account using that, and the payments will be listed there. They were done by electronic funds transfer, so the counterparty bank will be listed.”

	“I’ll tell them that.”

	The first thing to do is to phone Kaarina.

	And the next thing was to contact Sandra Chu of the police.

	“Certainly,” she said, “We are arranging for your interview, actually. Will Thursday of next week be suitable for you? At eleven o’clock?”

	“Today would be even better. But if it has to be then, well so be it.”

	Raymond was so buoyant after all this he decided to celebrate, in his own small way. He made his way to the Tipsy Fiddler on Xingfu Road. The Guinness was good, and he was able to fall into conversation with some of the regulars. The food menu was simple, but good. And hot. In previous travels he tended to stay away from Irish pubs. What’s the point of going halfway round the world to experience something you could have without any effort at home? But tonight was different. Tonight he wanted to taste the familiar. 

	The appointed day arrived, and he made his way to the police station. Ms. Chu was in attendance, all right, but her function on this occasion was simply to act as a translator. 

	He did all that was asked of him. He came prepared with a copy of the letter of resignation he had emailed to the last known address he had for SternCommFX. He was able to look up his bank’s web site when he was reunited with his laptop in the police station and, sure enough, there were the details of the bank account from which the payments from his employer had come. They were gladly provided by him to the Chinese police.

	A few days later Sandra Chu actually came to his apartment. She was delighted, she said, to report that he could now leave the country. She presented him with his laptop and his old, bill pay phone. He could now dispense with the top-up one he had been using.

	He went online to buy a ticket for Brussels. What a luxury that was. He got in touch with the company that managed his apartment. He would be leaving before the end of the week, and wanted to surrender the lease. They told him they could not do that until later in the month, when the next rental payment was due. There was also the deposit. Don’t worry about any of that, he said. He’d leave the keys in the key box with the numerical code outside the main door to the complex.

	He made his way to the airport. He was travelling light, so there was no need for a baggage drop. Everything he had with him, his laptop and a small holdall, could be brought into the cabin.

	At security he was asked for his passport. The official examined it for what seemed like the longest time. Then he said, in English:

	“Do you have a Chinese name?”

	Raymond swallowed, hard. He had never been asked this before. 

	“A Chinese name?” he said. 

	“Yes, said the official, do you have a Chinese name?”

	“No. No Chinese name.”

	The official waved him through. But he had gone no more than a few steps before he was accosted by a police woman. She stood in front of him, and held up an A4 sized sheet of paper. It had the letters

	QIN

	on it, along with some Chinese writing, and his photograph.

	“Are you Mr. Quinn,” he heard her say.

	“Yes, I am Raymond Quinn,” he said. 

	“You will have to come with me,” she said. 

	What now? Will this never end?

	In the office it was made clear to him that his name and his photo had come up on their computer. He would not be allowed to leave Shanghai. After some time of fruitless arguing, and in a rising state of depression, he made his way back to the apartment complex.

	At least the keys were still in the security key-box.

	Sandra Chu was sympathetic, but she could offer no assistance. Someone in a more senior position to her had made the decision that Raymond could not leave China. 

	“Perhaps if he could make some money available to recompense the victims?”

	“How much?”

	“Thirty million US dollars would make a difference, actually.”

	Sam White thought this was some kind of a joke, when Raymond told him about it. But Raymond was not laughing.

	 

	*

	 

	Kaarina pressed her phone to her ear. 

	This is terrible. He can hear his phone ringing, but he’s not able to pick it up. He’s been getting lower and lower in himself for some time. The last few calls it took him an age to answer. Now he seems to have stopped completely.

	Should I stop calling him? The problem is the kids. He wants to speak to them, but their conversations have become progressively so much more difficult lately, it knocks the stuffing out of him. 

	“When are you coming home” has changed to “They’re all talking about you in school.”

	There had been publicity about the case. Gus and Landy thought the right thing to do at first was to keep it low-key. Then they had changed their minds. Publicity would be a good thing, they thought. As if you could embarrass the Chinese authorities!

	The last time those two gentlemen had been around to the house she had trouble keeping a civil tongue in her head herself.

	“Raymond’s already missed one of the children’s birthdays,” she had said. “His kids are having to grow up without him.”

	“I know,” said Gus. “There’s been a lot of stuff about detention centres in China on the radio and in the papers. What will happen if Raymond is sent to one of those? He doesn’t even speak the language.”

	“This thing is intolerable when you realise it’s open ended,” said Kaarina. Her voice rose. “If he was given a prison sentence you could plan for when he’d be out. But there’s no indication at all when this will end.”

	“The Chinese embassy in Dublin has made a statement,” said Landy. 

	“Yes,” said Kaarina, “I know. The bastards. They’re saying this would happen the same if he was in any other country and he headed up a company that’s defrauded investors. Bullshit. If it was any reasonable country there’d be due process. He’d have legal representation.”

	“This isn’t a new phenomenon,” said Gus. “I was reading that a lot of countries, Australia, Canada, The US, Sweden, have issued travel advisories telling people the only effective way of dealing with the risk of falling into a predicament like Raymond’s is not to travel to China at all. He wouldn’t even have to be suspected of fraud. I’ve been told about cases where business transactions have been the cause of arbitrary detention, as they call it. They seem to make up the laws as they go along.”

	Landy piped up.

	“They had the fucking cheek to say in that statement that Raymond’s legal rights were fully guaranteed.”

	“We can’t even talk to him properly on the phone,” said Kaarina, “he’s worried that all his calls are being monitored. He’s afraid that something he or I might say will make the situation worse. It’s nerve-wracking. What are we going to do?”

	When Raymond had been under detention in China for nearly eight months, Kaarina got a call from Sam White.

	“Raymond’s in hospital,” he said. “I’m able to tell you he’s not in danger. His landlord discovered him in a state of collapse. He called an ambulance. When Raymond woke up in hospital he contacted me.

	“The consulate was able to talk to the doctor in charge of him. He’s being very well looked after, but his problem is acute anxiety and mental stress. All that’s led to sleep deprivation, lack of appetite, depression.”

	She had to sit down and hold on to the table. 

	This is terrible. What are we going to do?

	 

	*

	 

	When he had been in Shanghai for about ten months Raymond woke up one morning to a loud banging on the door of his apartment. He grabbed a sheet to wrap around him and went down to open the door. Outside was his landlord, along with three other men. 

	“You must dress yourself and come with us,” one of them said.

	“What’s happening?” said Raymond.

	“Please to put on clothes,” said the same man. All four Chinese brushed past him into the apartment. There the landlord hung back, and remained silent, as two of the others, the ones who had not spoken, started to open presses and drawers, and to shuffle the contents about. The first one spoke again to Raymond.

	“Put on clothes. Hurry, hurry,” he said, gesticulating as he spoke.

	As soon as he was dressed Mr. English speaker made Raymond stand facing a wall.

	“Put hands behind back.” Raymond obeyed, and was rewarded with the pain induced by the act of being handcuffed.

	“Too tight, too tight” he said, in a loud voice. 

	This was ignored.

	The searchers continued their activity for another short while, then all bar the landlord conversed for a little time in Chinese. Soon the whole group was heading out onto the street, marching Raymond, in the middle, towards a jeep. He was loaded, unceremoniously, into the back.

	He tried to sit on a hard wooden bench that had been fitted, but not very well, to the inside of the rear of the jeep. This was very difficult as the vehicle was driven at speed through city streets, careening around corners, with sirens and a flashing blue light creating a totally chaotic effect. Having his hands shackled while this was happening made it one of the hairiest rides he had ever experienced. About ten minutes later the jeep stopped. Raymond was taken out and again marched, this time into what he presumed was a police station. He was brought down some stairs. A barred door was opened, and his handcuffs were removed. Then he was pushed into a cell that looked, at first, to contain a large number of other men. In fact they numbered five, when he counted them.

	Hours passed. The other occupants did not attempt to speak to him, or in any other way to relate to him. He established a position in a corner at the back. He tried to give the impression he was dozing, but in reality he was on high alert.

	Christ, this is shocking. The treatment now is completely different from what I experienced from the police in Tangli. What’s going on? I have nothing, no phone, no ID, nothing.

	Food was brought in. This time there was no personal serving. A large bowl was placed in the middle of the floor. All the people in the cell gathered around it. They used their fingers to extract whatever they could from what looked like a stew, albeit one with plenty of solid pieces of meat. One prisoner, much younger than the rest, touched Raymond on the shoulder. Raymond looked into his face. Their eyes met. The young man made a gesture towards the bowl. At this stage all the others had apparently eaten their fill, so Raymond and his new friend made their way over to it.

	Better eat something. I’ll need to keep my strength up. Lucky I had some tissues in my trouser pocket. I can clean my fingers. No nice fingerbowls in here.

	Raymond thanked the young man as best he could. He remembered the gesture he had learned in Kuala Lumpur when he was there to meet the Dato. Join palms of hands, then raise them slightly while making a small bow, so that your nose almost touches your fingers.

	Raymond went back to the niche he had established for himself. This time he did sleep.

	He was awakened he knew not when. Two policemen gestured for him to follow them. They brought him into an outer office where he was invited to sit before a desk. There was no one behind it, but already he could sense his treatment had been moderated somewhat. His escort left, and closed the door. 

	There was another long wait, after which the door opened again. Sandra Chu walked in.

	“Mr. Quinn, how are you?” she said.

	“I’ve been better,” he said.

	“I’m very sorry,” she said. “Some of our people here can get carried away, actually. It was necessary for us to get you here for what I have to tell you, but they could have handled it a lot better.

	“The fact is that Jack Zhang, the man who got you arrested in Tangli, has explained to us, actually, that you were not in any way involved in the fraud that resulted in him losing his money. He has satisfied us that this all happened because he paid cash into a company that was created before yours, although it was set up by the same people.”

	Jesus, what’s coming here. Dare I hope?

	“Our colleagues in Hong Kong have arrested some of the people who were operating that older company, actually. There was a news report about it in the South China Morning Post.”

	“Uh,” said Raymond, “I’m afraid I don’t get that newspaper. I imagine it doesn’t circulate here.”

	“Yes, actually. I think it might. It’s a good paper for English speakers in China.”

	Don’t want to get involved in a polite discussion about newspapers. Wish she’d get on with it.

	“Okay,” said Ms. Chu, “what I have to tell you is that your travel ban is about to be removed. This time you will actually be free to leave China. I regret all the trouble you have been subjected to. I have a son myself, and it would be terrible if I was forcibly separated from him. When you arrange your flight this time I will go to the airport with you to make sure that there will not be any further problems for you, actually.”

	    “That is fantastic news. What a relief. I can’t wait to call my family at home. Is my phone still in the apartment?”

	“It should be, actually. The people who brought you here had no instructions to seize it. It will be necessary for you to sign certain forms here, but as soon as we arrange that you will be free to leave. When you book your flight you should contact me, actually, to let me know.”

	 

	 


Chapter 18 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	R


	aymond recovered from his ordeal in China after he got home. It took a while, but he did regain his old self. Kaarina and the kids were the main facilitators of that. One of the things that made him perk up was the realisation that the idea he had about trading with the modified software was still very much a runner. Okay, he couldn’t ever again attempt to get funding from the Chinese, or from anyone else in Asia, but he had some resources of his own. A big consideration was that, the way he operated, his expenses were very low.

	Extracts from the journal of Raymond Quinn:

	 

	Monday 05/03/2007

	Can’t seem to get traction trading currencies with the software. The market is too big. No matter how large my pending orders are they don’t move the market. The first trade, the erroneous one that gave me this idea, must have been an aberration. I’ll have to find something else to trade.

	 

	Thursday 05/04/2007

	I might have hit on the right instrument for my idea. I’ve been testing trading the S&P 500 E-Mini futures. This index is an amalgamation of the performance of the most important large-cap stocks in the US, taking in all sectors of the U.S. market. They sell it on the idea that investors don’t have to pick their own stocks, they can bet on all the important ones at the same time by using this instrument. Most important for me is that trading is a lot thinner than the trade in currencies.

	 

	Monday 07/05/2007

	The E-mini is working well. Consistent profits. Deane in Geneva doesn’t seem to care what I ask him to do with regard to tweaking the trading software. What we’ve come up with now is a feature I can set so the large pending trades that fool the market will ALWAYS be cancelled just before they reach the execution price. I’m beginning to think my competitors are not people at all. They’re other algorithms. That’s a good one. One computer fooling others.

	 

	Thursday 28/12/2007

	The good news is I now have over 2 million more in the trading account than I had when I started off. That would be regarded as quite pedestrian if I was still with Prestor Brokers. Now the market is giving me some very strong signs it’s getting ready to go into reverse. Volatility is way up. The fear index is way up. Volume is way up. We’re coming to the end of the year; things often change dramatically in a new year. And price has reached a very hard resistance level on the technical charts. Very hard. A level that was not seen since the middle of 2000.

	If I was playing poker now I’d go all-in on the market going strongly into reverse. But I’ll wait until the New Year.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Tuesday 8th Jan 2008

	Nothing has changed with the signals to short the E-mini. If anything they’re stronger. I should short it with everything I have.

	 

	Wednesday 9th Jan 2008

	I’m in. I’ve put up 2 million to short the bastard. With leverage of 40 times (very risky) that makes a trade worth 80 Million.

	 

	Thursday 10th Jan 2008

	The short trade is going well, but I’m convinced the market has quite a bit more to fall. I can’t close it so. 

	 

	Thursday 17h January 2008

	My short trade is still alive and profitable. 

	 

	Monday March 17th 2008

	I can’t believe it. Bear Stearns, the big US investment bank, has failed. Sold off in a fire sale to J. P. Morgan Chase. This is big. There’s a lot of chatter on the wires about sub-prime mortgage bonds, and how they’re poised to wreck the global economy. The E-mini is weak on the back of the Bear failure, but it hasn’t collapsed. I suppose there are some component companies that are resilient to news like this – the consumables. People will always need toothpaste.

	The E-mini trade has made a profit so far of over two million, so I better keep it going. 

	 

	 

	September 16th 2008

	Lehman Brothers, an even bigger investment bank than Bear Stearns, has collapsed. Now the E-mini has taken notice. The Trade is now showing a profit of over four million.

	 

	October 19th 2008

	Wow. Now the shit has hit the fan, economy-wise. In a delayed reaction to the Lehman Brothers collapse the E-mini has gone down by a lot in the last few days. It’s in the region of 25% lower than it was when I sold it short. The Trade is now in profit by more than 15 million. Will I close it out? Don’t think so; the fundamental indicators are still very bad, and the technicals (volatility, fear index, volume) are also still strong on the sell side. We’re heading towards a support level (where I should buy and/or close out a short trade) on the charts, but we’re not there yet.

	 

	*

	 

	Thursday Nov. 20th 2008

	Time to close her out. The point value of the E-mini index has never gone above what I sold at, 1436, in January of this year. If it had risen over my entry level I would have been at a real risk of losing my whole two million stake because of the high leverage. It came close in May but once that passed it just kept on falling and never looked back. Today it’s at 771 and my profit is a cool $53 million. The main reason for closing it is the technical support level. There are very strong traders all over the world watching that same thing. They’ll find a reason to get the market to reverse direction.
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	uilty had run into Rudi in a corridor of Hawthorne Meats.

	“Why are you rubbing your hands?” said the lieutenant. 

	“The site in Baldonnell sold for three million. We have a net gain of nearly a million on it. That’s news to make you smile,” said Rudi. “We’ll be able to go ahead now with some of the new expansion we were talking about. I can’t wait to see Timpani in Anglo-Norman. I’ll put a call through to him straight away.”

	But the banker was not that easy to get a hold of these days. He seemed to be very busy, and his normal practice of calling back was not operating as it used to. Eventually a meeting in the bank’s offices was arranged. Just the two of them, for an afternoon late in the week.

	“You have good news for me?” said the banker, when Rudi was seated in front of him.

	“Absolutely. That industrial site we had for sale in Baldonnell has finally sold. We were right to hold out. We made a profit of nearly a million. We can pay you back what you loaned us to buy it, and use the profit to seed more finance for more development we’re planning.”

	“Sorry, Rudi, we can’t do that. Your company owes us a lot of money we advanced for other projects. Any money you made in Baldonnel will have to be used to pay down those loans. And one thing is for sure; we cannot advance you any more money. That won’t happen.”

	“That’s a big change from before, said Rudi. You couldn’t give us enough. We have good cash flow. We’re profitable.”

	“I know, but the banking business has tightened up. Money is becoming very scarce everywhere.”

	“For Christ’s sake Daniel, what are you saying? Rudi Considine and all his projects have been very good for Anglo-Norman bank.”

	“It’s nothing personal, Rudi, I assure you. You tick all the boxes in terms of the criteria for lending, but things are getting very tight on our side. I’m not just talking about our bank. This is industry-wide.”

	Rudi headed back to Hawthorne Meats without delay. He made a bee-line for Brannigan’s room.

	“I want you to go over the accounts again for me. I want you to tell me why Timpani won’t advance us any more money, and why he even seems to be calling in loans. What’s changed, for fuck’s sake?”

	“I’m hearing stories about some banks having a hard time accessing the wholesale money markets. It seems to have something to do with the collapse of a crowd called Bear Stearns in the United States. You know of course banks are totally dependent now on being able to borrow, themselves, at lower interest to get the money they lend out to us at higher rates.”

	Why does Brannigan suck his pen when he’s disturbed?

	“Customer deposits haven’t provided liquidity for Irish banks for fucking years,” said the accountant.

	I wonder can Toomerood throw any light on this?

	That local bank manager was no more comforting than Timpani had been.

	“No, I don’t know anything about why that is,” he said when Rudi got hold of him, “but other banks have also tightened up on lending. I mean, as in, stopped it altogether.”

	 

	 

	*

	 

	“It’s one thing to be ambitious. It’s another to be fanatical about screwing everyone in sight so you can get on.” Brannigan put his pen down on the counter of his desk and scratched inside his right ear with his index finger. This external auditor, Ken, wasn’t much help.

	“That’s as may be,” said the other, “but he is nevertheless leading the tax audit.”

	“That’s alright for you to say. You’re at arm’s length, as our external accountant. My job could be on the line. It doesn’t work anymore to say you were only following orders. I did what Rudi Considine told me to do. I’m the in-house bean-counter. I have no say in strategy. This fella that’s leading the tax audit, how well do you know him?”

	“Not at all personally. But I have it on good authority he fought his way up in the tax office by trampling on everybody. His own colleagues as well as the people he was collecting taxes from,” said Ken.

	“So now Hawthorne Meats is going to get the heavy treatment you think?”

	“I’m sure of it. You’ve sailed very close to the wind with your schemes for avoiding payroll taxes. Those tricks only work as long as you can keep them opaque from the tax people’s point of view. It’s always the case that when they come under close scrutiny they unravel very quickly. The real killer is you have a whistle blower in the here. Right in the accountancy department in fact.”

	“Yeh, I know. Fucking Twomey. He’s on gardening leave.”

	“It’s a pity Rudi rode him so hard. He gave him one bollocking to many, I’m afraid.”

	“Yes, I have to take that from him too, but you develop a thick skin. This thing that Twomey decided to do, to become a whistle blower, it won’t reflect well on his career. I don’t care what the law says about protected disclosures and stuff like that.

	“Here’s Rudi and Quilty. Rudi, John.”

	“I called this meeting,” said Rudi, after he had entered the office but was still standing, “to see how we’re going to be able to deal with this tax audit. Both of you need to do what I’m paying you for.” 

	Quilty was going nod, nod, standing just behind his master.

	“It’s very serious,” said Ken. “I’m afraid they have all the details. My company has an issue as well. We signed off on your annual audits. We glossed over what you were doing with the payroll. But we were supposed to know it was wrong.”

	“Well I just want you to deal with it. Your firm got paid very well to do what was needed.”

	“We really can’t do anything until we have a meeting with the tax audit team,” said Brannigan. “It would be crazy for us to try to anticipate what they know.”

	Rudi’s fingers pressed into his temples on both sides of his head. He seemed to be looking at the ceiling.

	“Why am I surrounded by fucking idiots?”

	“Why don’t we say Twomey had nothing to do with payroll taxes?” said Quilty. “That’s true, isn’t it?”

	“It is,” said Brannigan. “But the problem is he told them where to look. With that knowledge they’ll be able to find out what happened in short time.”

	“And there’s no way we can cover it up?” Rudi had calmed down, just a little bit.

	“Not at this stage. We already did what we could in that regard,” said Brannigan. “Right now they’re in their office saying to each other there’s a lot of cheques made out to cash that are accounted for as building maintenance. But the invoices we manufactured to cover those don’t have any vat on them. The issuers of these invoices don’t exist. They’ve been invented by us. All those things make them illegal invoices. Not to mention that the people we paid are not builders. They’re butchers.”

	“This is fucking serious,” said Ken. “We could all go to jail. One thing is for sure, the tax people are going to hit you with an estimate for taxes that’ll be massive. There’ll be interest and penalties as well.”

	 

	*

	 

	“You know Peter McMahon, Rudi?”

	Danial Timpani of Anglo-Norman Bank was introducing the various members of his team. At least nine people were sitting around a conference room table at the bank’s HQ. Six of them were from the bank and the rest were from Hawthorne Meats. McMahon was now the head of the new recovery department in the bank.

	“Yes. The golf outing at Mount Juliet. That was a great day.”

	“There won’t be any more of those,” said McMahon.

	There had been a pall over the proceedings even as they were all taking their seats, but it looked like nobody from Anglo-Norman was going to do anything to lighten the mood.

	“We have a major problem, gentlemen,” said Timpani. “Hawthorne Meats was already way overborrowed about a year ago, but the crisis that has hit the global economy makes things an awful lot worse.”

	“The global crisis wasn’t our fault,” said Brannigan.

	“No, but screwing around with your payroll taxes was. Now the tax authorities are looking for millions after that tax audit you had,” said McMahon. “When your company got its loans they were all backed by your personal guarantees. Now we want to know what assets you’re going to sell to pay us back. And the tax people; in this country they’re preferential creditors.

	“The personal guarantees were the third leg of our lending policy. Remember when Daniel here explained the concept of recourse to you? What did you understand by that?”

	Rudi had his chin on his chest when he murmured: “that means the owner of the borrowing company has to sign to say they’ll be liable if the company can’t pay.”

	“Correct.”

	“But you have to remember,” said Rudi, “we were defrauded by our solicitor. He took money for himself that should have been paid back to you before he was struck off by the Law Society.”

	“I’m afraid that’s your problem,” said Timpani. “You’re still liable for the loans. The bank has no responsibility for how you chose your legal advisors.”

	Paul Brannigan put his hand up. “When we made the net-worth statement for Rudi,” he said, “to back the recourse part of the equation, it was all based on his land and property holdings, and his ownership of Hawthorne Meats. Now all those things have lost their value. Completely. He has no liquid assets at all.”

	McMahon addressed Timpani.

	“So let me get this straight,” he said, “ability to repay, security, recourse. They’re the factors of your equation. But the recourse part of that rule, for deciding if we could give a loan, was based on the same asset class as we were lending the money for. Is that right?”

	“I’m afraid it is,” said Timpani.

	“But that’s stupid. What it means is, if the values of the asset class of the security, the thing he was borrowing the money to buy, collapse, then the recourse part collapses as well. That’s some fucking formula.”

	He looked around the room.

	“And ability to repay, the other leg, it never existed at all. My understanding is these loans were having their interest rolled up.”

	There was silence. For Rudi, it was an oppressive one. McMahon looked at Timpani. Timpani looked at Rudi. Then McMahon indicated one of the meeting participants.

	“This is Rupert Walgrave,” he said.

	Rudi had never met this man before, but he knew his name. Here was the most famous, or indeed infamous, company receiver and liquidator in the country. He was much talked about on TV and radio as he closed down many of the best-known business names in the country.

	“Mr. Walgrave has his orders. What we’re going to do is, we’re going to give you a chance to redeem the situation, with the bank’s help. That’ll involve getting an investor to buy into Hawthorne Meats, and we’ll sell your other assets, both pledged and unpledged, for as much as we can get. You’ll have to sign a document that’ll put all of this under the bank’s control. If you do not sign, we’ll get a court order to have Mr. Walgrave appointed as receiver of Hawthorne Meats under the terms of the loans we’ve given you. Then, I’m afraid, you’ll be out of the picture completely. You have until close of business today to decide whether to sign or not.

	“There’s one other thing for you to think about: your house is included as one of your assets in your statement of net worth. That means we’ll be taking that too if you don’t sign.”

	 

	*

	 

	“I wonder how long we’ll be able to remain here?” Kevin Quilty was looking at Rudy and Brannigan over the large table that occupied the conference room of Hawthorne Meats, after those two had come back from the meeting with the bank..

	“I don’t know,” said Rudi. “Paul, what’ll happen next?”

	“OK, you’ve signed the document that gives them full power over you and the company. What they’ll do now is they’ll install their own person as a non-executive director. That’ll give them eyes and ears, to have reported back everything we do. But that’s only the start. They’re already getting rid of all your property. Except for your house, but we don’t know how long they’ll let you keep that.”

	“What can we do in the meantime? Where can we get advice? Our so-called solicitor, Cosgrave, is no use to us. He was fuckin’ struck off by the Law Society. What a mess this is turning out to be.”

	“I knew that fucker was too good to be true,” said Quilty. “He spent money like it was water. It was only a matter of time before he needed to use his client account to pay for his lifestyle.”

	Rudi said nothing. Cosgrave was something of a sore point. It was never stated to Rudi’s face, but was nevertheless in the room, that he had allowed himself to be taken in by the flamboyance and charm of the former solicitor.

	 

	*

	 

	Penny noticed the blue car that drove past her house, turned around at the top of the road, and came back the way it had come. It contained two men. As it came abreast of the house for the second time she could see them studying it. She did not know it at the time, but Rudi told her later that this was probably what was known as a “drive-by” valuation. It would have been organised by the bank.

	This whole situation was intolerable. She stood to lose the beautiful home she had spent so much time perfecting. The lovely landscaping, the tasteful interior, the superb kitchen, in which she did some of her best work. She was an avid and very skilful cook.

	When Rudi had come home two nights ago she could actually tell by the way he opened and closed the front door that he was in a bad mood. She was reading in the front room.   

	“I need something to eat,” he had said.

	“Hello might be nice.” She had to keep her dignity.

	“You think it’s all right for you to be sitting here reading your fucking book while I’m out being tortured by those bankers?”

	“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I’m not responsible for your relationship with the bank.”

	He stepped closer to where she was sitting.

	“You’re well able to enjoy the high life. Look at all you’ve spent on the furnishings in this house. I can’t see the point of half of them.”

	“You’ve always given me the impression there was money available for things like that.”

	“Well, there isn’t. Not anymore.”

	“Why, what’s happened?” 

	“It’s business. Nothing to do with you.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that things have taken a turn for the worse,” she said, “but if you don’t involve me in things to do with the business I cannot see where I can help you.”

	“So you want to be involved in business matters, do you? Okey, try this for size. The bank might seize the house.” 

	“Good God!” she had said. “What are we going to do? Where will we live?”.

	He had seemed to calm down then. Maybe the revelation had been cathartic. 

	“Well, it’s not certain yet, that we’ll lose the house. If they can get an investor to put up money for a share in Hawthorne Meats we’ll probably be OK. But Brannigan tells me it’s not going to be easy.”

	Over the next days and weeks she pressed him for details of what progress had been made in getting an investor. She spoke to Brannigan. It appeared that there weren’t many investors around. The same financial crisis that had wrecked Rudi’s fortunes had also ensured that the people who were prepared to put money into businesses were themselves strapped for cash. Competitors were in the same boat, much as they would have liked to have taken a stake in Hawthorne Meats, and in the process remove some opposition.

	She’d contact Gus. That’s what she’d do. At the very least he needs to know what the hell is going on. She’d put in a call to him in Brussels.

	 

	*

	 

	Now Gus was on the phone. 

	“So you’re telling me Hawthorne Meats is likely to go out of business?” He still smarted from the treatment that had been meted out to him by his estranged brother, but blood had always been thicker than water. “And you and Rudi could lose your home?”

	“That’s right,” said Penny, on the other end of the line. “The bank seems to have set its sights on getting an investor. But there’s nobody available with the kind of money that’d be needed.”

	When he hung up he thought for a while. First thing is he’d let Raymond Quinn know about this. He phoned him and arranged to meet him for something to eat in Rick’s.

	 

	* 

	 

	“’D’you remember Raymond Quinn. He grew up in Waterford. When you visited me in Brussels that time he was trapped in China because there was an exit ban on his passport.”

	Gus had phoned Penny the day after he had dined with the stock trader.

	“Yes,” said Penny. “I remember. What about him?”

	“Well, he got out of China. He’s back working here now as well as he ever was. I had dinner with him here in Brussels last night. It’s occurred to me now he’s the kind of person who might have some ideas about attracting an investor. Would you like me to mention the problems with Hawthorne Meats to him?”

	“Yes,” Penny had replied. “Of course. Anything that might help would be good.”

	“What about Rudi? Should we run it past him? He never liked Raymond Quinn in the old days.”

	“No. If anything comes of it we can let Rudi have it as a fait accompli. He’s in a terrible mood at the moment. He’s very likely to cut off his nose to spite his face. And cut off my head at the same time. The bank introduced him to somebody who they thought might be interested but it turned out they only wanted to break it up and sell off the parts. ‘Asset stripping’ he called it. He was very, very angry over that.”

	Back to Raymond Quinn then. 

	Gus phoned him immediately.

	“Raymond, when we were talking last evening I should have told you about my brother Rudi’s business in Ireland.”

	“Okay?”

	“Well, you’ll remember Hawthorne Meats?”

	“How could I ever forget Hawthorne Meats? That’s the vehicle your brother used to defraud my father and his friend, O’Hagan, out of their business. I’ll never forgive Rudi for that.”

	“Right. Well, according to Penny, Rudi’s wife, they’ve run into terrible trouble with the bank. They need an investor, apparently, as a matter of urgency. Rudi and Penny stand to lose their house. That’s how bad it is.”

	“Hmmm,” said Raymond. “Is Hawthorne Meats profitable?”

	“Absolutely. According to Penny it’s in difficulty only because its properties lost their value after the start of the economic crisis we’re going through at the moment. They acted as securities for the loans, which the bank now wants to be repaid. They also have a large tax bill.”

	Can you get me some figures? Profitability, projections, indebtedness, stuff like that?”

	“I’ll speak to Penny. They have an in-house accountant. He should be able to give you what you’d need.”

	“I have an idea,” said Quinn. “But I know from before that Rudi wouldn’t welcome any involvement from me. Which bank are they with?”

	“Anglo Norman.”

	“We can’t talk about this on the phone. Can you come around to my house?”

	“Sure.”

	 

	 

	*

	 

	“Can I offer you anything? A glass of wine perhaps?” Raymond was leading his friend into the house. Gus and Kaarina had embraced, the two children at her side.

	“A coffee would be fine.”

	“OK. Come with me. We can talk while I’m making it.”

	They entered what looked like a space age kitchen. The light fittings alone must have cost an absolute fortune. Raymond placed a cup under a machine which, to judge from the noise it made, ground the coffee from raw beans before it poured it into the cup. There was a pleasant coffee aroma.

	“I must say you have exquisite taste,” said Gus.

	“All this came from Finland,” said Raymond. “Kaarina has Nordic sensibilities.”

	He turned around, coffee cups in hand. He handed one to Gus.

	“So, what have you got to tell me about your brother and his business back in Ireland?”

	“It needs an investor. The bank is calling the shots so it appears to me Rudi would have to do what they would dictate. If a real investor isn’t found soon then Rudi will be out on his ear. He and Penny also stand to lose their house.”

	“You had an involvement in that business in the early days. Do you think it’s worth saving?”

	“Oh, most definitely. If you could get someone to invest I’d be happy to go back and help in running it.”

	“How much does the business need to put it back on a sound footing?”

	“Penny told me ten million would do it. It would need more money for working capital, but with the balance sheet strengthened to that extent the bank would put in more loan capital, apparently. The company accountant, Brannigan, would be able to explain it better.”

	“Does that also take care of the taxman? You mentioned they had a big tax bill.”

	“Yes.”

	“I think we need to take a trip to Ireland,” said Quinn. “You and me.”

	 

	*

	 

	Gus and Raymond were now, at least, able to enjoy the extra legroom of the seats in the emergency exit row of the plane. 

	“Might as well stick to the tried and tested,” Raymond had said. Gus sensed that gone were the days when cost considerations meant his companion had no alternative to the budget airline, but at least it was reliable, especially from Brussels to Dublin. 

	“I have something to tell you,” Raymond said, when they were at about 30,000 feet.

	“What’s that?”

	“You remember the stock trading I told you about when everything went haywire in the world of banking and finance? When all the big banks either went bust or had to be rescued by their governments?”

	“Sure, you made some money on it by betting that everything would go down instead of up.”

	“I made a lot. Over fifty million.”

	Gus’s eyes widened. 

	“Say that again,” he said. 

	“I have over fifty million in an account in Switzerland.”

	“Fifty million. I thought that was what you said.”

	“Of course there are tax implications that will have to be dealt with if I’m going to, and I’m considering this, bring some of it to Ireland to invest in Hawthorne Meats.”

	“So you could afford to bail out the company all by yourself?”

	Raymond nodded. 

	“That’s fantastic, fucking fantastic.”

	Then Gus was quiet for a while. Eventually he said:

	“I have to say this. If you put say, ten million, into the company, that’d leave things a little bit unbalanced. I have very little money to contribute. All I have is my expertise.”

	“We could come to an arrangement on that. But there’s also Rudi to consider. He wouldn’t be happy to find he was a junior partner, I’m sure,” said Raymond.

	“No. Not under the two of us, anyway. No. he wouldn’t like that at all.”

	“Look, we’ll see what we find when we get to Waterford. I’ve arranged to get a rental car at Dublin airport, and I’ve put the two of us up in The Reginald Hotel.”

	“Look,” said Gus, “the very first thing we have to do is talk to Penny.”

	They made their way to Waterford and checked into the hotel. Gus called Penny. Apparently there was a problem. It was one thing for her to talk to him on the phone between Brussels and Waterford, but now she was concerned about meeting him in person in what was really a small town, even if they did call it a city. It was nothing short of inevitable that someone would see them and report back to Rudi. She was able to tell him on the phone that Toomarood at the bank was very close to Rudi. The relationship went way beyond the normal bank manager-client one. They were both involved in an investment in some kind of energy company, the banker in his personal capacity. For that reason any approach to the bank should be made through someone other than Toomarood.

	After breakfast the following morning Raymond was on the phone to the bank head office in Dublin, with Gus by his side.

	“My name is Raymond Quinn,” he was saying. “I’m based in Brussels but I have a connection with Waterford. I understand a company there is a customer of your bank, and is seeking investment. I’d like to speak to whoever is dealing with that.”

	“zz zzzzz zz z,” said his phone.

	“The name of the company. Yes. It’s Hawthorne Meats.”

	He covered the phone with his hand.

	“She’s putting me through to someone.”

	There was a pause. Then he said:

	“Yes. I understand the company needs investment. I’m interested in putting money into it.”

	“z zzzz z zzzz z z.”

	“I’ll be very happy to prove my credentials, but I need to talk to someone in the bank in the first instance.”

	Zz nnn zzz x x.”

	“Hold on ‘til I make a note. Right. Brendan Carolan. And his phone number is?”

	Raymond finished writing and terminated the call.

	“OK,” he said. “The good news is the man we have to meet is not based locally. He’s in Dublin.”

	“What’s the bad news?”

	“I suppose the bad news is we have to travel that road we came down on yesterday again. It’d be great if they had the motorway finished.”

	“Yeh. Remember we saw them working on it?”

	“I suppose there are some sections done alright. Anyway, that’s what we have to do. It’d take us the best part of three hours because we’ll have to battle the traffic in Dublin. I’ll call him now and try to set up a meeting for later this afternoon.”

	That worked. Later that day, in the middle of the afternoon, they were in the head office of the bank. Brendan Carolan, they learned, had the grand title of Corporate Restructuring and Recovery Manager.

	“I’m pleased to meet you, gentlemen,” said Carolan, when he had them sitting in his office. “We’re very happy to talk to anyone who’s interested in investing in our customer company, Hawthorne Meats, but I’m afraid I cannot tell you anything about the company or its situation until we’ve asked you a few questions and done a little due diligence on you.”

	“That’s fair enough,” said Raymond.

	Carolan brought them through their backgrounds, with particular interest on the amount of money they had available to invest, and how it could be demonstrated to the bank that it was free and unencumbered. At one stage he said:

	“Gus Considine. That’s interesting. The name of the man who started Hawthorne Meats is also Considine. Is there any connection?”

	“He’s my brother,” said Gus.

	“Can I ask you why he’s not here today along with you?”

	“I’ve been away from Ireland for years. If we can find out from you what’s needed to save the company, we will indeed be discussing it with Rudi. Before I left Ireland I was involved in the start-up of Hawthorne Meats.”

	The capital on deposit in Switzerland was discussed. Raymond mentioned he had to get assistance in relation to making any transfer to Ireland as tax efficient as possible.

	“You’re in the right place,” said Carolan. “This bank has a whole department that does nothing else except minimise the tax someone in your position would have to pay. But we’ll come back to that.”

	Raymond rang his bank in Switzerland, there and then. He spoke to his main contact. He explained where he was, and that the Irish banker he was talking to needed reassurance about the money on deposit, that it was Raymond’s, and that it could be moved, i.e., that it was not tied up in any long-term deposit account. He held his phone out to Carolan. 

	“He’ll talk to you now,” he said.

	“No, with all due respect, we’ll have to do it another way. I hope you won’t take any offence, but what I need you to do is tell me the name of your Swiss bank, the branch you’re in, and the executive you’re dealing with.”

	Raymond told him. Carolan noted down the information. Then he lifted his desk phone.

	“Paula,” he said, “Can you come in here for a moment.”

	When Paula came in he handed her the piece of paper.

	“Can you look up the number of this bank branch in Geneva? Put a call through to them and ask to speak to the gentleman whose name is on this note. When you get him put him through to me.”

	Exit Paula.

	“Of course,” said Raymond. “I understand. I could’ve got anyone on the phone and then handed it to you.” 

	He paused.

	“But it wouldn’t have done me any good. After all I’m not asking you to advance me money today.”

	“No, but doing it this way is good security practice, in principle. If we’re to be working with you this saves a little bit of time later with regard to due diligence. It’s a small enough matter, but we might as well get things right from the start.”

	The phone on his desk rang. It was the Swiss banker. Carolan and he discussed things in some kind of banking talk, to which Raymond seemed to pay good attention, but which meant precious little to Gus.

	When the call was finished Carolan told the two men that he would have to consult with his colleagues. He needed to do some more due diligence on the two of them but, on the basis of what he had discussed with the Swiss banker, his institution would probably want to set up a meeting to decide how they should proceed. There was no doubt in his mind that both Gus and Raymond should get together with Rudi as soon as possible and let him know what was happening.

	They decided to give this job to Gus. 

	 

	*

	 

	It’s 2009 and the banks are vying with each other to automate their processes. The management consultancy companies see this as a lucrative revenue stream for them. McKinsey and Company are issuing reports that highlight the success that certain banks are having, such as J. P. Morgan, who have installed a computer package that can handle 1.7 million internal IT requests per annum, such as the resetting of employee passwords. According to the consultancy company, this piece of automation does the work of 40 Full Time Employees. They even have an acronym they can apply: in management consultancy speak, the employment costs of 40 FTEs now flow down to the bottom line.

	This carries no surprises for John Kennedy, who is back in his old role of solicitor to Rudi and Penny Considine, after Rudi’s move to Cosgrave has come a cropper. Kennedy’s been asked by Rudi to try to calm Penny’s mind about the house. For a man who likes to regard himself as something of a Trotskyist, that is to say a supporter of the ideas of the Russian Communist revolutionary, Leon Trotsky, this management consultancy language is anathema.

	But there’s one department in all the banks that cannot be automated: the recovery department. 

	He’ll do his best for Penny, but he doesn’t think there will be any compromising with these people. He once had an opportunity to see them in action. It came about when he was training to be a solicitor and had taken on a part-time job installing office equipment. Once he found himself in the repossession department of one of the big banks, setting up a printer or something. It was amazing, he thought, about how invisible someone was when they were doing work like that. Or maybe the bankers were arrogant enough to think that everybody in the room was automatically on their side.

	One of the bank people had been on the phone. Apparently he had been talking to a woman whose mortgage was in arrears. When he hung up he got into a discussion with some of his nearby colleagues. 

	“That woman wanted me to consider her children. What would they feel if they had no roof over their heads?”

	“Tell her to sell her fucking children,” shouted one of his fellows. “I’ve a letter here from someone who’s behind with their mortgage. It’s really a begging letter. Jesus, they borrow money and then want special treatment when they can’t repay it.”

	“What we do with those letters,” said the first banker, “is we give them to new employees here to deal with, to toughen them up.”

	To make them callous, in other words, thought Kennedy.

	 

	


Chapter 20 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	 

	H


	ow are you going?” The traditional greeting indulged in by the two brothers from their ancient past was still a viable one. Gus used it when he got Rudi on his mobile phone. 

	“You won’t have heard from me in a while. This is your brother, Gus.”

	“How are you going yourself?” said Rudi. 

	“No too bad. I’m calling you because I’d like for us to meet up. I’m back in Ireland. In Waterford, in fact. I’m staying at the Reginald.”

	“What do you want to meet up about?” 

	Rudi had not lost any of his abruptness.

	“To tell you the truth, I’ve come to know that Hawthorne Meats is in a little difficulty.”

	“What the fuck do you know about Hawthorne Meats? Who’ve you been talking to?”

	Gus said nothing.

	“Anyway it doesn’t matter. We got hit a bit by the financial crisis, but I have reserves that will take us out of trouble.”

	“What are they?” said Gus. 

	“I have an interest in a company that’s going to be making very serious profits in the energy sector. My shareholding will be worth enough to put the problems of Hawthorne Meats into the ha’penny place.” 

	“I still think we should meet up.”

	“Well, we can meet for old time’s sake, but I don’t need any advice from you.”

	Gus had no desire to be reminded of the last time he had conversed with his brother, so meeting anywhere near Hawthorne Meats was out of the question for him. 

	“The Caledonian bar in Kilkenny,” he said.

	“Okay. When?”

	“How about early tomorrow? Say ten o’clock in the morning?”

	“Right. I’ll meet you there then at ten o’clock.”

	 

	*

	 

	Gus was early. He had a cup of coffee almost finished when his brother walked in. They picked the table in the corner at the back.

	“The old fen shui position,” said Gus.

	“The wha’?” said Rudi.

	“Fen shui. It’s a Chinese thing, I think. If you put yourself in a position like this you have control of the whole room.”

	Rudi grunted. The two of them sat down. Rudi ordered a cup of tea, and Gus had another coffee.

	“Look,” said Gus, “I know Hawthorne Meats is in severe difficulty.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“I’ll put my cards on the table. I’m here with Raymond Quinn, you’ll remember him?”

	“That bastard. How could I forget him.”

	Not the best of starts.

	“Well, anyway, Quinn and I are partners. We have access to as much money as would be needed to get Hawthorne Meats out of trouble.”

	“Don’t need it. Like I told you on the phone, I’m a major shareholder in a company that’s developing an energy device that will be more efficient than anything that’s known today. Soon I’ll have all the money that’s needed for Hawthrone Meats.”

	“Have you told the bank about this?”

	“My bank manager is also a shareholder in this company.”

	“We haven’t heard anything about that.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Raymond and I had contact with the senior people in your bank in Dublin. There was no mention of an energy company waiting in the wings at that stage.”

	“What the fuck! You had a meeting behind my back with the bank about my company!”

	“It’s not your company any more. The bank has taken control. It’s looking for an investor for Hawthorne Meats. This meeting here between us is really a matter of courtesy. Soon the bank will be telling you to talk to us.”

	“This meeting is over,” said Rudi. 

	He got up and stalked out.

	Gus rang Raymond. 

	“Not the best of meetings,” he said. “Do you know anything about an energy company that Rudi is involved in? He says it’s going to save the day for him.”

	“No,” said Raymond.

	Gus thought for a moment. There was a niggle in his mind. Then he remembered a phone conversation he’d had with Penny, after that unfortunate incident with the department store in London, and the selling of foie gras.

	“Hold on. I remember once when I was talking to Penny on the phone she told me Rudi was in cahoots with his local bank manager about a shareholding they had in an energy company. She’d heard Rudi’s side of a phone conversation about it. That must be it.”

	“Nobody mentioned it at the meeting we had yesterday with Carolan.”

	“Obviously Rudi hasn’t put it on the table with the bank yet.”

	“I’d say he has another problem with that,” said Raymond. “The bank won’t be too happy with their local manager getting into bed with their business client, by them going into investments like that together.”

	“Okay, so he hasn’t told Carolan or anyone at that level in the bank about the energy company. He’s depending on it to come good so that he’ll have the cash he’ll need.”

	“We’ve got to find out about this energy company”, said Raymond. How close is it to making the kind of money Rudi must have to save Hawthorne Meats for himself? How will we do that? Can Penny help us?”

	“I’ll call her and see.”

	But calling Penny was not that simple. She had made it clear that she should not be contacted by Gus in case Rudi found out about it. It could go very hard with her, especially now with all this stuff going on with the bank.

	But there was really no option. Gus decided to put a call through at a time of the day when there was the greatest chance that Rudi was out of the house.

	 

	*

	 

	Penny was on the train from Kilkenny. She’d gone there to visit her sister, who had a very nice house in the Marble City. Now she was daydreaming. The carriage she was in had filled up quickly, and people were talking, either to their neighbours or on their mobile phones. She could hear a woman across the aisle from her having a conversation, apparently with someone in her office. The woman across tried to keep her voice down, but she was unable to prevent everyone in the immediate vicinity from hearing her. Penny wondered what kind of organisation she worked for, particularly when she heard her say:

	“Okay, send them a letter, but make it as generic as possible.”

	Probably some government office, dealing with the public. I’ll lean over and tell her I hope I wouldn’t get a ‘generic as possible’ letter in the event I had to contact that department, wherever it was.

	But she didn’t.

	Now her own phone was ringing. 

	“Penny,” she said into it. It was Gus. 

	“I know you said not to contact you without good cause,” he said. “But what I have to say falls into that category.”

	“I’m on the train,” she said. “I can’t talk.” Gus said he understood, and that he would do all the talking.

	“Okay,” she said. She pressed the phone hard against her ear.

	At the end of Gus’s monologue she knew that he and Raymond needed details of the energy company that Rudi and Toomerood, the manager in the bank in town, had invested in.

	“Okay,” she said, when Gus had paused. What she meant was she had got the message, nothing more. She didn’t mean she could get the information, for the simple reason that she didn’t know how.

	She hung up.

	The assignment Gus had given her was on her mind when she collected her car at the railway station car park, and as she drove out home.

	There’s a box under the bed where he keeps some personal documents. But dip into that and I’d better be careful to put everything back exactly the way it was, not to mention that I’ve got to do it when he’s well away from the house.

	Now she was up in the bedroom. She’d pulled the box out from under the bed. 

	Careful now. Lay the lid to one side, and look in without moving anything. 

	There’s nothing about any energy company on the top, anyway. Now what?

	Take a small amount of the documents at the top of the pile out, and place them carefully on the bed. Now go through them one by one. Nothing. Put this pile face side down and take out another sample.

	After the third small pile she found something. A letter from someone named Ledwidge at a company called Thorean Energy. She made a note of both of those things, and then gathered all the piles of paper, making sure to put them back into the box in the order in which they had come out. She replaced the lid and put the box back under the bed. 

	That hadn’t been too hard. She went into the back garden to call Gus. From there she’d see Rudi approaching, or indeed anyone else (there was no need to let Jane know anything about what was going on).

	“The name of the company is probably Thorean Energy,” she said when she had got Gus on the phone, “and one person there is called Ledwidge.”

	“Did you get a phone number?” 

	Fellas are always looking for something more no matter what you do for them!

	“No,” she said. “I wanted to get everything put back in place as soon as possible. Can’t you look it up?”

	Gus said sure. He apologised again for contacting her, but he didn’t think he had any other choice.

	“That’s okay,” she said. “I hope you can make good use of that information.”

	 

	*

	 

	Now that they had the name of the energy company it was a simple enough matter to find out more about it, in particular where it was based and who was running it. Raymond and Gus soon had a phone number, and Penny had already supplied the name Ledwidge. They could just call up, they supposed, and represent themselves as potential investors. They decided to do that.

	“Hello. My name is Raymond Quinn. I’m based in Brussels. I got the name of your company from the research department of the brokerage I used to work for, Prester Stock Brokers.” 

	Prestor, of course, also had an office in Dublin. It was almost certain that Ledwidge would be familiar with the name.

	“I might be interested in owning some shares in your company. I know you don’t trade on the stock exchange. Is it possible to invest privately?”

	“Of course it is,” said Ledwidge. “Why don’t you come in and see our operation. You can talk to our finance person, Marcus Redford.”

	So far, so good. Raymond made an appointment for two days’ time.

	The building is no great shakes. Perhaps they’re conscious of costs.

	He found a small office, introduced himself to the ‘receptionist’ and was soon in what looked like an electrical workshop of some kind, talking to both Ledwidge and Redford.

	“What we have here is an invention that can drive a motor using magnets. They’re set up in such a way that when the motor starts to rotate, the magnets are displaced with regard to one another. When they come together again at the end of one rotation, we find there’s surplus energy from that which was used to power that first revolution. That energy is fed into the next rotation. At the end of that there is even more surplus energy. As it continues to work, the free energy builds up until such time as we have enough to drive anything that requires motion. It could be an electric car, a factory motor, or anything else of that sort.”

	“Can I see one at work?” asked Raymond.

	“Not at the moment. It wouldn’t be fair to our existing investors. What we intend to do is to have a general demonstration in about two months’ time. That’s how long we’ll need to perfect it and set up the demonstration,” said Ledwidge. 

	“We’ve had it validated by scientists from all over the world,” said Redford. He beamed a particularly benign smile at Raymond as he spoke. This reminded Raymond of a clergyman’s smile, and he was not at all surprised later when he was told that Redford had, in fact, been a priest at one time in his life.

	“Where can I get in touch with some of the scientists you have had it validated by?” said Raymond.

	“We can give you some of their reports now,” said Ledwidge. “Follow me.”

	He led the way upstairs to a boardroom. He produced a report and laid it on the table. Raymond leafed through it, but it did not mean much to him.

	“Can I take it away with me?” he asked. 

	“Of course. We’ve got all our patents in place.”

	He realised he’d have to be able to show this to someone who could interpret it properly. He decided to contact Landy in Brussels. Not that Landy was any kind of a physicist, but he was still working at Prestor stockbrokers Brussels, and he had the research department to fall back on. Raymond had lied when he had told Ledwidge that he got the name of Thorean from the Prestor research people, but now perhaps they could be of some real assistance. 

	“Yeh, John Rahm is still here,” said Landy when he phoned him. “Still as well informed as ever. Hold on, I’ll transfer you.”

	“Long time no see, or hear to be exact,” said Rahm when he came on the phone. “I remember you well. You had some little difficulty over there in China, I was told. How did that end up?”

	“Fine. I’m back here in Ireland now. I need to pick your brains. I need some information on a company called Thorean Energy. It’s based here in Ireland. They claim to have invented a device that provides free energy.”

	“Never heard of them,” said Rahm. “But I can make some enquiries.”

	“Great,” said Raymond, “If you could do that I would be very grateful indeed. I’d owe you one.”

	“No problem. If they’ve done, or even claim to have done, what you said, I need to know about them anyway. Give me twenty-four hours.”

	“Sure. Thanks again.”

	 

	*

	  

	The following day Anton Ledwidge had another meeting at the Thorean premises. This one was a little different than that of the previous day. Rudi Considine was waiting for him out on the floor of the workshop, having announced just an hour before that he was on his way. 

	“Okay, Anton,” said Rudi, when Ledwidge came down from his office, “I need to have a working demonstration of the Thorean device as quickly as possible. I know you’ve said there will be one in about two months, but that’s too far away in time for me.”

	“Look, Rudi, it’ll take us some time to set it up. We reckon two months is the best we can do.”

	“Won’t work. It’s got to be next week or the week after. And it’s got to be to a large scale.”

	“Well, large scale is not a problem,” said Ledwidge. “We’ve already developed a machine that will drive a load. We’ll be setting it up attached to an electric winch mounted on a scaffolding about five meters high. When we start the Thorean it’ll raise a weight of one kilogramme off the ground. Everybody will see that. Then we’ll leave it there, suspended, and they can all come and see that the Thorean device does not have any batteries or any other kind of motivating power pack attached to it.”

	“If the thing works, how much will my shareholding be worth?”

	“The sky’s the limit. How much do you need?”

	“I need ten million to save my other business, Hawthorne Meats.”

	“That shouldn’t be a problem. Redford tells me he’s in contact with some international engineering companies that’ll pay a lot of money for what we’ve got if we can prove the technology works.”

	The following day Ledwidge was talking to Redford.

	“This Rudi fucking Considine is getting on my nerves,” he was saying. “He was on again this morning. He’s busting my balls about having a demonstration of the Thorean. What can we do?”

	“I suppose we could build the scaffolding right away. That’d be a start. We could invite him up to see it. Even give him some say in how it was designed.”

	“That’s a good idea. Let’s do that. And we can put the Thorean we have in the workshop on it and let him see it working.”

	 

	*

	 

	“No,” said Rahm, on the phone again to Raymond. “This free energy idea is a non-runner. One of my contacts was able to tell me about a prominent scientist who came all the way from Australia to look at what Thorean have. He examined the patents, he talked to the people in charge, and he looked at whatever they have in the way of prototypes. His conclusions were damning. Funnily enough, he reckons the people in charge are not crooks. What he says is, they’re engaged in severe, long-term self-delusion. The main man, Ledwidge, apparently takes the view that the laws of Thermodynamics, as they’re understood and accepted by the scientific community, are the same as a religion. He calls them a set of dogmas; he and his friends are supposed to be heretics. 

	“This Aussie scientist says different. He says you can’t decide which fundamental laws you choose to reject. If you claim the laws for the conservation of energy and matter are not valid, then you’re throwing out the whole of science. No more aircraft, no more rockets into outer space, no more bridges or skyscrapers, no more trains or cars. All of these things depend on the laws of physics, and they say, definitively, that you cannot create energy out of nothing. They’re natural laws; they’ve always existed. All the various scientists have done in the past is they’ve discovered them and codified them. Those laws have passed every test they’ve been subjected to.  

	“Religion is different. Those precepts, dogma if you like, are supposed to have been ‘revealed’ to humans. But they most certainly have not passed every test they had to undertake. The universe does not revolve around the Earth, as was initially claimed by religion. Mental illness is not caused by demonic possession. There’s no such thing as a miracle; if something is possible it can happen, if it’s impossible then it cannot happen.

	“Look, Raymond, I’d be happy to put all this in a report for you. Just give me the email address you’re using now.”

	“Thanks John, I’m very much obliged to you.”

	 

	*

	 

	“Is that you, Gus?”.

	Gus had just answered a ring on his mobile phone. 

	“This is Gus Considine. Who’s calling?”

	“John Kennedy here. We met a few times. I used to be your father’s solicitor.”

	“Yes, of course. I remember you well. How are you?”

	“I’m good. I got your number from Penny Considine, your sister-in-law.”

	“Right. It’s good to hear from you. How can I be of assistance?”

	“I have a piece of very sensitive information. As a solicitor I have to be very careful about what I disclose. Ideally I would like to be able to see you in my office.”

	“Can you, perhaps, tell me the nature of this information?” said Gus.

	“I’d rather not. I know you’re in Brussels, but it’s important I talk to you in person. I know I’ve represented you before, but things have moved on. I’d like you to sign a new Letter of Engagement before I give you the information I have.”

	“Hmm. That sounds very serious,” said Gus. “You’re asking me to go to your office?.”

	“Yes. It might be very much in your interest, but what I have here will have to be handled correctly.”

	“You won’t believe this, but I’m actually in Waterford at the moment. I can come in to see you at any time that suits you.” 

	The following day, in the afternoon, he was sitting before Kennedy’s desk. 

	“Can I ask you to sign this Letter of Engagement first?” said the solicitor. Then we’ll have a formal solicitor – client relationship. That could be very important later on. In the event that you do not want to retain me after I give you the information I have, we can rescind the agreement. Is that okay?”

	“Of course,” said Gus.

	What the hell has he to tell me. Must be very sensitive indeed.

	Gus only gave the document the briefest of glances before he signed and dated it, and handed it back. Kennedy sat back in his chair. He joined the tips of his fingers and held them just under his nose before he said:

	“You probably know that Mr. Bernard Cosgrave, who used to be a solicitor, has been struck off by the Law Society?”

	“Ye – ess, I knew that. He was my brother, Rudi’s, solicitor,” said Gus.

	“Right. Well, when a solicitor is struck off their files are seized by the Law Society. Then the different clients have to apply to have them sent to a new solicitor. Your brother, Rudi, chose me for this.

	“Now, here’s the thing. There are boxes and boxes of material. We’re not going through them systematically, but we did come across something in our travels that concerns you. It’s a document, and I can talk to you about it because it’s addressed to you, and you are now my client.”

	Kennedy put two items on the desk. One was a single sheet of handwriting, and the other was an envelope.

	“The envelope is the one the letter was in when we found it in the box. It’s addressed to both you and Rudi.”

	Gus read.

	“It’s a letter from our father, Malachi.”

	“That’s correct.”

	“What does it all mean?”

	“It seems to show that your father wanted to have his assets split between you and Rudi after he died,” said Kennedy. “I’m not sure it can be regarded as a will. I’d have to get further legal advice on that. From a barrister. But at the very least it seems to show that Malachi’s wishes were not followed after his death.”

	“And how did Cosgrave get hold of it?”

	“I don’t know. We have to be very careful here. I can’t just go and interview him or Rudi.” 

	He repeated that he’d have to get advice from a barrister. 

	“The other thing is I need to know is how you want to proceed. You know, of course, that the company your brother built up, Hawthorne Meats, is in money trouble? It’s also likely that Rudi personally won’t have a lot of wealth, after everything that’s happened in business and finance in the recent past.”

	Of course, he and that peacock solicitor of his, Cosgrave, were hand in glove. They have no scruples at all. Somehow they had prevented this letter for coming to light either before or after Malachi died, to make it easier for Rudi to grab everything. He’d have to relate all this to Raymond.

	 

	*

	 

	“I wonder why Rudi had the stuff sent back to Kennedy after Cosgrave was struck off? He didn’t leave Kennedy on good terms when he went to Cosgrave.” Raymond was taking in the information Gus had given him about Malachi’s letter.

	“He’s in trouble with his bankers. He wasn’t able to brief a different company of solicitors, for money reasons.” said Gus. “I suppose Kennedy was known to him from before.”

	He continued:

	“Rudi’s a real bollocks. We have to get Penny involved in this now. She must have something to tell us. She’s been very close to the action here. She’s wary of meeting us though, in case Rudi gets wind of her contacts with me. But we have to talk to her.”

	So once more Gus found himself apologising to Penny about contacting her. She did agree to meet Raymond and Gus, however, at a garden centre.

	 

	*

	 

	Penny, along with Gus and Raymond, was sitting on a bench seat beside a display of plants. All were nursing cups of tea and coffee. Gus handed her a document. He told her it was a copy. The original was safely filed away in Kennedy’s offices. 

	This must be the letter Rudi got all uptight about the day after Malachi’s funeral. Or was it the day before that, at the wake? Memory was such an unreliable thing. Although she had seen the envelope being handed to her husband, she had never seen the contents before.

	She read on.

	This is very serious. Rudi has not been easy to live with, but this kind of behaviour is extreme. Then another thought struck.

	“There’s something else,” she said. 

	“What’s that?” said Raymond.

	“The day I discovered Malachi was in intensive care, the day I saw his car at the hospital, I tried a few times to get hold of Rudi. But I couldn’t. I remember his office told me he had gone to The Homestead, to see Malachi, but when I asked him about later it he got very angry, and said he was nowhere near there.”

	“So you think he might have been there when Malachi died?” said Gus. “Do you realise what that means? 

	“It’s an awful thing,” said Penny. “But it means he might have had something to do with Malachi’s death.”

	“What about the fellow who brought Malachi to the hospital?” said Raymond. “Has anyone ever spoken to him about it? You remember, the guy who found him injured, with his gun beside him?”

	“He gave evidence at the inquest,” said Gus,” but as far as I know he wasn’t asked about Rudi. He only talked about finding Malachi and bringing him to the hospital.”

	“Right. I suppose at the time there was no reason for anyone to ask him about Rudi,” said Raymond. “Is that man still around? Can we talk to him now?”

	“He used to live out beside The Homestead,” said Penny. “I’d say he hasn’t moved.”

	“I think we should strike while the iron is hot,” said Raymond. “I’m in favour of going to talk to him now.”

	“I don’t think it’d be a good idea for us all to descend on him at the same time. He might get a fright,” said Gus. “I knew him fairly well in the olden days. Perhaps I should go and see him myself. 

	“And the other thing is, the iron is not really that hot. Malachi died twenty-five years ago.”

	They all agreed that Gus would take a trip to see this man, whose name was Luke. They’d get together again in Raymond’s bedroom in the hotel in the morning.

	 

	*

	 

	Raymond had placed the “do not disturb” sign on the door. He sat on the bed while Penny and Gus planted themselves on the chairs around the little table in the room. 

	“Well, how did you get on?” said Penny.

	“I went out there to see this man, Luke,” said Gus, “I spoke to his wife. She told me he’s been dead for the last six years.”

	“Oh dear,” said Penny.

	“Let’s face it,” said Gus, “even if he was alive today, it’s highly unlikely that anything he would have to tell us would be reliable, given the length of time that’s passed.” 

	“You have a point there,” said Raymond.

	“Fuck it,” said Gus, “There’s no need to talk to anyone. Rudi got his stupid fuckin’ solicitor to disappear Malachi’s will…”

	“It wasn’t a valid will,” said Raymond.

	“That’s beside the point. He ignored Malachi’s wishes, and did me out of my rightful share. That letter was as good as a will, even if it didn’t conform to all the technical aspects. What a lying, cheating, greedy, murderous bastard.

	“But that’s not all. He killed Malachi. His own father. My father. Jesus.”

	“But…”

	 “Look,” said Gus, “what Penny said about what happened on the day Malachi was brought to the hospital is enough to tell us he was responsible. He followed Malachi down to the river and faked a ‘freak accident’. 

	“He’s a cunt.

	“I will do everything I possibly can to make him pay for what he’s done.”

	Raymond was shocked at the venom in his friend’s voice. Gus’s attitude to his older brother was now verging on the neurotic. Was there some gene in the Considine chromosomes that made them all so angry? An angry, murderous gene. It certainly seemed so.

	 

	



	
Chapter 21 (2001 to 2010)

	 

	L


	edwidge was in his office when Redford came in. “I’ve organised the scaffolding,” he said. “I’ve taken on a company called Sky Scaffolding. They’ll build enough to support a platform, with a stairway up to it. We’ll put a Thorean device on that, hooked up to a winch. The winch will operate a block and tackle that’s have a mass of a kilogramme hanging from it. The scaffolding company will supply all the cranes and forklifts we’ll need to get the equipment up onto that platform. They tell me all should be ready in two days, at most.”

	“Right,” said Ledwidge. “I’ll put a call into Considine now. I’ll tell him all that.”

	He got on the phone.

	“Rudi, we’ll be ready to show you the demo set up the day after tomorrow…”

	He was interrupted by Rudi.

	“I’ll be up to see it tomorrow. I want to have a dry run then, before the main demo on the following day. What has Redford done about monetising all this? Has he arranged for some of the big global companies to come and see the demonstration?”

	“Yes, he’s working on that aspect of the matter even as we speak.”

	“I’ll have Kevin Quilty with me. We’ll stay over in a hotel.”

	“That won’t be necessary,” said Ledwidge.

	“Don’t fucking tell me what’s necessary and what isn’t. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	He hung up.

	Bastard. 

	Might as well contact our other potential investor.

	He put a call through to Raymond Quinn.

	“Mr. Quinn, when you visited us a little while ago, you were wondering if you could see the Thorean device working.”

	“That’s right.”

	“Well I’m delighted to be able to tell you we’re organising a demonstration for the day after tomorrow. Or, if it suited you better, you could come along here tomorrow afternoon, when we’ll be having a rehearsal.”

	“Yes,” said Raymond, “tomorrow would suit me better. What time?”

	“Come along in the afternoon, about three o’clock. Everything should be ready by then. You’ll even have a chance to meet one of our other investors.”

	“Right. Can I bring someone with me?”

	“Yes, sure. The more the merrier.”

	“See you tomorrow.” 

	 

	*

	 

	Quilty had to admit that his boss was a trier. He wasn’t going to let anything stop him when it came to making sure his business would survive. The two of them were on their way to Dublin to oversee the Thorean demonstration.

	“I wonder how much do Gus and the Quinn fella know about our situation?” said Rudi. 

	“I wouldn’t be surprised if they were already talking to the bank.” As he spoke Quilty turned down the passenger side air conditioning a little bit. He thought the fan was too loud for comfortable conversation.

	“Oh, they are,” said Rudi. “They are. Toomarood didn’t say anything about him having any contact with them, but I had a meeting with Gus. He told me they were talking to Toomarood’s superiors, up in Dublin. It seems to me that local bank managers aren’t as important as we thought they were.”

	“Yeh. Especially when the shit hits the fan, like it seems to be doing at the moment because of this fuckin global financial crisis, or whatever they call it.” 

	“Of course you know,” said Rudi, “Toomarood also has shares in Thorean. I bet he’s keeping quiet about that. The fact that he joined at the same time as I did would amount to what some would call a conflict of interest.”

	“But didn’t he talk you into going in?”

	“He did, right enough. And if this demo works it’ll turn out to have been the best thing he did.”

	They could see the scaffolding platform as they turned into the business park that housed the headquarters of Thorian,. 

	“It looks big enough anyway,” said Quilty.

	They parked up outside the main office, and both men went inside in search of Ledwidge and Redford.

	Rudi wanted to let it be known later that he was only acting in the best interests of everybody around him. Penny and Jane, of course, but also all the people that worked for him, and especially Kevin Quilty, who’d given him many years of good service. Even fucking Toomarood, who was out to get whatever he could, but who did include him in what he believed was an opportunity. Rudi was confident the Thorean thing was going to solve all his problems, but he’d have to be the one to make it happen, and fast. It had always been that way.

	They couldn’t find Ledwidge, or even Redford. None of them were around. Fucking idiots. They knew Rudi and Quilty were coming. Rudi it was, for fuck’s sake, that’d put millions into this project.

	When they couldn’t find the Thorean people they came out again and walked over to the scaffolding. There were about five men clambering all over it. Ledwidge had told him that there’d be a stairway up to the platform where the Thorean device would be, attached to a winch that was to lift a weight. This would be over five metres, or sixteen feet, off the ground. They said this represented real work, because the weight would be lifted against the force of gravity. He supposed that sounded about right. He didn’t know about scientific definitions or anything like that, but he did know it’d be important that people watching the demonstration would be able to go up to the Thorean and examine it from up close, to make sure it wasn’t attached to a motor, or pulleys, or gears, or anything like that.

	But there were no stairs. Only ladders. He shouted up to one of the builders.

	“Where’s your foreman,” he said.

	“I suppose that’s me,” was the answer.

	That didn’t sound reassuring. You’d think he’d be more definite about something like that. 

	“When will you be building the stairs?”

	“We got no instructions about any stairs,” said the ‘foreman’.

	For fuck’s sake, there have to be stairs.

	“Where’s Anton Ledwidge? Or Redford?”

	“I have no idea. We’re only here to build a scaffolding tower.”

	Rudi could feel the red mist descending. They’d better show up soon. He pressed his fingers hard against his temples.

	He knew he probably shouldn’t do it, but the next thing he was climbing one of the ladders.

	“Hold on, you can’t come up here.” The scaffolder held up his hand, palm forward. “This scaffolding’s not finished at all. There’s health and safety rules. You can’t use a scaffolding until it’s completed.”

	“I want to see where the Thorean will be.” 

	Rudi had scrambled to reach a kind of platform made up of scaffolding planks. He was joined on there by the scaffolder. 

	“Hold on tight to the uprights,” he said.

	But Rudi had abandoned all grips, on the part of the ladder that stuck up over the platform, of the scaffolding bars, of everything. He was single minded in trying to envisage where the Thorean would be, and how it might look to those on the ground. 

	No. This was not the way he wanted it. For a start, the ladder was out of the question. They’d come across as amateurs if they couldn’t provide the observers from the global companies with a good viewing experience. That needed stairs. Where the fuck was Ledwidge?

	He got back down to ground level. Then both Ledwidge and Redford were standing beside him.

	“You’re doing a fucking terrible job here,” he said. “There will definitely have to be a stairway so that everybody who wants to can come up and see that the Thorean device is not attached to any kind of power. Give those instructions immediately to the scaffolders.”

	Ledwidge made his way over to the tower to do that.

	“What global companies will be represented here?” he asked Redford. “Do you have the press coming?”

	“Well, we have the press alright,” said Redford. “We have reporters from all the national papers. We also have someone from Popular Mechanics. That’s big. It’s great we were able to get someone from that magazine.”

	“Never heard of it. What about the big companies?”

	“Eh, no. The notice we were able to give was too short. They’d be okay for two months’ time, but not for tomorrow. But we have a potential new investor coming. A Continental gentleman. From Brussels”

	“Well it’s time you started to walk the walk. You’ve been talking the talk long enough.”

	Bet you Redford had heard that phrase before, from many other investors.

	“Should we go for some lunch?” said Ledwidge.

	Damn. He wants to take attention away from here. He’ll fill us up with wine so that we won’t know what we’re doing.

	“No,” said Rudi. “You go if you like, but I’m staying here. When will I see the stairs being built?”

	“The foreman’s phoned for the scaffolding materials he’ll need. He said they should be here in about an hour.”

	“Right. And he already has what he needs to put the Thorean device onto the platform, you said. What about setting up the block and tackle and the pulleys and so forth?”

	“They’re already on the platform.”

	“I’ll wait here anyway.”

	Quilty stayed with Rudi. They supervised the scaffolders closely. Eventually the lorry arrived with the stuff for the stairs. Now Rudi started to crack the whip in earnest. When Ledwidge and Redford came back from lunch the outline of the stairs had been completed. Pretty soon, with prodding from Quilty and Rudi, the steps began to take shape.

	Fuck it, if you want to have something done you have to do it yourself.

	Rudi ran up the ladder onto the platform again. And again the scaffolder warned him about the hazards. 

	“The most dangerous part of any building site is wherever there’s scaffolding,” he said.

	Rudi went down once more. 

	“Now I want to see the Thorean device up there,” he said to Ledwidge. 

	It was carried out from the workshop by a forklift truck. 

	“Careful, careful,” said Ledwidge, as the forklift headed over to beside the platform. 

	Soon it was on the platform. It still had a pallet underneath it, but that was okay. The scaffolders rigged up the block and tackle, and then attached the weight to it. 

	“The way this works, said Ledwidge, is you have to initiate the motion of the magnets in order to get it started. In the laboratory we used an electric motor to do that.”

	“That won’t work here,” said Rudi. “I don’t want any electric motor near this thing, in case the observers think that’s what’s lifting the weight. I don’t even want to think that it might be a possibility myself.”

	“Then the only thing we can do is to initiate it by hand. Someone will have to go up there and start the thing rotating.”

	“That’ll be me,” said Rudi. “In fact I want to see it running before anyone arrives.”

	“Yes,” said Quilty, “you agreed we’d have a rehearsal this afternoon.”

	“But the stairs aren’t finished,” said Redford.

	“That’s only important for tomorrow. Today we can use the ladders,” said Rudi.

	Must have climbed up and down this fucking ladder about a dozen times. None of them understands how important this is.

	After several readjustments the Thoreon device was in a position that was acceptable to Rudi. The winch had been attached, via a clutch mechanism, to the block and tackle, and the weight had been placed on the ground but attached to a hook on a thin cable that led to the pulleys.

	Then Rudi saw a car pulling into the yard. When it parked up he could see it carried his brother, Gus, and that bollocks Raymond Quinn.

	What the hell are they doing here? 

	“Time to get her going,” said Ledwidge. “Mr. Considine, would you like to do the honours?”

	 Once again Rudi climbed the ladder. As he did so his mind was reeling. How did Quinn and Gus find out about what he was doing? He stepped out onto the platform. There wasn’t the same room there, now that the Thorean device was in position. He moved to its side and clutched the wheel that rotated the magnets for the initial movement. He shifted it slightly, to get a feel for the amount of force he’d have to apply. Then he gripped it tightly with both hands.

	At that instant the wheel seemed to take on a life of its own. It turned violently, knocking him off balance. He remembered nothing else until he was lying on his back on the ground. Redford and some of the scaffolders were bending over him. Raymond Quinn’s face appeared in his line of vision.

	He heard Redford say:

	“Careful. Don’t try to move him. A fall like this can be very dangerous.”

	 Suddenly his body was being buffeted. Strong hands had gripped him from behind, under his armpits. His upper torso was raised, then allowed to fall, then raised again, as the person lifting him worked to get a better grip. This caused his neck to flex, viciously. 

	“We have to get him under cover.”

	Was that Gus’s voice, near his ear?

	There was a terrible, searing pain in his neck. He tried to call out, but no sound came. His head was moved again violently to one side, and then, equally strongly, to the other. These movements continued for the longest time. People were shouting: 

	“Hold on. Leave him be.”

	Then he couldn’t hear anything. Or feel anything. Not even the pain. But he could see people looking down at him.

	“Help me up, for fuck’s sake.”

	He put his right arm up, in the direction of the faces above. At least, that was what he intended to do, but nothing happened. His limbs were failing to respond to instructions from his brain. He was not able to raise either of his arms, and he could not feel any sensation in his legs, or in any other part of his body.

	 

	*

	 

	“Are you sure?” said Penny. “It seems awful hard on him.” 

	She was reacting to what Raymond had just said after she, Gus and Raymond had all met up in Penny and Rudi’s house, which was:

	“Rudi will never walk again. You heard what the people in the Rehabilitation Institute said. They’ve carried out all the tests. His spinal cord has been damaged. They cannot repair that kind of thing.”

	Gus seemed distracted.

	“He’s walked over everyone, all his life. But still I’ve been trying to see him. Every time I try to contact him at the nursing home they tell me he doesn’t want to see anyone. It’s not just me.”

	“Jane was able to get in to see him.” Said Penny.

	“Yes, well, that’s something. How did she find him?” said Raymond.

	“He’s very low,” said Penny. “He realises now that he’ll be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life. That’s bound to be depressing. She brought him out and they went to a pub. She said it was pathetic watching him try to raise a pint of Guinness to his lips. He didn’t want any help, but a simple thing like that took ages, and he spilled a lot of it.”

	She paused.

	“They went for chips on the way back to the nursing home,” she continued. “Jane said all the people were very helpful. One young woman took it on herself, without being asked, to lift Rudi, wheelchair and all, over the high step into the chip shop. Then she just disappeared.”

	“Can he speak at all?” said Raymond.

	“Oh yes. Jane said his speech is very good. Not like it was, but she could understand what he was saying. And he heard her okay.” 

	“The bank is being its usual callous self,” said Raymond. “They’ll dress it up as if they’re concerned about someone who’s lost the use of all his limbs, but their real concern if for themselves.”

	“What’s the latest from them?” said Penny.

	“They want to put in a receiver over Hawthorne Meats. If that happens the company’s assets will be sold to the highest bidder. That wouldn’t suit us. I’ve argued that the market is depressed at the moment, and I’ve asked them to sell it to us as a going concern. The vibes I’m getting are that they’ll do that, but we need to act fast.”

	“What does that mean?” said Gus. “What do we have to do?”

	“The first thing is to hammer out the structure of the new operation. Is Rudi going to have any involvement at all? Could he act as a kind of nominal chairman? What about Quilty?”

	“I spoke to Quilty,” said Penny. “He’d be happy to stay on. He did some good work for the company in the past, and there’s no doubt but that he knows the business.”

	“Was he able to talk to Rudi, do you know?” said Raymond.

	“He said he wasn’t able to see him. Apparently Rudi wouldn’t take calls from him either.”

	“Look, we’ll have to involve Jane here,” said Raymond. “she’s a Chartered Accountant with lots of experience.”

	So they did. They all met in the kitchen of Penny and Rudi’s house. 

	“I’ve been doing some deep research on possible cures for paraplegia,” said Raymond. “There’s a specialist I’m in touch with up in Dublin who tells me there’s been work done on stem cell therapy. They’re not anywhere near having a cure, but he thinks it might be possible at some time in the future. They do need funding though, to continue their work.”

	“Have you had any further success with getting Hawthorne Meats out from under the control of the bank?” This came from Gus.

	“Yes. Brannigan and I know exactly what it will take to square things with them. We’ve worked out a restructuring deal that will put the company back on an even keel. Peripheral assets will be sold, and I’ll supply investment that will satisfy them as to the viability of the company going forward. They’ll remove Rudi legally if that’s what it takes, but I’d prefer if we could get his agreement on what has to happen.”

	“Jesus,” said Gus, “we won’t get much traction on that unless we can talk to him.”

	“I have an idea,” said Raymond. 

	“What is it?”

	“I’ll get my specialist friend to go and see Rudi. We can get the nursing home to have him visit Rudi to discuss his treatment. It’d do no harm for him to examine Rudi anyway. Then we’ll put a proposal to Rudi.”

	“What would that be?” asked Penny.

	“He’ll remain on as Chairman of the company, with a basic salary. We’ll form the management team; you, me, Jane and Gus. We’ll also have full ownership. If he agrees to that, Hawthorne Meats will set up a trust to fund research into stem cell treatment for spinal cord injury, under the auspices of our specialist.”

	Gus brought the open palm of his right hand down onto the table.

	“That’ll work,” he said. “That’ll work.”

	And such an arrangement, Penny thought, would leave her conscience clear in the event that Gus and she made more of the relationship that had grown between them over such a long period of time, and through such adventures.

	 

	THE END
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